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Heavenly Fire Is Not and Should Never Be Destructive 

 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat Shemot, 5774 

 

The iconic burning bush. 

 The most fundamental and well-known symbol appearing in Parashat Shemot is the burning 

bush. Moshe has escaped to Midian, married Yitro’s daughter Tziporra and is shepherding his father-in-

law’s sheep deep in the wilderness, when his attention is drawn to a peculiar phenomenon: 

 

Shemot 3:2-3 

And the Angel of the LORD appeared unto him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a 

bramble bush; and he looked, and, behold, the bramble bush burned with fire, and the 

bramble bush was not consumed. And Moses said: 'I will turn aside now, and see this 

great sight, why the bramble bush is not burnt.'1  

 

Burning Bush = The Divine Presence 

The association between God’s Manifestation in the natural world and the burning bush is expressed 

most felicitously by Elizabeth Barrett Browning:  

 

Earth’s crammed with heaven,  

And every common bush afire with God.2 3 

                                                           
1
 Whenever I encounter this verse, I always think to myself what might have happened had Moshe not been 

curious to draw closer to the bush to inspect the phenomenon. Would HaShem have Pursued Moshe and Given 
him additional opportunities to experience Divine Revelation, or would God have Moved on to choose someone 
else? An indication that the “jury was out” is the fact that names of Moshe’s family do not appear until Chapter 6, 
suggesting that Moshe’s family did not take on significance until the commitment was made on both sides, i.e., 
HaShem and Moshe, that he would serve as God’s Emissary to the Jews in Egypt over the long haul. 
 e.g., Shemot 2:1-10 

And there went a man of the house of Levi, and took to wife a daughter of Levi. And the woman 
conceived, and bore a son; and when she saw him that he was a goodly child, she hid him three months. 
And when she could not longer hide him, she took for him an ark of bulrushes, and daubed it with slime 
and with pitch; and she put the child therein, and laid it in the flags by the river's brink. And his sister 
stood afar off, to know what would be done to him. And the daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe in 
the river; and her maidens walked along by the river-side; and she saw the ark among the flags, and sent 
her handmaid to fetch it. And she opened it, and saw it, even the child; and behold a boy that wept. And 
she had compassion on him, and said: 'This is one of the Hebrews' children.' Then said his sister to 
Pharaoh's daughter: 'Shall I go and call thee a nurse of the Hebrew women, that she may nurse the child 
for thee?' And Pharaoh's daughter said to her: 'Go.' And the maiden went and called the child's mother. 
And Pharaoh's daughter said unto her: 'Take this child away, and nurse it for me, and I will give thee thy 
wages.' And the woman took the child, and nursed it. And the child grew, and she brought him unto 
Pharaoh's daughter, and he became her son. And she called his name Moshe, and said: 'Because I drew 
him out of the water…'      

2
 From “Aurora Leigh” (1857), bk. 7, l.  821, quoted in The Oxford Book of Quotations, ed. Elizabeth Knowles, 

Oxford U. Press, New York, 1999,  p. 154, #13. 



2 
 

 

While the poet suggests that burning bushes, at least metaphorically, are extremely ubiquitous and can 

be found throughout the world, the Midrash claims that not everyone has the sensitivity or the 

spirituality to notice.  

 

Shemot Rabba 2:5 

“Unto him”—What is the implication of “Unto him”? This is to teach that there were 

other people with him, but the only one who observed this was Moshe alone, similar to 

what is written in Daniel 10:7, “And I Daniel alone saw the vision; for the men that were 

with me saw not the vision; howbeit a great trembling fell upon them, and they fled to 

hide themselves.”4   

 

What might a “burning bush” specifically symbolize? 

Understandably, a burning bush that remained intact was strange enough to cause Moshe to 

digress from his intended path in order to investigate further, providing HaShem with the opportunity to 

charge his prophet with the task of going down to Egypt to redeem the Jews from slavery. Nevertheless, 

it is still appropriate to speculate regarding the particular meaning of such a symbol. The vision in the 

wilderness consisted of three elements: a) a bramble bush, b) a flame and c) the bush remaining 

unscathed despite being engulfed in flames.  

 

a) Entrapment  

There are some who suggest that HaShem Speaking to Moshe from the midst of a bramble bush 

conveys the idea that He Empathizes with the plight of the trapped, enslaved Jewish people: 

 

RaShI on Shemot 3:2 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
3
 A Midrashic source advances a similar idea: 

Shemot Rabba 2:5 
“Out of the midst of a bush”—A non-Jew asked R. Yehoshua ben Korcha: What was the Holy One, Blessed 
be He Thinking when He Decided to Speak to Moshe from the midst of a bramble bush? He replied: If it 
had been from the midst of carob tree or a sycamore, you would have asked me the same question. But I 
will not give you a unsatisfying answer. Why from the midst of a bramble bush? To teach you that there is 
no place that is removed from the Divine Presence, even a lowly bramble bush. 

4
 The concept that certain visions can be seen only by selected individuals parallels a Midrash regarding the Binding 

of Isaac: 
Beraishit Rabba 56:2 
(Beraishit 22:4-5 “On the third day Abraham lifted up his eyes, and saw the place afar off. And Abraham 
said unto his young men: 'Abide ye here with the donkey, and I and the lad will go yonder; and we will 
worship, and come back to you.'”) 
He said to Yitzchak: “My son! Do you see what I see?” (Rabbinic tradition posits that Avraham was able to 
identify the mountain upon which he was to sacrifice Isaac by a particular cloud that hovered over the 
mountain, but apparently was not observable by all.) He said to him: “Yes.”  He said to his two young 
men: “Do you see what I see?” They said: “No.” …”Abide ye here with the donkey”… 
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“Out of the midst of a bramble bush”—And not another shrub, because (Tehilim 91:15) 

“He shall call upon Me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble; I will rescue 

him, and bring him to honor.”5   

 

Shemot Rabba 2:5 

R. Yose says: Just as the bramble bush is more troublesome/destructive than all of the 

shrubs, and any bird that becomes entangled within a bramble bush does not come out 

unscathed, so was the Egyptian enslavement more difficult before HaShem than all of 

the enslavements in the world… 

 

R. Pinchos HaKohen ben HaRav Chama says: Just like this bramble bush, when a person 

places his hand within it he doesn’t feel anything but when he tries to extract it, his 

hand becomes badly injured, so too when the Jews went down to Egypt no one took 

particular notice, but when they left, they were surrounded by signs, wonders and 

warfare. 

 

b) God Chooses to Reveal Himself in lowly, humble entities 

Other Rabbinic approaches focus upon the lowliness and ordinariness of the bramble bush, 

paralleling the state of the Jewish people during their Egyptian servitude: 

 

Ibid. 

R. Eliezer says: Just as the bramble bush is the lowliest of all of the shrubs in the world, 

so too Israel were lowly and insignificant in Egypt.  

   

as well as God’s overall Preference for the humble and the lowly as platforms for His Presence: 

 

Sota 5a 

(Yeshayahu 57:15) “With him also that is of a contrite and humble spirit”. R. Huna and R. 

Chisda [explain it]. One says that it means the contrite is with Me, and the other that I 

[God] am with the contrite. The more probable view is in accord with him who holds the 

meaning to be I am with the contrite; for behold, the Holy One, Blessed be He, Ignored 

all the mountains and heights and Caused His Shechina  to Abide upon Mount Sinai, but 

did not Elevate Mount Sinai [up to Himself]. 

R. Yosef said: Man should always learn from the Mind of his Creator; for behold, the 
Holy One, Blessed be He, Ignored all the mountains and heights and Caused His 

                                                           
5
 This RaShI conveys the same theme as a comment on a later verse in Shemot:  

(Shemot 24:10 “And they saw the God of Israel; and there was under His Feet the likeness of a paved 
work of sapphire stone, and the like of the very heaven for clearness.”) 
It was before Him during the time of the servitude (Moshe’s entourage see this vision on Sinai, 
approximately fifty days after leaving Egypt) to remember the troubles of Israel, since they were enslaved 
by having to produce bricks and build with them. 
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Shechina  to Abide upon Mount Sinai, and Ignored all the beautiful trees and Caused His 
Shechina  to abide in a bush.   
 

c) Fire associated with the Divine 

With respect to fire, the Divine Presence is often described with such imagery: 

 

Ibid. 14a 

R. Hama son of R. Hanina further said: What means the text: (Devarim 13:5) “Ye shall 
walk after the Lord your God?”  Is it, then, possible for a human being to walk after the 
Shechina; for has it not been said: (Ibid. 4:24) “For the Lord thy God is a Devouring 
Fire?”  But [the meaning is] to walk after the Attributes of the Holy One, Blessed be He. 
As He Clothes the naked, for it is written: (Beraishit 3:21) “And the Lord God Made for 
Adam and for his wife coats of skin, and Clothed them”,  so do thou also clothe the 
naked. The Holy One, Blessed be He, Visited the sick, for it is written: (Ibid. 18:1) “And 
the Lord Appeared unto him by the oaks of Mamre”, so do thou also visit the sick. The 
Holy One, Blessed be He, Comforted mourners, for it is written: (Ibid. 25:11) “And it 
came to pass after the death of Abraham, that God Blessed Isaac his son”, so do thou 
also comfort mourners. The Holy one, Blessed be He, Buried the dead, for it is written: 
(Devarim 34:6) “And He Buried him in the valley”, so do thou also bury the dead.  
 
d) Fire and Sinai 
But an additional association between fire and not only the Divine Presence in general, but a 

specific seminal experience that may be foreshadowed by the vision of the bush, and may be considered 
the culmination and even the actual goal of the Egyptian Exodus, comes to mind: 
 
 Shemot 19:18-20 

Now Mount Sinai was altogether smoking, because the LORD Descended upon it in fire; 
and the smoke thereof ascended as the smoke of a furnace, and the whole mount 
quaked greatly. And when the voice of the Shofar waxed louder and louder, Moshe 
spoke, and God Answered him by a Voice. And the LORD Came down upon Mount Sinai, 
to the top of the mount; and the LORD Called Moshe to the top of the mount; and 
Moshe went up.   
 

According to one school of thought, God Himself Makes an explicit connection between the burning 
bush and the Giving of the Tora. When Moshe is told that he is being given a “sign” that relatively soon 
after leaving Egypt, the Jews would worship HaShem at the spot where he sees the burning bush, the 
“sign” is interpreted as either a quality of the burning bush itself or the immediate destination of the 
people once Moshe has delivered them from Egypt:   
 

Shemot 3:12 
And He Said: “Certainly I will be with thee; and this shall be the sign unto thee, that I 
have Sent thee: when thou hast brought forth the people out of Egypt, ye shall serve 
God upon this mountain.”  
 
RaShI:  
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…And this vision that you have seen in the bush is for you a sign that I have Sent you, 
and I am fully Capable of Saving as you have seen how the bush carries out My Mission 
and remains unharmed, so you will go on My Mission and you will not be harmed… 
Another interpretation: I will be with you. And the fact that you will be successful in 
your mission will be for you a sign regarding another promise that I am Promising you, 
that when you take them out of Egypt, you will serve Me on this mountain,6 that you 
will receive the Tora upon it, and this will be an everlasting merit for Israel… 
 
Sefat Emet on Shemot 3:27 
…Truthfully, the language of the verse regarding this extraordinary vision implies that 
the vision itself was the essence of the sign to Moshe, our Teacher. Regarding this is 
stated afterwards, “And this will be the sign”, as it is said, (Yirmiyahu 23:29) “Is not My 
Word like as fire? Saith the LORD; and like a hammer that breaketh the rock in pieces?” 
And similarly it says, (Devarim 4:36) “Out of heaven He Made thee to hear His Voice, 
that He might Instruct thee; and upon earth He Made thee to see His Great Fire; and 
thou didst hear His Words out of the midst of the fire.” And Moshe our Teacher said to 
the Children of Israel, (Devarim 4:33) “Did ever a people hear the Voice of God Speaking 
out of the midst of the fire, as thou hast heard, and live?” And this is what the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, Showed Moshe our teacher: That the Jewish people can receive this 
Great Fire and remain alive in their bodies. As is stated in the Midrash, “A fire that burns 
above, but does not consume. And so too the fire of the Tora, it overturns the body to 
ignite it (the soul) with a flame of fire. And even so, it (the soul) remains alive within the 
body. And the Rabbis have said, “Great is Tora because it gives life to those who carry it 
out in this world and the world to come.” And it is written here (Shemot 3:2) “And the 
bramble bush burned with fire”, and it is written there (Devarim 4:11; 5:20; 9:15) “And 
the mountain (Sinai) burned with fire.” And this is the hint “And this will be for you a 
sign”… 
 

Divine Fire is frightening, but human beings can withstand it. 
Although the totality of the sensual Sinai experience, including the Divine Fire, turned out to be 

“too much” for the people to think that they could withstand, 
  

Shemot 20:14-5 
And all the people perceived the thunderings, and the lightnings, and the voice of the 
Shofar, and the mountain smoking; and when the people saw it, they trembled, and 
stood afar off. And they said unto Moshe: “Speak thou with us, and we will hear; but let 
not God Speak with us, lest we die.”  
 

as RaShI and the Sefat Emet mentioned above, just as the bush was unharmed by the Divine Fire, the 
same should be true for anyone who has the capacity to perceive, feel and even contain within him the 

                                                           
6
 The burning bush is assumed to have been seen by Moshe on Mt. Sinai: 

Shemot 3:1 
Now Moshe was keeping the flock of Yitro his father-in-law, the priest of Midian; and he led the flock to 
the farthest end of the wilderness, and came to the mountain of God, unto Chorev.  

7
 R. Yehuda Aryeh Lev, (the first Gerer Rebbe), Chelek Sheini, Parashat Shemot, Nechdei Sefat Emet 

B’Yerushalayim, Yerushalayim, p. 11b.  
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“bren”, the passion of Divine Service, particularly when he internalizes the fire of Sinai, represented by 
and contained within the Tora, our holiest manifestation of God’s Will on earth:   

 
R. S.R. Hirsch on Shemot 3:2 

…The Tora itself is nothing but fire taking the form of law (Devarim 33:2) “And he said: 

The LORD Came from Sinai, and Rose from Seir unto them; He Shined forth from Mount 

Paran, and He Came from the myriads holy, at His right hand was a fiery law (אש דת) 

unto them.”  As fire, it contains the powers of fire, and the purposes of fire, to penetrate 

us, to refine  and purify us, to warm us, and to quicken and enliven us… 

 

And just as the Divine Fire, as potent as it may be, when true to the image of the burning bush, must not 

cause harm to either its bearers or those with whom its bearers come into contact, so too should that 

be the case with respect to individuals who have the spiritual wherewithal to perceive such a fire and 

live their lives in accordance with it.  

 

Mishnat R. Eliezer, Parasha 4, p. 718 

Great is peace, because God did not initially Reveal Himself to Moshe our Teacher via 

Chayot, Cheruvim or Ofanim,9 but rather from the midst of something associated with 

peace, as it says, (Shemot 3:2) “And the Angel of the LORD appeared unto him in a flame 

of fire”, He Showed him fire burning in the midst of vegetation without either 

consuming or extinguishing it.  

 

Manuscript of Yalkut Albichani10 

Another interpretation: The bush is the heart. Another interpretation: The bush is the 

body. A fire burning in the midst of the heart and the body is not consumed; a fire 

burning in the heart and it does not consume. 

 

Fire engendered by religious passion is not always benevolent 

While the Divine Fire represents powerful religious passion that rather than destroys, instead 

ennobles, human history in general and Jewish tradition in particular has not been, and is not presently, 

                                                           
8
 Cited in Tora Sheima, Vol. 8, R. Menachem Kasher, Tora Shleima Institute, Yerushalayim, 5752, pp. 122-3, #61. 

9
 Types of angels in God’s Heavenly Host.  

RaMBaM, Mishne Tora, Hilchot Yesodei HaTora 2:7 
The different names with which the angels are called reflect their [spiritual] levels. Thus, they are called: 
1) The holy chayyot, who are above all the others; 2) the ofanim; 3) the er'elim;  4) the chashmalim; 5) the 
serafim; 6) the mal'achim; 7) the elohim; 8) the sons of the elohim; 9) the keruvim; 10) the ishim. 
These ten names which are used to refer to the angels reflect their ten [different spiritual] levels. The 
level above which there is no higher level except that of God, Blessed be He, is that of the form called 
chayyot. Therefore, the prophets state that they are below God's throne of glory. The tenth [and lowest] 
level is that of the form called ishim. They are the angels who communicate with the prophets and are 
perceived by them in prophetic visions. Therefore, they are called ishim, (“men”), because their level is 
close to the level of human knowledge. 

10
 Tora Shleima, p. 123, #64. 
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devoid of examples where such fire burns uncontrollably, figuratively, and sometimes even  literally, 

destroying whatever is in its path that is not deemed to measure up to its self-defined standards: 

 

Shabbat 33b 

R. Yehuda commenced [the discussion] by observing, “How fine are the works of this 
people (the Romans)!  They have made streets, they have built bridges, they have 
erected baths.” R. Yose was silent. R. Shimon bar  Yochai answered and said, “All that 
they made they made for themselves; they built market-places, to set harlots in them; 
baths, to rejuvenate themselves; bridges, to levy tolls for them.”  Now, Yehuda the son 
of proselytes went and related their talk, which reached the government. They decreed: 
Yehuda, who exalted [us], shall be exalted, Yose, who was silent, shall be exiled to 
Sepphoris; Shimon, who censured, let him be executed.  
He and his son went... and hid in a cave... Thus they dwelt twelve years in the cave. Then 
Elijah came and stood at the entrance to the cave and exclaimed, Who will inform the 
son of Yochai that the emperor is dead and his decree annulled?  So they emerged. 
Seeing a man plowing and sowing, they exclaimed, “They forsake life eternal and engage 
in life temporal!”11 Whatever they cast their eyes upon was immediately burnt up. 
Thereupon a Heavenly Echo came forth and cried out, “Have ye emerged to destroy My 
World: Return to your cave!”  So they returned and dwelt there twelve months, saying, 
“The punishment of the wicked in Gehenna is [limited to] twelve months.”  A Heavenly 
Echo then came forth and said, 'Go forth from your cave!' Thus.'; they issued…  On the 
eve of the Sabbath before sunset they saw an old man holding two bundles of myrtle 
and running at twilight. “What are these for?” they asked him. “They are in honor of the 
Sabbath,” he replied.  “But one should suffice you”? — One is for “Remember-“ and one 
for “Observe.”  Said he to his son, “See how precious are the Commandments to Israel.” 
Thereat their minds were tranquilized.12  

                                                           
11

 This judgmentally negative attitude towards everyday life is in accordance with the absolutist stance that R. 
Shimon bar Yochai is reported to take in another Talmudic passage: 

Berachot 35b 
Our Rabbis taught: “And thou shalt gather in thy corn.” What is to be learnt from these words? Since it 
says, “This book of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth,” I might think that this injunction is to be 
taken literally. Therefore it says, “And thou shalt gather in thy corn”, which implies that you are to 
combine the study of them  with a worldly occupation. This is the view of R. Yishmael. R. Shimon bar 
Yochai says: Is that possible? If a man ploughs in the plowing season, and sows in the sowing season, and 
reaps in the reaping season, and threshes in the threshing season, and winnows in the season of wind, 
what is to become of the Torah? No; but when Israel perform the Will of the Omnipresent, their work is 
performed by others, as it says. “And strangers shall stand and feed your flocks. etc.,” and when Israel do 
not perform the Will of the Omnipresent their work is carried out by themselves, as it says, “And thou 
shalt gather in thy corn.” Nor is this all, but the work of others also is done by them, as it says. “And thou 
shalt serve thine enemy etc.”   

12
 It is interesting to compare what R. Shimon bar Yochai states in Berachot (see fn. 10 above) and the view 

attributed to him in Menachot 99b: 
R. Ammi said, From these words of R. Yose  we learn that even though a man learns but one 
chapter in the morning and one chapter in the evening he has thereby fulfilled the precept of “This 
book of the law shall not depart out of thy mouth”. R. Yochanan said in the name of R. Shimon bar Yohai, 
Even though a man but reads the Shema  morning and evening he has thereby fulfilled the precept of 
“[This book of the law] shall not depart”. It is forbidden, however, to say this in the presence of “Ammei 
HaAretz.”  But Raba said, It is a meritorious act to say it in the presence of “Ammei HaAretz.” 

http://halakhah.com/berakoth/berakoth_35.html#35b_6
http://halakhah.com/berakoth/berakoth_35.html#35b_8
http://halakhah.com/berakoth/berakoth_35.html#35b_10
http://halakhah.com/berakoth/berakoth_35.html#35b_11
http://halakhah.com/berakoth/berakoth_35.html#35b_12
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A burning bush within each of us 

But as in the case of all true symbols, the significance of Moshe’s vision in Shemot 3 is not 
relegated to exclusively considering what is appropriate and inappropriate Hitlahavut when it comes to 
one’s service of God and how he views others who differ from him in their devotion and practice.   On 
the Israeli newspaper Yediot Achronot’s website, there is a weekly feature which I have come to admire 
and look forward to, entitled “Parasha B’Rega”. The well-known professional actor Nir Manki presents 
an engaging lesson stemming from the week’s Tora reading in a minute or two.13 This week he chose to 
discuss the symbol of the burning bush, but from a very personal and Mussar perspective.14 Manki 
posited that each of us have a burning bush within ourselves, calling upon us to engage in meaningful 
and challenging projects and activities. But at the same time, we each have as well a personal “Pharoah” 
who will have to be confronted and overcome in order for us to successfully carry out the tasks to which 
we believe we are called. And like Moshe, each of us often makes myriad excuses as to why our 
“Pharoah” cannot be overcome—it is too difficult; I have tried in the past and the results have not been 
good; I have my own personal affairs to take care of; someone else is better suited to accomplish this, 
etc. Manki concludes that just as Moshe is told by HaShem to stop making excuses and “just do it”, we 
should adopt the same type of philosophy regarding the things that we feel need to be done in order to 
improve the situations of ourselves, our families, our communities, our people, our society.  

 
Eilu VeEilu Divrei Elokim Chayim (These and these are the words of the Living God.) 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
In light of his maximalist position regarding not engaging in agriculture because it would take time away from Tora 
study, it is surprising that in the above Talmudic passage, the most lenient position re devoting time to Tora is 
attributed to him. Could this be part of his post-cave rehabilitation reflected at the end of the story in Shabbat 
33b? 
13

 I referred to “Parasha B’Rega” earlier this year in my talk on Parashat Noach. See “A Rosh Katan and a Rosh 
Gadol” and http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4140534,00.html  
14

 http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4175136,00.html  

http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4140534,00.html
http://www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,L-4175136,00.html

