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Responding to a Call 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashat VaYikra 5774 

 

The manner in which HaShem Communicates with Moshe. 

 It is possible to distinguish three distinct phases of interaction between Moshe and HaShem in 

the biblical books spanning Shemot to Devarim: 

 a) From the Revelation at the burning bush through the Exodus from Egypt (Shemot 3-17); 

 b) The Revelation on Sinai (Ibid. 19-34); 

c) The ongoing discussions described from VaYikra 1 until Devarim 34 that primarily took place 

within the precincts of the Tabernacle, the Ohel Moed.  

 

“VaYikra” vs. “VaYomer” and “VaYedaber” 

While most of these interactions are introduced with the standard phrase, “And God Spoke to 

Moshe Saying”, the beginning of each of the three sections listed above is marked with the verb, “K-R-A” 

(call): 

 

Shemot 3:4  

And when the Lord Saw that he turned aside to see, God Called unto him out of the 

midst of the bush, and Said: 'Moshe, Moshe.' And he said: 'Here am I.'  

 

Ibid. 19:3  

And Moshe went up unto God, and the Lord Called unto him out of the mountain, 

Saying: 'Thus shalt thou say to the house of Jacob, and tell the children of Israel.’  

 

VaYikra 1:1  

And the Lord Called unto Moshe, and Spoke unto him out of the tent of meeting, saying. 

 

In VaYikra, the communications take place in a specific place. 

R. Elimelech Bar Shaul, in his collection of essays on Parashat HaShavua, entitled Min HaBe’er1 

paraphrases the first verse in VaYikra as follows:  

 

“And the Holy One, Blessed Be He, Called to Moshe from the midst of the Tent of 

Meeting, to enter unto Him ‘Lifnai VeLifnim’ (into the inner sanctum).” 

The assumption that these interchanges between God and His Prophet from this point on took place in 

the Kodesh Kodashim (the Holy of Holies) is based upon HaShem’s description of the purpose served by 

the Kaporet, the cover of the Aron that was located in the Kodesh Kodashim:  

                                                           
1
Re’em, Tel-Aviv, 1980, pp. 95-8.  
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Shemot 25:22 

And there I will Meet with thee, and I will Speak with thee from above the ark-cover, from 

between the two cherubim which are upon the Ark of the Testimony, of all things which I will 

Give thee in commandment unto the children of Israel.  

 

Comparing Moshe and the Kohen Gadol with respect to entering the Holy of Holies. 

In contrast to the Kohen Gadol, who would once each year on Yom HaKippurim present an  

incense offering and pray on behalf of the Jewish people as part of the Temple ritual on that auspicious 

holy day,  

 

VaYikra 16:12-3 

And he shall take a censer full of coals of fire from off the altar before the Lord, and his 

hands full of sweet incense beaten small, and bring it within the veil.  And he shall put 

the incense upon the fire before the Lord, that the cloud of the incense may cover the 

ark-cover that is upon the testimony, that he die not, 

 

Moshe’s numerous entrances into the Holy of Holies had nothing to do with a particular ritual 

service, but rather in order to interact with the Divine. Additionally, instead of praying once each year in 

the area occupied by the Holy Ark  as in the case of the High Priest, Moshe could receive a summons on 

any day, at any hour, and had to be constantly on call to respond “Hineni” (Here I am). The Midrash 

presents two additional dimensions of the Calls that Moshe received from God by way of the Tent of 

Meeting:  

 

Tanchuma, Parashat VaYikra, #1 

And from where do we know that God Used the Voice that Moshe heard when the Tora 

was being Given (on Sinai)… 

Lest you say that the Voice (if it was as powerful as it had been on Sinai) was heard by 

Israel who were outside (the Tent of Meeting), the text states (BaMidbar 7:89) “And he 

(Moshe) heard the Voice”—he alone heard. But if He was Speaking with a very loud 

voice, how could they not have heard? Because God Controlled the Call that was 

emitted, and God Made for the Voice a Path, by means of which it would go out until it 

would reach Moshe, and it would not spill over either to this side or to that… 

 

The Midrash posits that even when there are powerful Divine Calls, they can be extremely specific, with 

only certain people, or perhaps even a single individual, sensing such a call and choosing whether or not 

to respond to it. 

 

Responding to a “Call”/”call”. 

               The employment of the verb “K-R-A”, i.e., God’s Issuing a Call, at key moments over the course 

of Moshe’s career as God’s most important prophet, parallels the terminology originally used to account 

for an individual’s being drawn to a life entirely devoted to religious service, i.e., “to have a ‘calling’”, as 

in the cases of, LeHavdil, priests, monks and nuns.  However, over time, due to innovative theological 
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assumptions2 as well as progressive secularization,3 anyone pursuing a fulfilling series of activities 

stemming from inner passion and enthusiasm, could feel justified in claiming that he had a “calling”.4 A 

two-part PBS special on the channel’s Independent Lense series, entitled “The Calling”5 traced the 

experiences of seven individuals preparing for leadership positions in various religions. What I found of 

even greater interest is the web project that has been inspired by the PBS program, entitled “What’s 

Your Calling?”6  Video interviews are arranged according to topics that include, in addition to specifically 

religious categories: art, comedy, doubt, education, environment, failure, family, health, music, poverty 

and sports, clearly illustrating the range of activities that are currently associated with the sense of a 

“calling”.   

 

Not all “calls” are the same. 

                It seems to me important to emphasize that there is a fundamental difference between the 

“calling” that Moshe heard directly from HaShem,7 and what people currently “hear” as a “calling” 

                                                           
2
 “…The norms regarding work which developed out of the Protestant Reformation, based on the combined 

theological teachings of Luther and Calvin, encouraged work in a chosen occupation with an attitude of service to 
God, viewed work as a calling and avoided placing greater spiritual dignity on one job than another, approved of 
working diligently to achieve maximum profits, required reinvestment of profits back into one's business, allowed 
a person to change from the craft or profession of his father, and associated success in one's work with the 
likelihood of being one of God's Elect.”-- http://www.coe.uga.edu/workethic/hpro.html 
  I would like to thank Chaim Himmelfarb for mentioning this point to me.--YB 
3
 Chris Stedman, in the January 24

th
 , 2011 edition of the Huffington Post, (“Do Only Religious People Have a 

Calling?”-- http://www.huffingtonpost.com/chris-stedman/can-atheists-have-a-calli_b_812433.htm) quotes the 
musician Jack White, of the White Stripes and other bands, as saying, “I was thinking at 14 that possibly I might 
have had the calling to be a priest.  Blues singers sort of have the same feelings as someone who’s called to be a 
priest might have.” Stedman continues, “Today, ‘calling’ has become common currency in the American parlance, 
its meaning expanded to refer to the realization of an individual’s passion or drive.” Stedman then further clarifies 
his own understanding of a “calling” to be something that “matters to you, drives you, inspires you…work you 
bring your full self to…work you can’t ‘clock out’ of…you can’t not do.” However, the author in the end concedes 
that something outside of oneself contributes to drawing him/her to follow a particular path in the case of a 
“calling”—“ Now, it's clear. A calling blossoms when you see a need in the world that aligns with your passions, 
and you dive into addressing it head first. This can happen whether you're an artist or a social worker, whether 
you're young or old, and whether you believe in God or not.”  
4
 David T. Hansen, from the perspective of an educator (A Call to Teach, Teachers College, Columbia University, 

New York, 1995, pp. 3, 5) defines “vocation” as follows: “…(it) describes work that results in service to others and 

personal satisfaction in the rendering of that service… (it) presupposes a social practice in which to enact one’s 

inner urge to contribute to the world…the call to teach comes from what they have seen and experienced in the 

world,  not solely from what they may have ‘heard’ in their inner heart and mind. The sense of being impelled to 

act from within is coterminous with a sense of being called by something without.” 
5
 http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/calling/  

6
http://www.whatsyourcalling.org/about   

7
 In my comments regarding the manner in which Betzalel and the other “Chachmei Leiv” (the wise of heart) were 

able to suddenly carry out the fabrication of the Tabernacle when they had no prior experience working with 

precious metals, woods, cloths, dyes, leathers and jewels (Parashat VaYakhel 5771--“Artistic Inspiration” 

http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/vayakhel-5774-

artistic-inspiration.pdf ), I noted that the Tora repeats a number of times how HaShem “Filled them with Divine 

Spirit” (Shemot 28:3; 31;3,6; 35:30-1; 36:1-2). While this phenomenon has some elements in common with 

http://www.coe.uga.edu/workethic/hpro.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/chris-stedman/can-atheists-have-a-calli_b_812433.htm
http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/calling/
http://www.whatsyourcalling.org/about
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/vayakhel-5774-artistic-inspiration.pdf
http://images.shulcloud.com/376/uploads/Pubs/RabbiSpeeches/5774/Rabbi_Presentations/vayakhel-5774-artistic-inspiration.pdf
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during the period of “Hester Panim” (the Hiding of the Divine Face),8 when actual prophecy no longer 

takes place. It is one thing to hear an objective calling summoning one to fulfill God’s Will, quite another 

when one believes that he is responding to some sort of call, but can never be entirely sure.9  

 

Tora study as means to receive a Divine Call, at least indirectly. 

               But does that mean that it is now impossible to hear a true “Divine Calling”?  R. Bar Shaul 

suggests10 that if we choose to allow ourselves to hear, a Divine Call is still being issued by means of the 

spiritual opportunity presented by a certain type of Tora study:11 

 

The Holy One, Blessed Be He, Called Moshe, from the midst of the Tent of Meeting, to 

enter unto Him into the Inner Sanctum. And it is permissible for us to say using the 

terminology of the scholars: The Holy One, Blessed Be He, Calls each one of Israel from 

the midst of the Tora that has been Given to us, to enter the Inner Sanctum, the Inner 

Sanctum of Tora… 

Every serious Tora study experience is an entry into the inner sanctum of the Tora.  

Tanya, Part I, Chapt. 5 

When a person knows and concludes in his mind a Halachic decision as 

it is presented in the Mishna or Gemora or Decisors, he apprehends and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
receiving a Divine Calling, e.g., a force comes from without, the individual is summoned to rise above his normal 

activities, he is assigned specific tasks to carry out, nevertheless, whereas these individuals appear to be 

“possessed” by some outside force, suggesting that they really didn’t have all that much choice regarding whether 

or not to respond, the individual who is “called” would appear to retain the option to refuse. While God can be 

“insistent” once He Calls upon someone, as suggested by the case of Yona, who when attempting to avoid his 

prophetic mission, is pursued and even swallowed by a massive fish until he finally agrees, there still seems to be a 

requirement for the chosen individual to respond positively before proceeding. 
8
 As in Devarim 31:18-- 

And I will surely Hide My Face in that day for all the evil which they shall have wrought, in that they are 

turned unto other gods.  
9
 While I have no issue with referring to those who engage in serving professions, e.g., physicians, nurses, teachers, 

social workers, first responders to disasters, military careers, as responding to a “call”, I have more trouble 

including artists within such a category. It appears that many artists are extremely self-absorbed, and it is more 

difficult to explain how their production of music, plastic art, literature, etc. is in response to some basic need 

articulated clearly or implicitly by human civilization. While some art is political in nature and attempts to 

challenge and improve society, much of it seems to have more to do with self-fulfillment and self-absorption than 

morally redeeming activities.  
10

 R. Bar Shaul, p. 97. 
11

 The Mishna in Avot states that an actual Divine Voice emanates from Mt. Sinai regarding the need for Jews to 

engage in Tora study, but with a negative spin:  

Avot 6:2 

R. Yehoshua ben Levi said: Every day a Bat Kol goes out from Mt. Chorev and proclaims: Woe unto men on 
account of their contempt for Tora, for whoever occupies himself with activities other than the study of 
Tora is called: “The rebuked one...” and it says, “And the Tablets were the Work of God and the Writing 
was the Writing of God, Graven on the Tablets.” Don’t read “Charut” (graven) but rather “Cheirut” 
(freedom), for there is no free man except he that occupies himself with the study of Tora…  
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masters and includes in his mind the Will and Wisdom of the Holy One, 

Blessed Be He… 

But what sort of study and in-depth learning will allow a Jew to enter into the inner 

sanctum of the Tora? It will not be achieved by half-hearted study, disorganized deep 

thought or imprecise thought. Instead what is required is complete analysis, ongoing 

attempts to achieve depth and clear thinking, arising from a pursuit of truth with heart 

and soul, from the actual primary sources until the clarifications of the later 

commentators, without any digressions or biases, with faith filled with the holiness of 

the Tora, and its ways which are ways of pleasantness.  

  

In addition to Tora study, prayer can also position us to hear a Divine Calling. 

              R. Bar Shaul’s evocative interpretation regarding the ongoing existence of a Divine Call to Tora 

study can be complimented by a passage in the Talmud regarding communal prayer, which similarly 

suggests that God is Calling us to prayer:  

R. Yochanan says: Whenever the Holy One, blessed be He, Comes into a Synagogue and 
does not Find ten persons there, He Becomes Angry at once.  For it is said: (Yeshayahu 
50:2) “Wherefore, when I came, was there no man? When I called, was there no 
answer?”   

Conclusion. 
To think of all of our religious practices, not only Tora study and prayer, but also other ritual and 

interpersonal activities emanating from Jewish tradition, as answering literal Calls to action from Above, 
can obviously enhance our sense of spirituality.12 However, what is one to do who does not “hear” such 

                                                           
12

 The most practical and immediate application of such a concept is when one is literally called upon by a Gabbai 

or representative of some organization, an individual friend or even a stranger to do something needed and 

worthwhile. Although it stands to reason that we will be unable to answer every request for our time and effort, 

nevertheless, to glibly refuse because we don’t want to be troubled or put out by having to alter our normal 

routines or step out of our comfort zones is certainly inappropriate. How can we be sure that these “calls” are not 

in fact Divine Summons’ to do good deeds and thereby bring to actuality the Image of God that is within each of 

us?  

(An interesting caveat could be added to this thought based upon Shulchan Aruch, Orech Chayim 53:16: 

Someone who is not the permanent Shliach Tzibbur, has to refuse a little before he agrees to stand before 

the Ark (and lead prayers); however, not too much, but rather the first time (he is asked) he refuses, and 

when they request him a second time, he prepares himself as if he is ready to stand, and the third time 

(he is asked) he stands. And if the individual who asks him to serve in this capacity is a great man, then he 

should not refuse at all.  

The Halacha is reflecting the tension inherent in being asked to perform some needed service. While answering 

such a call could be a religious fulfillment and reflect the understanding that it is actually God Calling him to give of 

himself to the greater good, there is an element of egotism involved as well. The individual is flattered that he has 

been chosen, and were his head to “swell” as a result, not only wouldn’t the activity be particularly religious, it 

would actually serve to undermine his spiritual and moral fiber. Granted that the principle “From  [performing 

righteous actions due to] ulterior motives, ultimately pure motivations can evolve” would appear to allow us to 

ignore one’s feelings of personal success and aggrandizement as long as the task is properly completed, 
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a call?13  Is he precluded from the kind of inspiration that one who can “access the music” will have 
available to him? Is there some course of study or sensitivity training that would develop “music 
appreciation” whereby some of these sensibilities, even if never perfected, can be improved and one 
can become more aware of such messages and callings than he presently is? Developing answers to 
these questions might hold the key to contemporary Jews engaging more significantly and consistently 
with the fundamental practices of their religion than they now do. 
 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
nevertheless if an individual would train himself to initially say no and only assume the role that he has been asked 

to fill somewhat reluctantly, will there be a check-and-balance in place to try to avoid the call from paradoxically 

contributing to the person’s continued self-absorption.) 
13

 See my essay, “Listening to Spiritual Melodies” at http://www.kmsynagogue.org/Vayera5770.htm  

http://www.kmsynagogue.org/Vayera5770.htm

