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Small Tastings of Torah, Judaism and Spirituality 

From Rav Binny 

 (Portion of Vaera) 

 

Is G-d a spectator, or does G-d get involved? 

Many years ago, I joined a small group visiting Poland to see firsthand what happened to our 

people during the Holocaust. 

One grey dreary morning we visited Auschwitz Birkenau. These are actually two separate 

camps: Auschwitz, a former Russian POW camp, was actually a work camp; Birkenau on the 

other hand, was set up as a death camp; Jews were taken there to be murdered. In fact, they 

could not fill them fast enough and had to house them until their turn came to enter the gas 

chambers. I remember the shock I had when we entered Birkenau; we were taken up into the 

large guard house that sits atop the gates to Birkenau and there spread before us as far as the 

eyes could see, was an endless sea of barracks. Constructed in the spring-summer of 1941, it 

would eventually hold over 100,000 prisoners waiting to die. I had never realized just how huge 

Auschwitz-Birkenau was, and what a major project it must have been to build it. How many 

plans, how much slave labor, how organized a system must have been necessary to plan, build 

and maintain this enormous factory of extermination. How much must they have hated us, to 

undertake such a massive effort? How dark was the night of Jewish exile, in 1942, by which time 

10,000 Jews were being murdered daily?  

This week’s portion. Vaera, contains a somewhat confusing, if not startling passage: 

 “And G-d spoke to Moses and said to him: I am G-d (Hashem). And I appeared to Avraham,    

Yitzchak and Yaakov as (the name of G-d) El Sha-dai, but by my name G-d (Hashem) I was not 

known to them.” (Shemot (Exodus) 6:2-3) 

G-d introduces Himself by a new name which for some reason He has kept hidden until now; 

this name was not made known to the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob; something is now 

apparently different.  

Yet a closer look reveals that this is not entirely accurate. The name Hashem (the four letter word 

Yud Heh Vav Heh denoting G-d as the source of all reality) appears many times in the book of 

Bereishit (Genesis) and G-d even addresses both Avraham ( Genesis 15:7) and Yaakov (28:13) 

by this very same name ( “Ani Hashem”; ‘I am G-d” ). Clearly, then, the name Hashem is not 

newly introduced here in the book of Exodus;  so what is the Torah suggesting here?  

Rashi, in his commentary on these verses points out that the verse does not say ’lo hodati’ which 

would mean ‘I did not make known’, but rather ’lo nodati’ which means ‘It was not known about 

Me’. In other words, according to Rashi there was an aspect of Hashem that was not yet reveled 

in the times of the patriarchs which will only be realized now, in the Exodus from Egypt.  
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So what is the difference between G-d being known as Sha-dai  as opposed to G-d being known 

as Hashem (the four letter word Yud Heh Vav Heh)? And why was the former fully experienced 

in the time of the patriarchs, whereas the latter (Hashem) was only fully experienced at the 

beginning of the process which would lead to the Exodus from Egypt?  

Rav Simcha Bunim of Pshischa suggests that the prefix she’ means ‘that’, and the word ‘dai’ 

means ‘enough’. Thus, the name Sha-dai   means ‘G-d that said ‘enough! ‘. Up until now, G-d 

limited our experience of him, because it was ‘enough’. Only now, with the advent of the Exodus 

from Egypt will the full extent of Hashem be revealed.  

Indeed, the Ramban suggests that only now will Hashem introduce such great miracles that will 

accompany and facilitate the Jews’ departure from Egypt. In the times of Avraham the Torah 

does not share supernatural events; Avraham has to wage war against the four kings and 

Yitzchak is forced to move again and again because the Philistines keep stealing his wells. There 

are no open miracles that will save the day. 

The Jewish people will now experience Hashem’s mercy (the name Hashem is associated by 

Jewish tradition with rachamim, or mercy) in the form of open miracles. But why does this only 

occur now? And why didn’t the Patriarchs merit a similar experience of Hashem? 

Think about how different our experience of G-d would be were we to experience open miracles 

and supernatural events on a daily basis; we would have no choice but to accept G-d’s hand in 

the world. Judaism came into being because Avraham, Yitzchak, Yaakov, Sarah, Rivka, Rachel 

and Leah chose to see G-d in the world, and accept Hashem in their lives. They lived lives that 

led them to intuit the existence of Hashem as the source of reality, and they believed with all 

their hearts and souls that the events that surrounded them were always the hand of Hashem. But 

the rest of the world looked at reality through a completely different set of lenses.   

Even if Pagans believed that the world was created, they did not necessarily accept the idea that 

the daily events that surrounded them were planned and guided by that same power. Greek 

mythology as an example perceives the gods as totally unconcerned with, and even denigrating 

paltry and insignificant human beings. We simply do not matter. 

It was only Jews who believed that G-d loves us, cares for us, and is directing history for the 

benefit of mankind. This was the idea which drove the covenant that Hashem made with 

Avraham: that one day He would take us out of Egypt which would be the mightiest empire on 

earth.  G-d would change history for the benefit of humanity. But Avraham and the Jewish 

patriarchs of the book of Genesis would not live to see this reality; their generations were the 

foundation of faith, which allows free will, upon which Judaism was born. Only now, with the 

emergence of the Jewish people, would Hashem demonstrate, through great miracles that 

Hashem not only created history, but is actually involved in History.  

Because among the many missions of the Jewish people is to share the idea of a G-d that loves 

us, and is involved in our lives and our world, in every moment. Even before Hashem the source 

of all of reality, we matter. Do we look at the events that surround us and see Hashem’s hand? Or 
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do we simply chalk them off to coincidence and the natural order of things? That is up to us, 

which of course is what makes it so powerful.  

Seventy years ago the supposed most civilized nation in the world did everything to turn human 

beings into numbers. The Jewish people exist to make the point that every human being matters 

to no less than G-d Himself. 

Shabbat Shalom from Jerusalem, 

Binny Freedman 

 

 


