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Chapter XXI: Ki Tisa (Ex. 30:11-34:35)

Essay 23. The importance of G-d leading the way
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Exodus chapter 33 begins with the L-rd telling Moses, “Set out from here, you and the
people that you have brought up from the land of Egypt, to the land of which I swore to Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, saying, ‘To your offspring will I give it’—/ will send an angel before you, and I
will drive out the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the
Jebusites—a land flowing with milk and honey. But I will not go in your midst, since you are a
stiffnecked people, lest I destroy you on the way.” (Ex. 33:1-3). The people mourned when they
heard that G-d was angry at them, and Moses pleaded with Him, so He relented somewhat and
said, “I will go in the lead and will lighten your burden” (Ex. 33:14). In the next verse, Moses
affirmed, “Unless You go in the lead, do not make us leave this place” (Ex. 33:15).

The commentators ask, why is it that above, in parshat Mishpatim, prior to Moses’
ascent of Sinai, when G-d was instructing Moses in various commandments, and He said to him,
“] am sending an angel before you to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place that |
have made ready” (Ex. 23:20), Moses was silent. Silence was like an acknowledgment of one
who was satisfied with the sending of the angel, but today, in Exodus chapter 33, [Moses] was
complaining and said, “Unless You go in the lead ...”?
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It appears that it’s brought in the sefer Knesset HaGedolah, Choshen Misphat! (siman
138 in the commentary of the Tur, se’if 22), in the name of a responsum of Meir of
Rothenburg,” that it is said that silence is definitely forgiveness in a place where [a man’s| ox

* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein.

! Rabbi Chaim Benveniste (1603-1673), rabbi of Izmir, Turkey. The first part of his commentary, Knesset
HaGedolah, on Choshen Mishpat was published in Izmir in 1660.

2 Meir of Rothenburg (c. 1215-93), German Rabbi and poet, major contributing author of the Tosafot on Rashi's
commentary on the Talmud.



is slaughtered before him. But where [a man] does not yet see any damage to himself, [silence]
is not a consent, for he does not fear he’ll have to refute now for the future.
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Even here, regarding Moses in parshat Mishpatim, where He said to him, “I am
sending an angel before you to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place that [ have
made ready,” Moses was silent and not anxious to answer Him, as he did not yet know the
time that He wanted to bring them, and he did not want to answer about the future.
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But in parshat Ki Tisa, the Holy One, Blessed be He, told him, “Set out from here,
you and the people” and “I am sending an angel before you.” The imperative language, “Set
out from here,” made it appear that he was to immediately go up to the Land of Israel. Moses
sensed this and said, “Unless You go in the lead.” I.e, from now, it was not a question of some
future event, but it was the present, and he would say what was good for him.

All this is a solution according to the way of the commentators. Albeit from the outset,
it was not difficult for us to understand the distinction. For Moses was the agent of Israel, and
it is impossible to say that from the fact that he was silent that he was forgiving, for he could
not detract from the claims of Israel, for if he did, Israel could say, “I sent you to [act for]| my
benefit, and not to my detriment.”’ If so, the silence of the agent is meaningless.

1271,13) "N79TIWRTRY 2" "3) "Dy ANR" XD N 22 PXIY7 7273 WY 13 10 N X2 owy i)
ARPRE 7% X9 WR IR Avh poY mnnn

Furthermore, there in parshat Mishpatim, the Holy One, Blessed be He, didn’t tell him
to explain the matter to Israel as he said here, “Set out from here, you and the people,” and
obviously Moses would have to tell the people where they were going. G-d also said, “I will not
go in your midst, since you are a stiffnecked people, lest I destroy you on the way” (Ex. 33:3).
Therefore, at the beginning, in parshat Mishpatim, Moses was silent, but here he sensed this,
that their goal of entering the Land of Israel was more imminent, and that he could and should
raise any questions or concerns that he had, and he expressed that he didn’t desire the mere
sending of the angel, but rather that he wanted G-d to take the lead. G-d in fact said that He would
take the lead, and so Moses just stressed how important that would be.

3 Ketubot 85a, 99b; Kiddushin 42b; Bava Metzia 108a; Bava Batra 169b; Bechorot 61a.
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