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Here we stand, on Shabbat Shuva, poised between the heights of Rosh Hashanah and the depths of Yom
Kippur. We have come through Elul, a month characterized by intensity and access to the divine. "Hamelech
Ba'sadeh," the Baal HaTanya writes. "The king is in the field" during this time, open to all who approach. We
have celebrated Rosh Hashanah, a holiday marked by divine immanence and beneficence. Over and over
again we declared our trust in a God who is forgiving. "Einenu lecha teluyot," we said. "We look toward and
depend on You, God." We believe that you will answer our prayers. We believe that You are gentle and kind
and concerned.

All believe that He is good to all...and guides every 22 1TON2 ANNN..."757 210 KINW D'ITMRN 701
generation with His kindness. All believe that He NINY...TON X1 XINY D'ARNA 721 21T
preserves kindness...that His hand is open...that He is TN RINY...0IY2Y7 NP RINY...IT NNIND
hard to anger...[and] easy to appease. (Machzor Rosh (Mwn wx ITNN)...NIx1Y
Hashanah)

We affirm that God is so very present and so very responsive on these days.

All believe that He responds to prayer, that He opens the NNISN ,wN7 NIY XINY D'ARND 71

gates to those who knock in repentance. (/bid.) .NIYNA 79177 WY
But when we exit the bubble of Rosh Hashanah, we encounter parshat Vayelech this Shabbat, and all of the
clarity, hope, and intimacy we cultivated seem to get crushed with ugly curses.

16 And the Lord said to Moses: Behold, you are [about to] 1NIX DY )Y 130 DYDY DR TO

lay with your forefathers, and this nation will rise up and 7R 10K 1T AT Dy Dy
stray after the deities of the nations of the land, into which ~ 127y1 i2772 MY~ XD YK YIXDTI)
they are coming. And they will forsake Me and violate My NNIT AKX M YK 'TMMATIIR 190
covenant which | made with them. 17 And My fury will 19 '"MNAQENI D'RQTYI RINN™DI*Y i1 '9N
rage against them on that day, and | will abandon them NiNYI N2 Niy) 1Nyt 75x7 Nl onn
and hide My face from them, and they will be consumed, 7R 'R YV K7D RIND DI K
and many evils and troubles will befall them, and they will DINI N NTRD NIYID HRYN 22
say on that day, “Is it not because our God is no longer nYIN~72 7Y NIND DI 19 1'AOX mc}a
among us, that these evils have befallen us?” 18 And | will 0' DTN DNYNTIR N9 D NYY WX

hide My face on that day, because of all the evil they have ATAT7I NIRTD D)W NN D)7 12N NRI
committed, when they turned to other deities. 19 And now, '7-n'nn |yn7 DN'9a AR'Y 7XQW' 12 NN
write for yourselves this song, and teach it to the Children MKW 0 TV NIRTD NYin
of Israel. Place it into their mouths, in order that this song

will be for Me as a witness for the children of Israel.
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In the midst of an experience of sweet divine presence, we are confronted with the bitterness of divine
absence, the hiding of God's face, or hester panim.

Moshe is on the brink of death here, yet this is a message that is urgent enough, important enough, and
enduring enough that it not only needs to be shared now, but must "bear witness" to the people of Israel
over time. And note that it is not only to be preserved. It is to be sung. The doctrine of hester panim, of God's
seeming abandonment of the Jewish people, is to be lodged in the hearts and minds of people through
poetry and perhaps melody. How can we understand how a teaching so disturbing could become a song
sung in perpetuity (see Deut. 31: 19, 21, 22, 30)?

There is abundant commentary on the meaning of hester panim and its limits offered throughout the ages.
Challenged by the very possibility of divine absence, the medievals weighed in, among others. God acts as
if God is not there, says Rashi (on 31:17). God, who always listens, punishes people by not responding to
their prayers, says Ibn Ezra (on 31:18). God, who is always present, argues Seforno (on 31:18), sometimes
chooses not to save. All of these preserve God's omnipresence and omnipotence, but fail to make sense of
the urgency, persistence, and apparent elevation of the doctrine of hester panim. The Toldot Yaacov Yosef,
R. Yaacov Yosef of Polnoye (d. 1783), offers one alternative view that does.

Citing his teacher, the Baal Shem Tov (1700-1760), he writes:

| heard from my teacher of blessed memory [the Baal Shem DTN YT ORY N"N9T Nimn mynwT
Tov] that if a person knows that the Holy Blessed One is 1D NINON AT 'K OW YNNoN n"apgny
hiding, there is no hiddenness because "all workers of ANOoN DRI YT IR 7019 70 1719
violence will scatter" [Psalms 92:10]. And the verse which 7"3 (X7 D'™2T) DN 119 1TNOX
states "l will surely hide [haster astir] my face from them" DY N"apnw IyT K7W 0NN 1'No'Y
(Deut. 3:18) means that [God will] hide from them such that 2y NIT72IN) .N"NoT DI IT NNnona
they will not know that God is there in the hiding. ( Toldot (X n'wk2 ,qor

Yaacov Yosef, Genesis 1)

The double language of hester panim—"anochi hastir astir'—reflects a double hiding. Not only does God
conceal Godself from the life of an individual, but in so doing, that individual ceases to experience God in the
world. A God who is distant—existent but imperceptible—thus becomes perceived as a God who is not
existent. That is the tragic meaning of the question anticipated by the verse in Deuteronomy: "Is it not
because our God is no longer among us, that these evils have befallen us?" (Deut. 31:17) People who suffer
God's hiddenness might be doomed to give up on God altogether.

But, there is more. R. Yaacov Yosef continues to quote his teacher:

| similarly heard from him that the first letters [lit. 'WRI] D" D 1NN Myny QT ReImI
abbreviations] in the verse: "The enemy said, | will QTR 2N MKR"] 1A 2R MR [N
pursue, | will overtake, | will share the booty..." 'n 0N N" (10 nnw) ["'77Y 7NN UK
(Exodus 15:9) are 5 alephs to indicate that there the ...JNNoN D71y ¥ 19178 DWW |'9'7X

master [aluph] of the world is hidden. (/bid.)
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In the midst of a text from Song of the Sea that describes the pursuit of the Israelites by the Egyptians, the
Baal Shem Tov sees the hand of God. The five letter alephs that begin this list of treacherous words, each
one of them an intent on the part of the enemy to inflict harm, suggest that there hides "alupho shel olam,"
the singular master, the Aleph, of the world. Precisely in that place of dark threat, as the Israelites were
running for their lives, when they could not detect the presence of God, there, says the Besht, God was in
fact hiding. If they could come to know that—that God hides but does not disappear—then they could cross
the Red Sea, then they could be liberated from that double pain of physical suffering and spiritual neglect.

The challenge to the Israelites then is the challenge to us now. R. Yaacov Yosef extends his rebbe's
teaching thus:

When a person understands this principle, that there is no 70N DIY 'R DT 772 DTR YT'W INNI
mask that divides between a person and her God...when a DTX YVT'Y INXR...I'NYXR 127 112 7'Tan
person recognizes that the Holy Blessed One is in hiding, NONON NT 'K DY TNNON n"apny
hiddenness falls away. (/bid.) S2"01

The curse of hester panim in which a hiding God becomes totally obscured is a phenomenon that threatens
always. Indeed, for the Toldot Yaacov Yosef, it is the very meaning of the "fohu va'vohu," the primordial
chaos, into which the created universe was born. The capacity of human beings to simply miss the divine is
embedded in the architecture of the world itself. So we must keep that vulnerability in view. We must have it
as an "ed," a witness, to remind us of our tragic blindspot. However, there is redemption to be had. Armed
with the awareness that there is a God in hiding, we just might become seekers. Recognizing in the
darkness even a scintilla of divinity, one small aleph, we just might see "alupho shel olam." And that is when
hester panim can become a "shir." That is when we might begin to sing.

Why must we confront divine hiddenness just on the other side of such divine closeness? Why must we read
Vayelech against the backdrop of Rosh Hashanah (some years just before, some years just after)? Because
the nearness of God stipulated by our tradition during this season must be counterbalanced by the very real
experience of divine distance. Because we must make space in the midst of our affirmations about God for
doubts about God. Because we must meet clarity with unclarity, light with darkness, yearning with ye'ush,
desperation. We must learn how to say, particularly during these times, "\nnon o7y 7w 191'7x nw"—there, in
the mess of life as much as the hallowed halls of the synagogue, there too the master of the world hides.
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