ra JOFA JOURMAL SHAVUOT 5767

The Revelation at Mount Sinai: Creation, Exodus, and Faith

Dedicated to the memory of Dr Beth
Samuels a”h, a woman of wuvavering
faith, who saw the awe of God in
nature and the compassion of God
the buman experience.

THE CORE OF OUR FAITH:
CREATION OR THE EXODUS?

HaKuzari (The Book of the

Kuzari), B. Judah Halewi tells of
his experiences with the king of the
Khazars whose conversion to Judaism
provides the literary framework of the
book. The king is informed by an angel
in a dream that the way he leads his life
1s not acceptable to God. In an effort to
discover how he might better lead his
lifc, the king invites an Aristotclian
philosopher, a Christian, a Muslim,
and a Jewish scholar to his residence
and asks cach to explain the core of his
belief system. When the turn of the
Jewish scholar arrives, he responds, “I
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In the twelfth-coentury work Sefer

By Rachel Friedman

belicve 1n the God of Abraham, lsaac
and Isracl who led the children of Isracl
out of Egypt with signs and mira-
cles...” Puzzled, the king questions
him, asking, “Now should vou, O Jew,
not have said that vou believe in the
Crearor of the world, its Governor and
Guide, and in God Who created and
keeps your™ (Sefer HaKugari, Fiest
Statement, section 11).

This exchange between the king and
the Jewish scholar is striking: when a
highly knowledgeable Jew 1s asked to
explain his faith to one who has very
little knowledge of Judaism, he relates
his belief in God to the experience of
the Exodus from Egypt, rather than to
the creanon of the world., Why does he
do so? Afrer all, what could be more
awe-inspiring than the contemplation
of the creation of the world?

In truth, the response of the Jewish
scholar to the king is a reflection of the
Bible itself. The Exodus from Egypr 1s
mentioncd more than 120 oimes in the
Tanakkb, and on numerous cccasions it
15 cited as the basis for the lsraclite
faith in God. The question we must ask
then is this: why is the Exodus from
Egypt the central theological experi-
ence of the nation of Isracl? Why does

this experience define our relationship
with God?

APPROACHES OF MEDIEVAL
SCHOLARS

An appropriate place to begin our
exploration of this issue 1s the text of
the Ten Commandments, which repre-
sents the crernal covenant between
God and the nation of lsracl. Gods
opening statement at this moment of
revelation is, “l am the Lord your God
Who brought vou out of the Land of
Egypt, out of the house of bondage™
(Ex. 20:2, Deut. 5:6).

In this context, many commentators
ask the same question posed by the
king of the Khazars to the Jewish
scholar: why does God present His cre-
dentials as the God who took Isracl out
of Egypt, rather than as the God whao
created heaven, carth, and all beings?
Let us consider how philosophers and
excgetes have deale with this question
over the millennia.

One approach is reflected 1n Sefer
HaKuzari in the context of the wvery
exchange between the king and the
Jewish scholar that we quoted carlier.

The scholar declares:

When Cod spoke to the nation of Israel
assembled [at Mount Sinai], He said, I

am the God who brought you out of the
land of Egypt..,” but did not say, “T am
the Creator of the world and your Cre-
ator.” I responded to you similarly, [king]
of the Khazars, when you asked me
abour my creed. I informed you that that
which obligates me and the nation of
Israel to God first became clear through
perscnal experience and afrerwards was
rransmitted through uninterrupted tradi-
tion which is similar to personal experi-
ence (Sefer HaKwzari, First Statement,
section 21).

The Jewish scholar aptly concludes
that human belicf emanates from per-
sonal experience. Because the people of
lsracl witnessed the Exodus from
Egypt with their own cyes, rather than
learning of it as a matter of historical
discourse, it naturally cstablished the
basis for their faith in God.

MNahmanides, the great thirteenth-
century Talmudist and biblical com-
mentator, also questions why God
introduces Himself at the Sinai revela-
nen as the God of the Exodus, rather
than the God of creation. Nahmanides
offers an alternative approach:

The Exodus is also evidence for the cre-
ation of the world, for assuming the eter-
nity of the universe, [i.e., that God did
not create the world from nothing] it
would follow that nothing could be
changed from its nature (Mahmanides on
Ex. 20:10

In the Middle Ages, many philoso-
phers rejected the rabbinic idea that
God created the world ex sibilo (from
nothing) in favor of the idea thar the
universe 1s cternal. Some adopted the
Platonic approach that matter is cter-
nal and that the role of God in creanon
was to give form to unformed matrer.
Orthers insisted on the Aristotelian idea
that both matter and form are eternal
and that God’s role as Creator was to
set the world in motion. Nahmanides
rejected any theory of the cternity of
the wniverse—whether of martter or
form—and adopted the classical rab-
binic approach that God created the
world from nothing. To MNahmanides,
the miracles preceding and during the
Exodus, in which God's mastery over
naturc was demonstrated, conclusively
disproved the theories of the eternity of
matter and form and established thar
of creation ex nibilo by God. For if
God did not create nature, MNah-
manides argued, God could not change
nature as He did in the process of the
redemption of Israel from Egypt.

Te MNahmanides, then, there 15 no









