
"And when Moshe raised his hand the Jewish people overpowered (Amalek) and when 
he lowered his hand Amalek overpowered (the Jews)." 

        Exodus 17:11 

"For your testing Hashem and questioning, 'Does Hashem dwell in our midst or not?'" 
 “Hayesh HaShem bekirbeinu, im ayin”

    
         Exodus 17:7 

"Know therefore that the LORD your God, He is God, the faithful God, who keeps His 
covenant and His lovingkindness to a thousandth generation with those who love Him 
and keep His commandments"

         Deut. 7:9

"What happened in the Shoah is  above and beyond measure (l'miskpat): above and 
beyond suffering, above and beyond any punishment. There is no transgression that 
merits such punishment... and it cannot be attributed to sin."

        David Weiss Halivni

Therefore, the pure righteous do not complain of the dark, but increase the light; they do 
not complain of evil, but increase justice; they do not complain of heresy, but increase 
faith; they do not complain of ignorance, but increase wisdom. 

      Rav Kook  "Arpilei Tohar", p. 27–28
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Moses with Joshua and Chur 
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So Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought with Amalek, while Moses, Aaron, 
and Hur went up to the top of the hill. 11 Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel 
prevailed, and whenever he lowered his hand, Amalek prevailed. 12 But Moses’ 
hands grew weary, so they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it, 
while Aaron and Hur held up his hands, one on one side, and the other on the 
other side. So his hands were steady until the going down of the sun. 13 And 
Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and his people with the sword.

                    Exodus 17:10-13

Belief and Doubt: Origins in Exodus 17:7                                                                                               2011

2

http://www.myopera.com
http://www.myopera.com


There is a crisis of faith today. We, who inherited the faith of our parents, (raised in 
traditional and orthodox homes), we, who follow the generation who survived the 
Tremendum, we, who need to reconcile the inherited weight of Rabbinic tradition and 
the parental experience of the absent divine in the Shoah, If we do not confront this 
astounding theological crisis, then who? If not us then when?. 

Much literature surrounding the issue of “faith after the Holocaust” is  cerebral and 
academic, from Rubinstein to Fakenheim, from Berkowitz to Greenberg, so one has to 
mine the field of poetry and narrative to truly gauge the crisis from a less analytic and 
more feeling perspective.  

It was in reading the Torah through the lens of the “child of a believer”, (of a man who 
speaks of three miracles during the war that saved his life in terms of “a guardian 
angel”1) yet also through the lens of a child of a survivor, who cannot but question the 
relevance of ancient texts that speak of a caring and loving divine, interacting and 
interested in human lives, that my reading practice changed. 

As if our generation has been condemned to add a new layer of midrashic complexity to 
the canon of rabbinic reading, we are now forced to read texts in a new (minor) key.2

I found a reading of Exodus  17:7 particularly resonant in this respect, inasmuch as a 
literal reading of the verse seems to support the notion that even the ancient Israelites 
were plagued by doubt as to the real living presence of the divine. 

   “Is the Lord present among us or not?" 
                                 “Hayesh HaShem bekirbeinu, im ayin”
          Exodus 17:7 

Immediately after this verse the text recounts the audacious attack by Amalekite tribe. 
The commentators attempt to see a connection between the two sequential events, 
seeing a doubting nation precipitating the very unleashing of the furious attack. In the 
rabbinic imagination Amalek has been identified over the millennia by the rabbis  with 
Rome, Edom, Haman, Christianity and other foreign threats to the very survival of 
Knesset Yisrael, the ecclesia of Israel. The Nazis and Adolf Hitler have been referred to 
as Amalekites in fact, a prominent early 20th century rabbi Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld, 
claimed the same on Kaiser Wilhelm's visit to Palestine in 1898, three decades before 
Hitler's rise to power. He claimed a tradition from his teachers that the Germans were 
descended from the ancient Amalekites.
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2 I would add the key of G minor! since Mozart wrote all his tragic pieces in that key.



Samuel's words to Agag, King of Amalek: "As your sword bereaved women, so will your 
mother be bereaved among women." (Samuel 1:15:33) were quoted by Israeli President 
Itzhak Ben-Zvi (in his  handwriting) in response to a telegram sent by Nazi war criminal 
Adolf Eichmann's wife pleading for clemency after he was taken to Israel and sentenced 
to death.3

Yet the cause and effect of denial of belief in G-d’s active presence in this world, by 
attributing events that occur to mere chance happening, followed by the vicious  attack 
seems to be the rabbinic position. According to the midrash Amalek’s attack upon Israel 
when they left Egypt, came at a time when Israel was questioning G-d’s presence and 
control in the form of doubting providence, or supervision by natural means. Israel had 
doubts about G-d’s ability to act through nature, even in a ‘hidden’ mode of Divine 
supervision. 

Rashi quoting the midrash,asserts that the Jewish people became acclimated to their 
miraculous existence in the desert. Hashem so perfectly attended to their needs that 
they began questioning if Hashem's presence remained amongst them. Thus far, their 
relationship consisted of crying out to Hashem and Hashem coming to their rescue. 
Their recent stretch did not involve hardship and overt danger. Hashem so efficiently 
provided their needs - food, drink and shelter - that they felt totally secure in their 
incredibly perilous predicament. Consequently they did not feel Hashem's  presence and 
began questioning if He truly remained amongst them. 4 It was  out of a superabundance 
of divine care that led to their becoming immune or unaware as time went on.  

Others claim that it was out of the constant bickering about their widlerness condition 
and the lack of divine abundance and care that prompted the attack. The battle with 
Amalek follows directly after the event at "Masa U'Meriva" where Israel stated:
 
"HaYesh hashem bekirbeinu im ayin, is the Lord present among us or not?" 
          
          Exodus 17:7 

The original war against Amalek thus came to show that an enemy can be vanquished 
by natural-appearing means, and that even without Moshe’s open intervention and 
miracles (smiting the rock, the brass snake, etc) G-d would continue his  supervision – 
Hashgacha – via natural appearing means. 
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3 The problematic moral consequences of identification of the enemy with such biblical foes is discussed in “The 
Punishment of Amalek in Jewish Tradition: Coping with the Moral Problem,”  Avi Sagi, Harvard Theological Review 
Vol.87, No.3 (1994) p. 323-46. (In our times paradoxically, the reverse sequence in reading the approximation of lack 
of belief and the rise of Amalek in response, the so-called cause and effect of disbelief followed by enemy attack as 
messenger of the divine anger maybe true. Were one to describe the spiritual events in the Holocaust era one might 
need to make  sense of the historical fact that first the fury of the Nazi attack occurred and only then was it followed 
by the questioning and doubting of the presence of divine protection and the seeming betrayal of the age-old Brit or 
covenant.)

4  Rashi to Exodus 17:8



The midrash picks up on other narrative events before the attack by Amalek that might 
explain this sudden unprovoked event. Other commentaries5 confirm that the battle with 
Amalek came as a result of this lack of faith on the part of Israel. There is  thus a need 
for Israel to reaffirm their belief in God which is achieved using Moshe's hands during 
the battle, as the means to a precise end, faith in God. It also means resisting the 
temptation to mock.  The Baal HaTurim points out that there are only two times in all of 
Tanach that “vaYivez” [and he mocked] is  written. “VaYivez Eisav the Bechorah” [Shmos 
24:34] and “vaYivez  Haman to merely send his hand against Mordechai alone” [Esther 
3:6]. The Midrash calls Haman a “mocker the son of a mocker” (bozeh ben bozeh). 
Mocking is most dangerous in subverting the divine-human relationship.

As late a commentator as the nineteenth century Netziv of Volozhyn however, reads 
their existential question differently. Rather than questioning divine providence, or even 
mocking, like the midrash he explains that the generation of the Exodus and the 
Wilderness was used to the occurrence of open miracles, and to Moshe’s intervention 
on their behalf whenever they sinned or wanted for something. They were now doubting 
whether after Moshe’s death they would benefit from G-d’s hidden supervision over 
them. It was more an anxiety and foreboding or anticipatory sense of the absent prophet 
that prompted the question “is God among us?” than any philosophical questioning.

Reb Nosson Zvi Finkel points out the discrepancy between two midrashim:

On the one hand the Yalkut (ילקוט רמז רס"ד) claims that the objective of remembering 
Amalek is  to remind ourselves of the sin that caused the attack, namely, the  people 
questioning  "היש ה' בקרבנו אם אין" - “Is Hashem in our midst or not?”  (שמות י"ז:ז').

The verse  (דברים כ"ה:י"ז)  also says,"ואתה עיף ויגע ולא ירא אלקים"  - “And you were tired 
and weary, and did not fear G-d”. Sifri learns the clause “and did not fear G-d” to be 
pertaining to Amalek. 

Mechilta, however, claims that to refer to any sin on the part of the Israelites almost 
unfathomable. The Jews at that time were at an extraordinary level of faith. After 
encountering cataclysmic events, signs and wonders, both in Egypt and by the splitting 
of the sea, the Torah testifies that “vyaaminu bashem” they believed in Hashem. 
Additionally, Hashem sings the praises of His  nation that followed him into an unknown, 
unsown land. Are these the people who “did not fear G-d”? Impossible! This 
unprecedented level of faith and trust is  in stark contrast to Amalek - a nation that 
breached all boundaries of audacity, traversing great distances to attack us, while the 
rest of the world was still resounding from the awesome displays  of Hashem’s power 
and majesty. They are a nation truly deserving of Sifri’s designation, “did not fear G-d”. 
The Mechilta lays no connection between the Amalekite attack and Israel’s behavior.
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How then, is it possible for Sifri and Mechilta to cast Amalek and Israel as comparably 
deficient in fear of G-d in opposite terms?
 
Reb Nosson Zvi points out that the standards of fear of G-d are not uniform; they are 
measured by individual yardsticks of spirituality. The entire concept of creation obligates 
realization of fear of Hashem.  As one more deeply appreciates this  reality, he deepens 
his feel of Hashem’s presence. The closer one is with his Creator, the more he is 
responsible to feel Hashem constantly with him, watching over him. To lose focus of this 
connection is a lack of fear of Hashem.6  It was precisely the unparalleled attachment 
that the Israel shared with Hashem, which required their complete attentiveness to their 
unique bond. Their slight nuance of neglect was deemed a lack of fear of G-d, 
tantamount to that of Amalek.

This  teaching is  characteristic of the Mussar school of ethics demanding a high level of 
faith and reading back into the biblical text and midrash its implications. It is  a pietistic 
reading that puts full onus of blame on the believer where empirical evidence might be 
present to the contrary. 

Has it come down to that faith or emunah is  mere belief in the non-rational?  When we 
question the divine are we too subject to retirbution for lacking simple faith? Richard 
Dawkins contends that faith is merely belief without evidence; a process of active non-
thinking. Yet we who have been born to those who have witnessed, those who survived 
the horror, who have experienced evidence of man’s inhumanity to man firsthand, and 
we, the next generation who watch on our screens  daily the level of brutality, torture and 
mass killings that continue unabated, we surely must question and find within our 
sacred texts a way of expressing our spiritual sensitivity without being branded heretics 
merely because we question! Where does the divine interact with the human? Is this a 
hiding of the divine which still demands total loyalty? Does  this divine still require rituals 
and worship if there is no interest? 

In the passage describing the battle the enigmatic description of Moses’ hands  may give 
us a clue as to the divine intent. It reads as follows:

So Joshua did as Moses told him, and fought with Amalek, while Moses, Aaron, 
and Hur went up to the top of the hill. 11 Whenever Moses held up his hand, Israel 
prevailed, and whenever he lowered his hand, Amalek prevailed. 12 But Moses’ 
hands grew weary, so they took a stone and put it under him, and he sat on it, 
while Aaron and Hur held up his hands, one on one side, and the other on the 
other side. So his hands were steady until the going down of the sun. 13 And 
Joshua overwhelmed Amalek and his people with the sword.

                    Exodus 17:10-13
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In the Mishnaic period there is an apparent embarrassement by the notion that Moses’ 
hands had some miraculous magic properties: Is it possible for the military success 
against Amalek depended on Moses’ raised hand? The Sages ask this question and 
answer that his  hands served merely as a vehicle and gauge for the Jewish people's 
devotion to God When the people saw them raised their eyes gazed heavenward and 
they turned their faith to the divine and vice versa when his hands were lowered from 
fatigue.7  His hands either motivated the people to look upward to divine for help or 
reflected the spiritual faith of the fighting soldiers.
    
The rabbis  saw the literal text less  as a magical act influencing the war and more as a 
demand for pure faith on the part of the army. When faith breaks down what happens? 
The war itself was seen as a result of that breakdown of faith in questioning God’s 
providence so the battle seems to reinforce the need for it.

But what if the questioning had been justified? At the splitting of the sea the text reflects 
the people’s belief in “God and His servant Moses”.  Something must have occurred to 
have shaken this  faith prompting the very question. Where is  doubt validated as an 
integral part of the religious experience?8 

Surprising the Zoharic commentary on the verse comes to our defense. In an effort to 
reread the verse midrashically, the Zohar suggests that any reading that pictures the 
national doubt as to the very presence of the divine is preposterous. Having just 
emerged from Egypt and having seen the miracles wrought by the divine on their behalf, 
and having crossed the Reed Sea on foot and witnessed the drowning of the Egyptians 
and their chariots, any suggestion of doubt could not be taken seriously. Surely the 
divine was present and protective. What then did the verse wish to convey?  

                                "..Hayesh Hashem bekirbeinu im ayin" 

is then interpreted to mean: 

   "is 'ze-eir anpin' with us, or is it 'ayin' . 9 
         Zohar to Exodus 17:7

It seems that for the Zohar wishes to move the national questioning from one of a 
philosophical questioning of divine providence to an issue of asking which level within 
the divine is operating here. The hardwiring of the relationship was not in question, 
merely the software operating system. There are levels of divine workings concentrated 
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in three hierarchical vertically arrayed positions. The highest level is keter, or ayin. This 
level is also known as atik. At this level the divine operates through a non-rational 
approach. Thus  for example the very Exodus was said to have operated on this level of 
divine operating (be-atika talya milsa). The Israelites has  sunk into the 50 levels of 
impurity in Egypt and some 4/5ths had stayed and were killed.The rational given by the 
Rabbis as to the reason for God’s salvific intervention was attributed to this highest level 
within the divine, “be-atika talya milsa”  God tells  Moses, “why are you praying, tell the 
people to journey on!” (Rashi states that the miracles  were not dependent upon man’s 
efforts at this point in history.) They were dependent upon God’s love of the patriarchs 
and his fulfillment of His covenant with them. In the sefirotic realm this  is the level of 
Keter or crown. The outer level of keter is simchah or joy, the inner level is oneg or pure 
pleasure. At this level it is desire that motivates all movement and relationship. The 
divine protects out of this level of pure love.

The next level is the level of YKVK or kudsha brich Hu , Hakadosh Baruch Hu , of 
Tiferet in the sefirotic realm. Here there is a mutuality and rational measured response 
depending upon man’s  inner work and self-sacrifice. Here man must work for a divine 
response which operates in a quid pro quo response. At this level of divine operation 
there is justice and measured reward for all spiritual effort.

The lowest level is malchut, Schechinah and here the divine is incarnated in place 
people and time, and is fully dependent upon the inner life of the nation and individual. 
In Malchut as operating system the divine works though the struggles of faith of the 
people. 

Understanding this background the Zohar seems to be pushing us into a new reading of 
the verse. The people were asking as to what level of the divine was connecting to 
them. Now that the highest levels of Ayin were operating, would this continue or would 
the lower levels of relationship to the divine become operative. This reading moves the 
discussion away from any questioning of the Israelite actual belief in the divine which 
would seem preposterous having experienced what they did, and more towards an 
academic question. Why the need for this answer? Was the Netziv’s reading closer to 
this  reading? Were there premonitions of an Amalek attack? Rather than Amalek as a 
response to the illegitimacy of the question and that of the lack of faith, the question 
comes in advance of the attack. Israel wished to know what type of protection would the 
divine provide in advance of the attack so the very question seems plausible.

A more recent psychodynamic approach uses  the numerical value of words and the 
Zohar’s calculation of the value of the word Amalek is picked up by the Hassidic 
masters. Another way of seeing Amalek is that of the numerological or gematria value of 
the proper name as that adding up to the equivalent of the word safek or doubt. Amalek 
represents the inner doubt that plagues a person who needs to be reassured of outside 
help divine or otherwise. The very questioning of which level of divine help was 
sufficient to inject doubt into the very relationship. Rather God wishes pshitus and 
t’mimus, simplicity and integrity in faith matters. And it is this  questioning that allows for 
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Amalek/doubt to creep in. The biblical narrative then becomes a spiritual road map that 
warns us of over intellectualization. 

The doubt that Amalek engenders in this  world is a transpersonal archetypal existential 
doubt. His is  the voice of denial that lurks in the heart. The voice that says, “Can you be 
sure there’s a G-d without a doubt?” Amalek’s attack took place immediately after the 
event that removed all doubt about G-d’s existence: the ten plagues and the miraculous 
Exodus of the Jewish People from Egypt. Amalek, and the doubt he tries  to sow in our 
hearts, cannot be annihilated by mere forgetfulness. Amalek’s power cannot be 
assuaged by allowing it to fester in the darker recesses of our collective memory, for 
there it becomes more powerful. Like all decay, it thrives in dark crevices. Our 
remembrance of Amalek is his obliteration, for we are able once again to remember who 
he is and what he stands for, and that G-d’s dominion over this world will never be 
complete until Amalek and his  archetype is truly forgotten, and never to be 
remembered. Yet how can one blot out the very dark side of the light? A paradox no 
doubt!

Yet in a post-Holocaust age we read this verse very differently.

Amalek has been associated with Esau in Midrash and thus Rome and Christianity. The 
end of Enlightenment Europe was marked by the domination of Adolf Hitler whose 
power destroyed the ancient Jewish communities of Europe, established there since the 
fourth century. The Amalek/Nazi onslaught then provides us, children of the survivors 
with the spiritual tools to question not only divine providence through these very 
murderous times but also to question the inner workings of the divine as manifested by 
its alleged very absence. What sefirotic archetype represents the absent divine?

We have legitimacy in asking what level of divine is operating here. We have 
justification in questioning the absence of the divine in the camps. And we do so 
precisely because for us too it is not the obvious literal implication of the verse that is 
operative, we do not question whether the divine is present, our commitment for the last 
2 millennia attests  to that! Rather it is the tortured remains of our communal faith that 
has awoken to a post-Holocaust nuclear nightmarish landscape of faith. And we are 
trying to make sense of this. In making sense it is “doing theology” correctly to inquire 
as to the inner conflicts of the divine like we would a parent who is unavailable to his 
child in times of distress when the child calls out and is met with silence.

In this questioning Rabbi Nachman’s  Torah 64 comes to our aid. In the chalal hapanui 
that mythical space of the absence of the divine (apparent) we apprehend God’s very 
absence in its fullness. This Torah comes to our aid because of its  claim to the “sovev” 
the surround light beyond the horror of God’s  absence. In this space of absence 
Rabbeinu is validating our feelings, validating the “absence of God” and the inability to 
answer those questions pertaining to divine justice. 
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Rabbeinu says, “The ultimate truth is that His Godliness must be present there, but it is 
impossible to grasp this or find God there,” thereby demanding a paradoxical faith, not a 
simple faith. Complete faith means a faith that can believe in the divine in the presence 
of His absence. How does one achieve such a faith? Any inkling of the divine presence 
within the worlds is fraught with the heresies that can still be answered with speech. 
However the heresy that arises from the vacated space has no discursive response and 
requires a faith that the divine is  somehow even present there. We must find the faith 
and belief in the light of the divine surrounding the vacated space. Though we have no 
experience of its existence (since by definition it is transcendent), the Jew believes that 
the surrounding light of the divine surrounds even the vacated space of His absence., 
He or she believes paradoxically that all the philosophical and existential problems of 
faith and theodicy are also grounded in the divine and will therefore ultimately have a 
rationale, even though God is apparently absent in the interstitial space between the 
surrounding sovev light and the immanent memale light. 

We can then return to our verse and reread it in a post-Holocaust vein:

   “Is the Lord present among us or not?"
          Exodus 17:7

This  comes to mean a declarative statement that it is His apparent absence and our 
ability to connect to Him in this world, that the paradox of His presence beyond 
manifests himself. 

Being present to the divine, which transcends the intellect and rational thought in the 
present, forces one to ground one’s faith in a reality that transcends paradoxes as well 
as discursive speech and thought. It is a faith in the unexperienced surrounding light, 
which we believe surrounds the very vacated space of our heretical doubts.

In the writings of Rav Kook the paradox of such theology finds itself in an oscillating 
band between two poles  of mutually exclusive statements. In Orot Hakodesh II: 531, he 
moves the discourse of Rabbi Nachman in Likutei Mehoran Teaching 64 to new claims. 
Sarah Schneider describes  God’s own existential dilemma: a principle of faith that God 
is  infinite and that every attribute of Divinity partakes in this  infinitude.10 How could God 
then manifest His infinitude in finite realms? An old philosophical question discussed in 
all major religions is answered with the notion of paradox previously discussed at length 
in the writings of Rabbi Nachman. 

  “The irrationality of paradox makes it uniquely suited to house infinitude 
and to serve its host in the lower worlds. 
  
  “These two components of Divine Perfection, by virtue of their mutual 
contradiction, are not only paradoxical in relation to each other but in all in relation to 
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Hashem. Each contains a heresy that is solved by the other and only together, these 
flawed truths embody the mystery of divine perfection.
 
  “ The statement that God is  consummately perfect inadvertently ascribes a 
limit beyond which God cannot go, because the maximum perfection has already been 
attained.

  “The heresy that inherent in perfecting ...asserting that there exists within 
Divinity an eternal process of transformation solves  the infinitude problem but 
introduces a different heresy: ascribing imperfection to the divine.11

Schneider then goes on to translate Rav Kook’s passage but creatively reading his 
paradoxical approach as a back and forth movement between the two poles of 
statement of faith containing its own heresy alongside.12 

 “Back and forth, a reluctant nomad, the mind seeks  peace to no avail until ...a 
wonder happens. Its  oscillation triggers a kind of electric current that adds motion to the 
system. And once there is motion there is time. And if the motion is  perfectly 
symmetrical between and counter-truth, then there is  above-time. Now, in addition to tis 
static and opposing truths a dynamic element appears that fuses the system into a 
single coordinated whole that is greater than the sum of its  parts and possesses the 
capacity to hold the truth”

I love her metaphor of an oscillating field of meaning between two opposing nodal 
points like the positive and negative magnetic poles of a magnet. It is a scientific 
metaphor that creates a two dimensional field of meaning in which the truth lies no 
longer at either pole philosophically, but the in the field between, as  the “current” of 
belief oscillates between the two poles.

We can then return to our Zohar passage as to the question that prompted the attack by 
Amalek. Whether the operating level of the divine was Ayin/Keter or merely Tiferet/
Kudsha Brich Hu. I believe that these two operating levels are the very two levels Rav 
Kook and Reb Nachman are articulating. The level of God as “perfection” vs  God as 
“perfecting”. As Atika God is  perfect and beyond our (four) worlds whereas Kudsha 
Brich Hu represents Zeir Anpin/archetypal Man whose stature (and therefore perfection) 
varies depending upon humankind (and, for Schneider, represented kabbalistically 
speaking, by the waxing and waning of the moon.)

In this field of theological inquiry the divine exists (in human apprehension) as both 
perfect and in progress but not solely either. The heresies that accompany both 
positions reflect Rabbi Nachman’s heresies that originate within the world of cognitive 
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discourse versus the heresies that arise from the vacuum that separates the human 
rational world and the divine.

In this space of irrationality and faith we live between the poles of heresies  and the 
poles of faith. We are grateful for these teachers who provide at least a validation for 
our struggle with faith and the language to articulate our heresy in the language of faith. 
We are stunned by their courage to describe the divine in such a paradox that it 
becomes possible to even approach the beginning of rebuilding a post-Holocaust 
theology and a midrashic reading of our time.
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