Exodus 2:24-5

G-d heard their groans..

G-d remembered His covenant with Avraham, with Yitzchak, and with Yaakov.

G-d saw the Children of Israel.

G-d knew (vayeda Elokim)

The sequence of Divine verbs here is clearly significant.  But while the opening progression seems ckear enough – hearing causing remembering – it’s not immediately apparent why remembering should lead to sight, and that to knowledge.  Furthermore, the ending is both enigmatic and anticlimactic – what does G-d know, and what are the implications of His knowledge?

1)  Onkelos – G-d saw their oppression, and said to Himself that He would redeem them.

Q. What does sight add to sound, and how does “said to Himself” translate vayeda?

2)  Yonatan – G-d saw the pain of their oppression, and had revealed to Him the repentance that they did in secret, which they did not know about each other.

3)  Abravanel – G-d saw that they were not in fact worthy of redemption according to the terms of the ancestral covenant, and nonetheless had mercy on them.

(Note that there are grounds for translating vayedaas “He had mercy”, and Saadia Gaon and Rabbeinu Chananel also so translate it.)

The contrast between Abravanel and Yonatan points up the lack of information in the text.

4) Ibn Ezra – G-d saw the open oppression, and knew the hidden oppression.  (Netziv offers a variant in which G-d knows the psychological as well as physical oppression.)

5)  HaKtav v’haKabbalah – G-d saw their oppression, and G-d made himself known to all (by reacting to it).


This paragraph is all background for the story of Mosheh and the burning bush, which follows.  In other words, G-d does not merely know, He reacts and acts.  HaKtav veha Kabbalah makes this clear, albeit with a strained reading.  The text however chooses to make His action elliptical, as indeed it is – rather than acting on His own, G-d seeks to persuade Mosheh to act.  


This raises the question – since G-d is apparently willing to act miraculously to save the Jews, why does He need a human interpreter?  

It seems to me that the text suggests that G-d’s actions, however powerful, are never in and of themselves intelligible.  Miracles draw their force in large measure from having been predicted, whether specifically or by the totality of a faith system.  The four verbs here (hearing, remembering, seeing, knowing) parallel the eventual four verbs of redemptive action, but can only become so through human understanding.  In this light the sequence may not be progressive, but rather deliberately cyclical, to make the point that before Moshe understands G-d k’byakhol can do nothing but observe and know in a frustrated cycle.

Shabbat shalom!
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