
 
 
 
Shabbat Succot: Between Belief and Experience 
 
A moment before Simchat Torah and before Moshe’s leave-taking, we step outside of the 
storyline and go back forty years to one of the formative moments of Bnei Yisrael’s journey 
in the wilderness. 
 
The chapter we read this Shabbat takes place in the third month after the Exodus from 
Egypt, after the sin of the Golden Calf and after the process of purification that follows it. 
 
This chapter describes a dramatic negotiation between Moshe and God. God has not 
reneged on his commitment to bring Bnei Yisrael to the Promised Land and He even agrees 
to send a messenger (or perhaps an angel) ahead of them to banish those who dwell in the 
Land before their arrival. 
 
Sounds good, no? What else could one ask for? 
 
But God suddenly throws in a bombshell: “But I will not go in your midst, since you are a 
stiff-necked people...” (Sh’mot 33:3) 
 
We are used to thinking of the generation of the wilderness as flawed, wild, difficult, 
ungrateful, and unable to truly leave Egypt behind. But our Sages tell us that that generation 
was far greater than our own. The prophet Jeremiah addresses the wilderness generation as 
God’s first love: “Thus said the LORD: I accounted to your favor The devotion of your 
youth, Your love as a bride— How you followed Me in the wilderness, In a land not 
sown.” (Jeremiah 2:2) And in the Jerusalem Talmud (Masechet Avoda Zara 1:1) it says: 
“Which is the most favorite generation? He told them, the generation of the 
wilderness.” 
 
It is exactly at this moment in the narrative, immediately following the story of the Golden 
Calf, that the generation’s greatness becomes apparent. Moshe and the people understand 
how shocking God’s statement is, “When the people heard this harsh word, they went 
into mourning, and none put on his finery.” (Sh’mot 33:4) 
 
They understand the enormity of the disaster. But do we? God has promised to bring them 
to the land flowing with milk and honey; He has promised to send a messenger ahead of 
them to smooth all obstacles on their way. These promises would be enough for us, so why 
did the people go into mourning? 
 



The greatness of that generation is that - as opposed to us - they knew how to experience 
God in their midst, within themselves. Not outside, not in the heavens, not in some esoteric 
philosophy. This experience of the Divine beating within, flowing through the veins, 
animating every cell in the body - there is nothing like it! And perhaps this is where the 
description “I will carry you on the wings of eagles” (Sh’mot 19:4) comes from, because 
this is an apt description of that feeling: something unidentified that carries you, from within, 
and lifts you and your life above the mundane. And it is all experienced as an inner 
presence. 
 
The generation of the wilderness was addicted to this sensation. True “junkies.” And while 
we are supposedly more developed, smarter, more enlightened and educated, we are 
almost entirely unfamiliar with this experience of Divine presence within us. 
 
And this is what the wonderful negotiation between Moshe and God is about. Moshe is 
telling God that external guidance is not enough. He demands internal presence.  
 
The generation of the wilderness may have been stiff-necked, and therefore challenged 
God’s presence at times, but what about us? We read this text and don’t even understand 
what all the excitement is about. For us, the Divine - in the best scenario - is an issue of 
faith, of intellectual-philosophical speculation. 
 
I would like to suggest that such speculation is irrelevant - there is a God, there isn’t a God, 
there is proof, there isn’t proof, science versus belief… 
 
This is not the point! 
 
The only interesting question, given that God’s existence is not provable and the discussion 
is moot - is whether God is present within us or not. If not, then  - as Moshe says in the 
parasha we will read tomorrow, “Unless You go in the lead, do not make us leave this 
place” - we would rather die in the desert. (Sh’mot 33:15) 
 
A messenger or an angel is not enough. Neither is blind faith or a winning philosophical 
explanation. Moshe insists on experiencing God from within. 
 
This is the big difference between believing in God - which is all well and good - and 
experiencing God. This is the difference between “God” as a noun, external to myself, and 
the “Divine” as an inner life-force. 
 
This should be what we insist on as well. We should aspire and even demand Divine 
presence within us to guide us, to carry us on the wings of eagles. Less than this, and we 
should declare a strike. 
 
How is this done? As always, there is no formula. We can only mark a general path for 
ourselves. 
 
First of all, we need to understand… 



Then we need to really understand… 
And when we truly understand that the experience of the Divine is not understandable, only 
experiential (and therefore only accessible through one’s physical body) then we can move 
on to the next step: insist!  Demand this experience, this Divine presence within. Do not 
direct this demand at the government (even if there actually is one), nor at your rabbi or your 
boss, but demand it from life itself, and most of all - from yourself. Decide that you cannot 
continue without it; that it is not negotiable. 
 
And then work at it over and over again, each day anew. Most of the work is a matter of 
awareness, making space, getting yourself out of the way. Then set your attention on the 
sense of God’s presence. 
 
I think it is important to remember, though, that God’s presence within us is an act of grace, 
and grace is the opposite of entitlement. We cannot earn the right to this presence through 
effort and through “doing.” We have to accept the idea that even when we understand, 
demand, and insist, there will be times when we will not be able to experience the Divine 
within us. In The Song of Songs (8:4) it says: “I adjure you, O maidens of Jerusalem: Do 
not wake or rouse Love until it please!” It is not possible to force the Divine in any way. It 
is possible to make room for it, to invite it, to pay attention to it, even to beg. But no more 
than this. 
 
The tremendous undertaking of Moshe and the generation of the wilderness - expecting 
God’s presence within - is the theme of this Shabbat, and I am inclined to think it is the only 
worthy project there is. The rest is Succah decorations. 
 
Shabbat Shalom and Mo’adim L’simcha, 
 
Elisha  

 
 


