
Parashat Va’era 
 

 

28/01/2017 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 1 

                                                                                 

“Adonai is my Rock, my fortress and deliverer, my God, my Rock, in whom I find shelter, my 

shield, the power that saves me, my stronghold. I call on Adonai, who is worthy of praise; and 

I am saved from my enemies. For the cords of death surrounded me, the floods of B’liya‘al 

terrified me, the ropes of Sh’ol were wrapped around me, the snares of death lay there 

before me. In my distress I called to Adonai; I cried out to my God. Out of his temple he 

heard my voice; my cry reached his ears. Then the earth quaked and shook, the foundations 

of the mountains trembled. They were shaken because he was angry. Smoke arose in his 

nostrils; out of his mouth came devouring fire; sparks blazed forth from him. He lowered 

heaven and came down with thick darkness under his feet. He rode on a keruv; he flew, 

swooping down on the wings of the wind. He made darkness his hiding-place, his canopy 

thick clouds dark with water. From the brightness before him, there broke through his thick 

clouds hailstones and fiery coals. Adonai also thundered in heaven, Ha‘Elyon sounded his 

voice — hailstones and fiery coals. He sent out arrows and scattered them, shot out lightning 

and routed them. The channels of water appeared, the foundations of the world were 

exposed at your rebuke, Adonai, at the blast of breath from your nostrils. He sent from on 

high, he took me and pulled me out of deep water; he rescued me from my powerful enemy, 

from those who hated me, for they were stronger than I. They came against me on my day of 

disaster, but Adonai was my support. He brought me out to an open place; he rescued me, 

because he took pleasure in me. Adonai rewarded me for my uprightness, he repaid me 

because my hands were clean.” 

 

One of the most recognised tropes in the Scriptures is that of God the rescuer. Tehillim 18, 

which we have just read, thus has God responding in Superman-like fashion to the psalmist’s 

plea for help. On hearing his cry God is said to have burst out of His heavenly home, 

breathing fire and shaking the earth like a great dragon, riding on the backs of keruvim like a 

warrior riding a chariot, shooting forth his arrows at his enemies, and thus rescuing the 

psalmist in his distress. Time and again throughout the Tanach we read of how, against all the 

odds, Hashem rescued our people, thus providing the Psalmists with a rich vein of material 

with which to extol God’s praise. The idea of God rescuing in such a direct fashion, 

intervening in human affairs, changing the natural course of events in favour of His people is 

stated most graphically in Bmidbar 10. As we read, Hashem promised that when the two silver 

trumpets, that He had commanded our people to make, were sounded in battle then He, 

Hashem, would ride forth out of heaven and defeat Israel’s enemy. “When you go to war in 

your land against an adversary who is oppressing you, you are to sound an alarm with the 

trumpets; then you will be remembered before Adonai your God, and you will be saved from 

your enemies.” That’s so cool! If you will forgive me the analogy, it rather reminds me of the 

Batman comic books when Police Commissioner Gordon of Gotham City would use his 

special batphone to call for Batman’s help whenever the city was in trouble and in need of a 

deliverer! On the surface the message of the Bible is clear… If you are in trouble, call on God 

and like Superman, Batman or Tarzan swinging through the jungle, He will immediately come 

running to your rescue. The normal course of events will be overturned, miracles will happen, 
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enemies will be defeated and you will be delivered! And indeed, according to the Scriptural 

record this idea of God - the direct interventionist God who delivers our people - is one that 

is rooted in the historical Israelite experience. After all, isn’t that the message of the Passover 

story of which we are presently reading in Sefer Shemot? To this extent the Bible informs us 

that we owe our very existence, our peoplehood and identity, to God’s direct intervention in 

Egypt. For as Adonai promised in this week’s parashah, “I have heard the groaning of the 

people of Israel, whom the Egyptians are keeping in slavery; and I have remembered my 

covenant. Therefore, say to the people of Israel: ‘I am Adonai. I will free you from the forced 

labour of the Egyptians, rescue them from their oppression, and redeem you with an 

outstretched arm and with great judgements. I will take you as my people, and I will be your 

God. Then you will know that I am Adonai, who freed you from the forced labour of the 

Egyptians. I will bring you into the land which I swore to give to Avraham, Yitzchak and 

Yaakov - I will give it to you are your inheritance. I am Adonai.” Reflecting retrospectively on 

the exodus experience the Psalmist in Tehillim therefore declares, “He struck down Egypt’s 

firstborn, humans and animals alike. He sent signs and wonders among you, Egypt, against 

Pharaoh and all his subjects. He struck many nations, and slaughtered mighty kings - Sichon 

king of the Emori, Og king of Bashan, and all the kingdoms of Kenaan. Then he gave their 

land as a heritage, to be possessed by Israel his people.”  

 

In the popular mindset then the Exodus story is one of God, the Superman deliverer, writ 

large. Indeed, it is an idea that multitudes of people, both Jews and Christians alike, have 

based their faith upon throughout the millennia. And reasonably so. For not only is this a 

major Scriptural trope, but every single one of us has instinctively looked to God at some 

time or other to save us from the natural course of events. To save us from others, from a set 

of negative circumstances or even from ourselves. Whenever we are in trouble we turn to the 

words of the Psalmists and to stories such as that of the Passover and we read that God will 

hear our prayers and God will march out to save us, and that miracles will even happen! 

Indeed the idea of God swooping in like Superman to deliver us is particularly appealing in a 

world which is so full of tragedy, of pain and suffering, and of evil. Some might even say that 

the appeal of comic book heroes such as Superman, Batman et al are evidence that this hope 

for a divine Superman is in every one of us, religious or not. The slew of comic hero movies 

that regularly fill cinemas nowadays is, perhaps an indication that we’re all, as Bonnie Tyler 

sang, ‘holding our for a hero’. “He's gotta be strong. And he's gotta be fast. And he's gotta 

be fresh from the fight”! The idea of a supernaturally empowered deliverer swooping to our 

aid is one that believers of all descriptions have based their whole faith around. After all, 

when tragedy or negative circumstances strike, do we not instinctively pray to God to deliver 

us, to intervene, change the negative circumstances, prevent the natural course of events 

from occurring, perform a miracle and deliver a better outcome, punishing the evil and 

vindicating the righteous? Soon the idea of God intervening to better our circumstances is 

one that invades every sphere of life. They conceive of God directly intervening to help them 

find car parking spaces, part congested traffic like the waters of the Yam Suf or turn red lights 

to green, help them pass exams, and give them jobs. I confess that in the past I’ve prayed for 
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all of these things myself! Before you know it you’ve bought into the idea that God’s 

promises mea that He’s always micro-managing your world to save you from distress, right 

every wrong and well, just generally, feather your nest. Indeed, to suggest otherwise in some 

believing circles is literally akin to heresy. After all, if God can intervene to save the Jews in 

Egypt, can’t He more easily pay my outstanding bill, heal me of tooth ache and get me to the 

station on time? The idea at the core of this, that God will hear your prayers and intervene to 

deliver you, is certainly comforting and reassuring and can be proof texted. But this isn’t the 

only thing that the Bible has to say about this. A trope that is less renowned, no doubt 

because it contradicts that of God the Superman deliverer, is to be found in many Biblical 

passages. As Kohelet, whom the Bible commends for his great wisdom, opines, “There is 

something frustrating that occurs on earth, namely, that there are righteous people to whom 

things happen as if they were doing wicked deeds, and, again, there are wicked people to 

whom things happen as if they were doing righteous deed. I say that this too is pointless.” 

Here then Kohelet directly contradicts the Superman deliverer trope. What he says here is 

that you may be righteous but don’t necessarily expect God to deliver you from evil 

circumstances. He is saying that God doesn’t reward the righteous with blessing, intervening 

to save them from distress or trouble, micro-managing every element of their lives to their 

benefit. For, “anything can happen to anyone; the same thing can happen to the righteous as 

to the wicked, to the good and the clean and to the unclean, to someone who offers a 

sacrifice and to someone who doesn’t offer a sacrifice; it is the same for a good person as for 

a sinner, for someone who takes an oath rashly as for someone who fears to take an oath. 

This is another evil among all those done under the sun, that the same events can occur to 

anyone.” We have noted that the Psalms are full of the God as Deliverer trope, but by that 

same token they are also full of the cries of desperate people for whom God had not 

apparently showed up. Indeed, it is true to say that their anguish was exacerbated by the 

dissonance between their expectations of God to show up and the stark reality that He had 

not. Tehillim 73, for example, begins, “Truly God is good to the upright, to those who are 

pure in heart. But as for me, my feet had almost stumbled; my steps had nearly slipped.” As 

Peter Enns comments in his book, ‘The Sin of Certainty,’ “The psalmist knows how things are 

supposed to work - ‘Truly’ he says, which can be translated, ‘No doubt.’ And this is what he 

knows: God blesses the righteous and punishes the wicked. So as long as you’re righteous, 

God’s blessings will be headed your way. So what is this guy’s problem? What made him 

almost stumble and slip? The theory, as good as it sounds, doesn’t work because (once 

again) God doesn’t follow through. In fact, the reverse happens: the wicked actually prosper 

while the righteous suffer [which is exactly what Kohelet also observed]. “For I was envious of 

the arrogant; I saw the prosperity of the wicked. For they have no pain; their bodies are 

sound and sleek. They are not in trouble as others are; they are not plagued like other people 

(verses 3-5).” The Psalmist is on a roll here, and he goes on for a few more verses, saying that 

the wicked not only prosper, but they also oppress the poor - and one of the very things 

Israel’s God is supposed to be known for is protecting the down and out. And the wicked are 

even arrogant enough to ‘set their mouths against heaven’ (verse 9). Yet God does nothing 

about it. Meanwhile, the righteous ones, like the psalmist, are sucking wind trying to make it 
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through the day and can’t catch a break; he is plagued and ‘punished every morning’ (verse 

14). The issue for the psalmist isn’t the mere fact that the wicked prosper. What sends him 

into crisis mode is that God is letting the wicked prosper when God had clearly laid down the 

law that the righteous will prosper and the wicked will be punished… The world isn’t working 

the way God said it does, ‘Good things happen to good people’ is a nice idea to have in the 

Bible, but the real world tends to get in the way of our thinking we are certain what God will 

do…. Faith in God doesn’t follow a script - even if, as Psalm 73 shows us, that script is the 

Bible. The disconnect between how the psalmist thinks things should work and how his life 

actually turns out produces a crisis of faith. What he thought he knew, what he was so certain 

of, turned out not to work.”  Crises of faith, when God doesn’t show up or work according to 

how we understand the Bible says He should, are plentiful in the Scriptures. Witness the 

anguish of Tehillim 89, where the Psalmist, writing in the aftermath of the destruction of 

Jerusalem, the Temple and the exile to Babylon, speaks about God’s promises to David. This 

psalm waxes lyrical about God’s covenant promises to Israel and in particular to King David, 

that he would always have a descendant on the throne. And yet there they were - not only in 

exile, but the Babylonians had slaughtered every one of Tzidkiyahu’s sons - the remaining 

descendants of David. No wonder the Psalmist asks, “How long, O Lord? Will you hide 

yourself forever?” His anguish at God’s apparent no-show is barely hidden. Indeed, as Peter 

Enns says, “Things aren’t as they should be, and God is at fault. God can’t be counted on 

because God is a promise breaker. And this is in the Bible. How’s that for spiritual guidance? 

Actually, I think this is great for spiritual guidance. I love this uncomfortably real psalm. 

People of faith actually feel this way about God more often than they might be able to admit 

to friends and pastors. Maybe some of God’s people today can relate to these words written 

about the same God 2,500 years ago. Now matter how well we think we know what God’s 

next move has to be, things may not turn out that way. Remember that the writer of Psalm 89 

had every reason to feel certain about what God’s plan was: the Bible told him (in 2 Samuel 

7). And yet things turned out differently. We should not be surprised when we find ourselves 

in a similar spot, experiencing a God who is not beholden to our thinking, a God who doesn’t 

act according to our sense of certainty, even if we can find a Bible verse or two to back it up. 

God can’t be proof-texted. God will not be backed into a corner.”  

 

Perhaps these thoughts distress you? They certainly distress me! If you’ve been raised 

exclusively on the God as Superman deliverer trope the idea that things might not turn out as 

you believe they should, in spite of all your praying and proof texting, is a distressing one. 

This is the issue that lies at the heart of the book of Iyov. Iyov’s ‘evangelical’ friends proof-text 

him into a corner, claiming that he must have sinned. But Iyov knows the truth - and this 

hurts, big time - especially because he too once believed in the God as Superman deliverer 

trope. In the end God upholds Iyov’s complaints and condemns the evangelical friends. And 

yet, the question of God’s apparent passivity and therefore moral culpability in the face of 

evil, is left frustratingly hanging in the air because, in His final discourse, God doesn’t directly 

address Iyov’s challenge in this regard. Although things finally work out for Iyov, we get the 

feeling that his traumatic experiences have forever changed him in that his faith can no 
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longer be based  on the saccharin coated certainty of God as Superman deliverer trope. In 

fact, as much as we have seen that the Exodus model is extolled by the Psalmists as the 

supreme example of this trope, a closer look at the text of Shemot reveals something else. 

Yes, if we leap straight to the end when God is said to have heard the prayers of our people 

and has dedicated Himself to smiting the Egyptians, it appears to uphold it. But that is to miss 

something that comes before which is deeply troubling. For as we read, “Sometime during 

those many years the king of Egypt died, but the people of Israel still groaned under the yoke 

of slavery, and they cried out, and their cry for rescue from slavery came up to God. God 

heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Avraham, Yitzchak and 

Yaakov. God saw the people of Israel, and God acknowledged them.”  The key to this passage 

is in the first line. “Sometime during those many years”. How many years is not exactly stated, 

but our people were in exile for four hundred years, and for most of that period they were 

“shown no mercy”. For hundreds of years then our people struggled to survive in the face of 

genocide and yet heaven was silent. Can you imagine the affect that this had on their faith? 

Indeed, is it any wonder that after hundreds of years of divine silence when God finally 

showed up, and promised Moshe that He had come to deliver Israel, Moshe said, “I’m certain 

they won’t believe me, and they won’t listen to what I say, because they’ll say, ‘Adonai did not 

appear to you.” Moshe’s statement reveals that for the people of Israel the dissonance 

between the proof texts that promise God as Superman deliverer and the reality of their lives 

was too much. His statement reveals that for many Israelites God was effectively dead. Killed 

by His silence over not just one day, week, month or year, but hundreds. Generations came 

and generations went, but in spite of the prayers the genocide went on. God did not sally 

forth to save!  

 

As this week we have commemorated Holocaust Memorial Day, we are struck by the parallels 

between Egypt and the Shoah. In his seminal book “After Auschwitz” Rabbi Richard L 

Rubenstein stated that the issue of God’s involvement in the Holocaust cannot be avoided. 

The Biblical and traditional viewpoint, he wrote, is that God is intimately involved with human 

history, in particular with the history of His covenant people, Israel. But if this was true, he 

concluded, then God must have been complicit in the Holocaust. If the Bible described 

Nebuchadnezer as God’s ‘servant’ meting out divine judgement upon ancient Israel, then, by 

this same logic, he argued, Hitler was also God’s servant and the gas chambers were of divine 

design. The very idea horrified Rubenstein, who called it ‘obscene’ and wrote of his 

amazement that Jewish theologians could still subscribe to the belief in an omnipotent, 

beneficent God after the death camps. “The agony of European Jewry cannot be likened to 

the testing of Job. To see any purpose in the death camps, the traditional believer is forced to 

regard the most demonic, anti-human explosion of all history as a meaningful expression of 

God’s purposes. The idea is simply too obscene for me to accept.”  Thus for Rubenstein and 

for millions of other Jewish people who share his convictions, God died in the Holocaust. 

“When I say that we live in the time of the death of God,” he wrote, “I mean that the thread 

uniting God and man, Heaven and earth, has been broken. We stand in a cold, silent, 
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unfeeling cosmos, unaided by any powerful power beyond our own resources. After 

Auschwitz, what else can a Jew say about God?”  

 

God’s silence in the face of evil, the ultimate inversion of the God as Superman deliverer 

trope, is something that Martin Scorsese explores in his new film, ‘Silence’. Silence, is based 

on historical events, when Christians in medieval Japan were experiencing terrible 

persecution. Jesuit priest Rodriguez, played by Andrew Garfield pleads in desperation for God 

to answer him as he watches the faithful suffer. And yet, there is only silence. God does not 

swoop down, ride on chariots of keruvim and strike the evil persecutors. No one is liberated, 

no one is saved. In spite of intense prayer and anguished cries to God, the righteous merely 

suffer and perish. In the face of God’s silence Rodriguez’s faith not only collapses but he 

recants. Ironically the only time Rodriguez hears God’s voice is at the point when he 

abandons his faith. “Compelled by the Japanese inquisitor to either desecrate an image of 

Christ or watch innocent Christians be tortured, Rodriguez hesitates before stepping on the 

image. And then he hears a voice. “Go ahead, step on me,” the voice says. “I am here with 

you.”” Commenting on the film for Tablet, a renowned Jewish website, Jay Michaelson writes 

that this scenario is reminiscent of the Holocaust. “Silence is thus a rejection of all kinds of 

certainty. The fake-faithful fundamentalists of today are certain that God’s voice is telling 

them to persecute Muslims, gays, women, and many others. They believe God is rooting for 

their football team, their army, their country. They may well thrill to the sight of faithful 

Christians martyring themselves in the film, but “Silence” ultimately rejects all such certainties. 

Life is far too complicated for the kinds of simplistic dogmas Rodriguez learns to set aside. In 

this film, God is affirmed precisely when God is denied. As Kierkegaard wrote, the problem 

with the Biblical story of the Binding of Isaac is in its very first words: “And God said.” 

Abraham knows that God has spoken to him, and so his faith, while tested, is still immature. 

Given that certainty, even sacrificing one’s own son is, in a sense, reasonable. The problem of 

the modern faithful, however, is God’s silence. We are not Abraham. We don’t know if God is 

speaking to us or not. Perhaps it is just the bicameral mind, a voice from within that sounds 

like it is from without. Perhaps we are simply talking to ourselves. Thus we must make our 

home in doubt, not certainty. Thus it is a modern embrace of the Divine that is affirmed at 

the instant of Rodriguez’s heresy, when he finally values the lives of innocent people over his 

own salvation. Only then has he become worthy of hearing God’s voice, saying to him, “I was 

suffering with you, I was never silent.”  

 

Judaism does not shirk from asking hard questions. This is a tradition that can be attributed 

to Avraham himself, who questioned God’s own morality over the fate of S’dom and ‘Amora. 

Yaakov wrestled with the divine. Iyov, Kohelet, the Psalmists and many others besides are 

acknowledged in Scripture for grappling with the dissonance between Biblical promises and 

stark reality. In our own time Auschwitz demands that we do the same. I struggle to 

understand why God didn’t swoop down to save six million Jews. Couldn’t He have stopped 

Hitler’s heart, or that of Himmler, Eichmann, Mengele and other willing murderers, with a 

mere flick of His finger?  Instead, our people’s anguished cries and prayers from the depths of 



Parashat Va’era 
 

 

28/01/2017 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 7 

                                                                                 

the gas chambers were met with silence. And yet so many believers are convinced that God 

will get them a new job, heal them of a cold, turn red traffic lights green, provide nice 

weather for a congregational outing. If we aren’t troubled, if our certainties about what we 

believe God will do for us aren’t disturbed by the moral ulcer that is Auschwitz, then our faith 

is saccharin and shallow. Contemporary believers pursue theological certainty with a 

crusading zeal, and since fundamental questions such as these disturb our faith they are 

rarely acknowledge or discussed. Those who do dare to grapple with them are accused of 

lacking faith because they ‘do not believe what the Bible clearly teaches’. However, the truth 

is exactly the opposite. Because these questions that are asked by the Scriptures themselves! 

Moreover, faith is misconstrued if it is understood to be certainty.  The fact is that there is a 

huge amount of theological tension in the Bible which those who are unfamiliar with the 

Jewish way of thinking struggle to come to terms with. John Byron, Professor of New 

Testament at Ashland Theological Seminary, relates the well known, true story, now 

presented as a movie called “God on Trial”, of the Jewish prisoners in Auschwitz, who, 

observing the extermination of the Jews before their very eyes, and knowing that they had 

been selected for the gas chambers the very next day, put God on mock trial to determine 

whether He was responsible for what was happening to them. “As the trial proceeds various 

witnesses are called forth to testify for or against God. The current situation of European 

Jewry and Israel's long history as an oppressed people is recalled. Some testify that God is 

working out a purifying mystery in the Jewish people. Others claim that God has broken the 

covenant and is no longer interested in the Jewish people. In the end, the men in the barracks 

find God guilty of breach of contract. He has not taken care of them as promised in the Bible. 

As they enter the gas chambers one of them asks another "What do we do now that we 

found God guilty?" His friend answers: "Now we pray.” The film is thought provoking,” Byron 

says. “It examines both sides of the question of suffering and does not offer any clear 

answers. The fact that God is found guilty comes as a surprise since we are used to finding 

comfort in our suffering with a Bible verse or theological statement. None of that happens 

here. In light of their circumstances it is clear to them that God is guilty. But the closing scene 

also provides an answer. As the gas seeps into the chamber the men who found God guilty 

pray. In the end they are left with nothing else but a realisation of their need for God in spite 

of their guilty verdict of God. It is the mystery of their faith and it is a very Jewish ending. Jews 

are a lot better at dealing with theological tension. Christians are accustomed to tying 

everything together at the end so that everything is in its place and the promises of the Bible 

work out exactly as we had hoped. But this is not life nor is it reality. There have been people 

across history who died wondering if God had abandon them. And they died without 

knowing the answer. Elie Wiesel relates a particularly haunting story in Night. A young boy 

had been caught stealing bread. The camp guards hung the little boy in front of everyone in 

the camp. Wiesel remembers hearing one man cry out "Where is God now?" And Wiesel 

heard a voice within himself answer "Where is he? Here he is. He is hanging on this gallows" 

(p. 62). For Wiesel, the God he knew as a child was dead. How else could God exist and allow 

such an atrocity to happen to a little boy? And yet the men at the end of the movie pray. 

What did they pray as they were about to die? What did they say to a God they had just 
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found guilty of unfaithfulness? We never learn. But I think the scene says something to us 

about faith. It is not based on what we see God do or think God should do. It is in those 

moments when we lack complete understanding. When everything we had hoped, expected, 

and believed about God turns up wanting. It is then that we need God most. Especially when 

there are no answers.” “What about you?” Byron asks in conclusion, “Could you put God on 

trial?” 

 

As a historian of the Holocaust these are questions I have grappled with, nay anguished over, 

even, at times, to the detriment of my own mental and emotional health. I have anguished 

over the times when I believed God should have acted in my own life to deliver me or to 

deliver a certain end - according, as I believed, to His Word - and yet heaven was silent. I can 

safely say that, as of today, I have no answers to offer. I can offer no neat hermeneutic 

solutions to square the theological circle. All I can say is that in the light of the Shoah, and in 

the face of the enormity of human suffering, including my own, I am no longer inclined to 

stress the God as Superman trope. Of course I cannot deny that it is there. However, I believe 

that more often than not God’s response to human suffering - my suffering - your suffering - 

our people’s suffering - is not to don His Superman cape and fly to our instant aid, than it is 

to point us to the horror of Golgotha, where, “like a sheep before shearers” God’s Son 

suffered in silence, and sharing our own feelings of betrayal exclaimed, “My God, my God, 

why have you forsaken me?” I can relate to that sentiment, as no doubt, our people who 

perished in the gas chambers, could relate to it too. Perhaps, after all, God doesn’t so much 

swoop down to save us, directly intervene to preserve us and ‘bless’ us as we believers 

classically conceive of His blessing. Perhaps instead He, through His Son, shares silently in our 

suffering, raging against Himself for not coming to save us? The barbarities inflicted on 

Yeshua, the ripping and the tearing of his flesh. The nails and the crown of thorns may not 

save us from our circumstances. They may not change red lights to green, they may not dry 

up the rain clouds on a congregational picnic, find the redundant a new job or in fact remove 

any of our sufferings, but at the very least the knowledge that he suffered in ignominy, 

sharing our pain, and sense of abandonment, surely strengthens us as we face whatever life 

throws at us. 


