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given would assure the people a special place as God’s treasured possession, 
a life of service as “a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” The chapter 
describes ways in which the entire community (or, problematically, at least 
those who had the standing of full membership in the community) were to 
ready themselves for the impending event. Israel is told how to prepare for 
the theophany, God’s appearance, and for the divine revelation. An 
experience of this magnitude would be magnificent, but also overwhelming. It 
would be glorious, but potentially fatal. It could have an incalculable effect on 
every participant and would forever change the community. 
 
Amid thunder and lightning, a thick cloud and strong shofar blast, the people 
tremble. The scene is set; the people are around the base of Mount Sinai; 
prepared. Moses is up on the mountain. The cloud and the smoke of God’s 
fire grows thicker; the sound gets louder; the mountain itself, mirroring the 
people, trembles. Then—and now—we are ready for God to speak, to 
proclaim, to command. With unimaginable excitement, we anticipate the 
“Ten Commandments”. But, wait! Several verses still precede the revelation 
itself and even precede some technical instructions with reminders that God 
gives Moses for the people. While the order of events in this chapter is 
notoriously difficult to discern, the sense of excitement and trepidation is 
palpable. We focus on two verses, Exodus 19:19-20. Read them carefully and 
slowly, asking yourself, who does what, where, and when? 

 
The sound of the shofar was 
getting stronger. Moses was 
speaking and God was answering 
him thunderously. The Lord came 
down onto Mt. Sinai, onto the top 
of the mountain, and the Lord 
called to Moses to the top of the 
mountain, and Moses went up. 

 

 
הֹוֵל  ַוְיִהי קֹול ַהֹּׁשָפר

 ֹמֶׁשה ְיַדֵּבר ְוָחֵזק ְמֹאד
 :ִהים ַיֲעֶנּנּו ְבקֹול-ְוָהאֱ 

-ֶאל ַהר ִסיַני-ַעל' ַוֵּיֶרד ה
' ַוִּיְקָרא ה ֹראׁש ָהָהר
 ֹראׁש ָהָהר-ְלֹמֶׁשה ֶאל
 .ַוַּיַעל ֹמֶׁשה

 
Before God reveals, Moses speaks and God answers. Moses first and then 
God? So it seems (in Exodus 19:19), but perhaps the two events were 
simultaneous. Then God descends to the Mountain, to the very top of the 
Mountain, from wherever God had been—perhaps riding in the highest 
heavens or riding on the clouds (cf. Ps. 68:5, 34)—and now God is ready to 
expound. No, still not yet. God realized how far away Moses was, recognizing 
the gap between them. Revelation, despite its grandeur, needs to be intimate. 
God wants, needs Moses to be close and, so, calls Moses to the top of the 

mountain where God was at the time. We are confident that now we will hear 
God’s special pronouncements. No, again; not yet! At this point, what can 
possibly be missing? 
 
There will be no divine revelation; there can be no divine revelation, until 
Moses ascends to the top of the mountain. Without “the mortal Moses” (Ex. 
32:1, 22), there will be no divine revelation. It will not exist. If God speaks words 
which fall in the woods, and no human being is nearby to hear them—to receive 
them and to interpret them—they simply do not exist. An ancient rabbinic 
commentary (Sifrei Devarim, Section 346) makes the same point, interpreting 
the biblical verse Isaiah 43:12. The relevant part of the verse, “You are My 
witnesses, declares the Lord, and I am God” is explained this way in the 
commentary: “When you are My witnesses, I am God; and if you are not My 
witnesses, I am not God, as it were.” 
 
Divinity depends upon human beings. In other words, religion depends upon 
human beings. Without people, there is no religion. The ways each religion and 
every denomination within each religion acts is dependent upon its adherents. 
We cannot merely “blame religion” for what goes on in the world, not even what 
goes on in the world in the name of religion. We must each use our religious 
selves to help bring the divine and the human together, as Moses and God were 
united on the Mountain, so that the enduring messages of the Ten 
Commandments can be heard above the clash of religious intolerance.  
 
Think back to the two verses we considered. Moses spoke and God responded. 
We mortal beings need to start the process of enacting our highest values and 
not wait for God’s actions. If God wants to follow along, fine, but we can no 
longer wait for God. Remember the other phrase, too, that before revelation 
“Moses ascended.” We must each ascend. Just as there is no religion without us, 
there is no voice of God without us. We must each fulfill our role in determining 
if God’s voice can be heard any longer. If it can, we determine, too, how God’s 
voice may sound today and what effect it can have in a world that greatly needs 
each of us to show God the way. 
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