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land, they became restless and uncomfortable and at-
tempted to replace their leaders. Once their rebellion
was suppressed and the laws of the gifts of the kohanim
were enunciated, the nation and God sink into silence.
The section of the red heifer, according to Dr. Yoel Bin
Nun, is the Torah’s way of dealing with the decades of
death that succeeded the spies. The description of how
to cleanse oneself from the impurities of death is a
euphemistic illusion to the death that was visited on the
slave generation that had so gloriously left Egypt. At the
end of the section on the red heifer, the generation is
gone, and the new generation begins heading toward
the promised land.

This long hiatus is purposeful. It is a demonstration of
what is generally called 215 anorhester panim a
decided absence of God from His creations. Like a
spurned lover, God leaves His chosen nation to its own
devices and closes all contacts with them. He does,
however, provide for them as they have become accus-
tomed. The mannah still greets them every morning and
the pillar of cloud still leads them on their way. But He
does not communicate with them, not even through
Moshe. If they falter, He does not punish them. If they
are meritorious, He does not reward them. And He does
not record their deeds in His book. Only after the last of
the generation dies, is He willing to resume the history of
Israel.

This removal of the Omnipresence from the scene is
God’s ultimate punishment. In the first covenant that
God makes with the people of Israel, He warns them:

— "9pa oY "R AR *na>m’l, too, will go with you
occasionally.” He will not be there for them all the time
as they had become accustomed. He will be there
sometimes for them, just as they are there sometimes
for Him. In the second covenant (or, more precisely, in
its postscript) at the end of Devarim (31:17) His warning
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"...ann“My anger will be kindled against them on that
day and | will leave them and conceal My face from
them.” The generation hearing these words knew well
the implications of that warning. They grew up in an era
of God’s concealment. Although their parents may have
been punished, usually immediately, by God for their
transgressions, they still experienced His imminence on
a daily basis. The children, however, only felt God’s re-
jection and abandonment — a more serious and painful
experience than punishment.

In later years, God'’s presence would come and go de-
pending on the behavior of the people. Throughout the
years of the judges, God would leave them when they
turned away from Him, but return when they called out
for salvation. Under the kings of the Northern Kingdom,
the people became so steeped in idolatry that God could
not influence them even through miracles. Rabbi Levi
ben Gershon in his commentary on Melachim | (19:11)
explains that Eliyahu found God’s presence in the 9p
17 nnnT—the sound of stiliness, because God was
trying to impress upon Eliyahu that his generation was
not ready even for punishment, as he Eliyahu de-
manded. Instead, He treats them with a masked silence.
He leaves them to the vicissitudes of history and nature,
experiences that a small nation such as Israel could
never endure. In the end, though, He assures Eliyahu
that He will return to His nation, destroy the evil in their
midst, and redeem those who are truly worthy of re-
demption.
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