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Sefat Emet by Rabbi Yehudah Leib Alter of Ger, volume II, page 48, opening phrase 
 בפסוק

 

-The Hebrew word אות means signs in the sense of ‘signs and wonders’ and it means as 

well signs in the sense of indications or hints, and furthermore it also means letters of the 

alphabet. 

-Our rabbis taught in Ethics of the Fathers that the world was created with ‘Ten 

Statements’. 

-God’s hidden fingerprints in the universe. They are there, but not obvious to the naked 

eye. They must be discovered, uncovered, revealed. This depends hard work. 

-The Torah according to our tradition was revealed in stages: First six mitzvoth of the 

seven mitzvoth of the Noahides, and then the prohibition against eating meat from a 

living animal, and later at Sinai the rest of the 613. 

-The word ‘but’ in the third paragraph may better be rendered as ‘in the same way’. 

-The hints of God embedded in the universe are also called Torah. They are parallel to 

the universal Seven Mitzvot Bnei Noach. And discovering them is a prerequisite for the 

rest of the Torah. 

 The way of the world is prior to Torah. This refers in context to -  דרך ארץ קדמה לתורה-

menshlikite, basic human ethical behavior. So the author develops a concept of basic 

human spirituality which is prior to the particular elements of Torah. 

-These hints of God are even ‘within Pharaoh’, that is, even within what appears to be the 

heart and the center of evil. 

-Why did God put them there such that they are so hard to ‘take out’, why are they so 

hidden? Because only that which is arrived at through hard work has real significance, 

and has a degree of permanence. 

-Putting the point of the whole piece together: God is going thought the whole process of 

the plagues and the Exodus because he had put the signs there in the natural world – 

within Pharaoh – and he wants those signs ‘taken out’; that is, the Jewish People are 

being created in order to discover godliness within the mundane. 

 

-Let’s contrast this approach to the opening of Psalm 19 – the heavens declare the glory 

of God. The Sefat Emet holds that they don’t actual declare anything publicly, but they 

are in a sense mute, and we must go in and do the work ourselves. God’s presence in the 

universe is not explicit in the world, but only latent. 

-Let’s contrast the end of this piece of the Sefat Emet with the very beginning of Sichot 

haRan of Rebbi Nachman of Breslav. 

-Franz Rosensweig ( in his essay Renaissance) also talks about the incommunicability of 

the religious experience. Bilaam’s talking donkey once a year, when the parsha is read in 

synagogue, becomes a religious reality, but you risk making yourself ridiculous in trying 

to communicate the religious experience to another. 

 

-Reading this week’s Sefat Emet in light of what we saw last week from the Sefat 

Emet… 



 
 


