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“Scarred” 

D’var Torah for Shabbat Yitro, January 21, 2022 

(The Shabbat immediately following the hostage incident at Colleyville, Texas) 

Rabbi Lester Bronstein, Bet Am Shalom, White Plains NY 

The central image of our parashah is that of the Israelites standing at Sinai to 

receive the Torah.  It is the most iconic scene in the entire Hebrew Bible, so much 

so that it tends to “stand” alone (pun intended).   

But in fact it does not stand alone.  Our ancestors don’t simply materialize at the 

base of the mountain.  They go there, and more importantly, they go there from 

somewhere else. And that “somewhere else” has everything in the world to do 

with their state of mind as they congregate for the tableau at Mount Sinai. 

Specifically, they walk there from a place called Rephidim. The Torah knows that 

we know this, because it assumes we closely read last week’s portion that ended 

at Rephidim.  But it repeats that piece of information here, probably because it 

wants us to realize that what happened at Rephidim affects what happens at 

Sinai.  Or in common parlance, what happens at Rephidim does not stay at 

Rephidim. 

Here is our text: On the third new moon after the Israelites had gone forth from 

the land of Egypt, on that very day, they entered the wilderness of Sinai.  Having 

journeyed from Rephidim, they entered the wilderness of Sinai and encamped in 

the wilderness.  Israel encamped there in front of the mountain, and Moses went 

up to God. 

There you have it.  They gathered at the mountain in the wilderness of Sinai 

having journeyed from Rephidim, vayis’u meir’fidim. 
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What happened at Rephidim? Two things.  Two momentous things. 

First, the B’nai Yisrael had just finished complaining bitterly and ungratefully 

about their lack of food.  God’s response was a bountiful and miraculous supply of 

manna.  No sooner did the system of daily manna kick in, than they began 

complaining even more bitterly about the lack of water.  Moses struck the rock.  

Out poured water, again miraculously.   

The people responded not with cries of gratitude, but with this: hayesh ado-nai 

b’kir’beinu im ayin?”  Is God with us or not? 

The place gets the nickname masa um’riba, kvetching and quarreling.  Those 

nicknames aptly sum up the collective state of mind of our people at that time.  

Their only focus was on the petty, the immediate, and the self-centered.  No such 

group could have possibly composed itself to encounter the One of Being or to 

accept a covenantal agreement like the Torah. 

Immediately thereafter, the Amalekites emerge from the desert and begin 

attacking the Israelites.  They focus on the weak, the young and the elderly in the 

rear.  Only after a pitched battle that goes from bad to good to bad again do they 

Israelites somehow survive the onslaught. 

But they are damaged.  They are damaged goods, we might say.  They are 

emotionally, psychologically, and in in every other way scarred.  They were 

already so after four centuries of slavery and oppression.  That is why they 

behaved so ungraciously and selfishly.  But now they are battle scarred as well.  

They could easily have been wiped out, and they know it.  They are survivors by 

the skin of their teeth. 

Now they come to Sinai.  Rashi, citing the midrash known as the Mekhilta, tells us 

that the Torah’s mention of Rephidim here at Sinai is to indicate that the Israelites 
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came to Sinai in a state of t’shuvah or repentance, fully mindful of their 

experiences immediately prior.  Perhaps so. 

Ramban counters that this passage is no different from any other where the 

Torah indicates the journey from point A to point B.  But that, too, is telling. 

If Rashi is correct, then we need to remember that when we enter a moment of 

profound encounter – a life-changing event – that we need to take into account 

everything that led us up to that moment, both the wonderful and the terrible, 

especially the things we need to own and change in order to go forward. 

If Ramban is right, then we need to transcend our immediate past in order to 

stand up to the importance of the new experience.  To know we came from 

trauma, but to act as if we did not.  But that, too, requires us to acknowledge that 

trauma, to understand it, and to own it. 

Either way, they – and we – cannot simply materialize at Sinai and accept the 

Torah.  We need to prepare ourselves for that moment of commitment by owning 

our own feeble behaviors – our own unreadiness -  and by absorbing whatever 

life-threatening events we’ve just experienced.   

We almost died, and now we’re here as if nothing had happened.  But it did 

happen.  And, in our consciousness, it keeps happening.  And if we are not to miss 

this once-in-a-lifetime moment – this gift of meeting with the One of All Being - 

we must try to be fully here, as whole as we can possibly be.  

 


