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Where the Mountain Meets the Desert
By David Segal
Working for social justice, it is easy to get discouraged. Society's problems are vast and varied -- how much can we fix with just our two hands? 
Looking to the lessons of Moses and Aaron, who answered God's call to righteousness, each in his own way, we can find some solace and strength in the fact that the work of seeking justice, that holy pursuit, is not supposed to be easy, and we're not expected to do it alone -- but it must be done. Examining Moses' experience at Mt. Sinai, we can also gain insight into how to undertake this holy work. The revelation at Sinai emphasizes the complementary relationship between religious vision and social advocacy. 
We respond with awe to the drama of Moses' ascent to the summit of Mt. Sinai to meet with God. In Exodus 19, amid fire, smoke, and blaring trumpets, Moses responds to God's call to ascend. The personal exchange between God and Moses on Sinai is a defining moment in our history as the Jewish people. In the mystery and glory of that moment, the words of our covenant with God were conveyed. But God gave the Torah to Moses, not directly to the people, so Moses' personal divine interaction was only the first step in a longer journey.
Indeed, it is what happens next which truly defines the Jewish people and illuminates our role as religious social justice advocates in the world. In Exodus 19:21 and again in 32:7, after giving Moses the Torah, God commands him to go down to the Israelites. Heeding God's appropriately urgent command, Moses breaks away from the brilliance, ecstasy, and sublimity of his personal contact with God to descend to what must have seemed to him to be the dullness, grit, and imperfection of the human realm. 
No doubt the transition was difficult. The arduousness of climbing down a mountain while bearing the tablets parallels the spiritual toll of the trek: a soul that had reached such heights, now harshly reminded of its obstinate connection to the worldly. Moses must have been disoriented and half-blinded by the brilliance of God's presence as he returned to the desert below. His journey was not unlike that of the philosopher, who, having left the familiar shadows of Plato's cave to behold the blinding light of Truth, returns to the darkness transformed by his enlightenment. What was once familiar and safe is now cloaked in shadow and uncertainty. Surely Moses must have known this feeling upon his arrival at the foot of Mt. Sinai. And for Moses too, just as for the philosopher, the purpose of his mission lay not at the peak of divine communion, but in the umbral depths of human incompleteness.
But what does Sinai have to teach us about our relationship to social justice and political action? Reading Sinai in light of the encounter at the burning bush and the redemption from Egyptian bondage can give us new insight into what Sinai means for our work in this world. 
Moses receives God's call through the burning bush, and he initially responds with self-doubt and hesitation -- who is he to be Adonai's messenger, he wonders (Exodus 3:11). Several times he begs God to choose someone else, and finally God compromises by calling upon Aaron to help: "Thus [Aaron] shall be for you as a mouth, and you will be for him as Elohim..." (Exodus 4:15-16). In so doing, God emphasizes the ultimate importance of Moses' mission to Pharaoh. By heeding Moses' plea and appointing Aaron his spokesman, God marks the distinction between religion and politics, between the prophetic visionary and the political orator. But at the same time God affirms their fundamental interconnection and common cause -- furthering justice in the world. Without Aaron, God's call to Moses would go no further than Moses himself; without Moses, Aaron is a messenger without a message. 
At first glance it may appear that Moses' mission at Sinai is aimed exclusively at the Israelites, and Moses is simply shifting the aim of his message from Pharaoh to the Israelites. But the story is more complicated than that, and indeed more universal. For Torah is given to the Israelites that they may become "a light to the nations" (Isaiah 49:6). At Sinai, Israel is charged with the task of bearing witness before the whole world. God appointed the People of Israel, now a "kingdom of priests and a holy nation" (Exodus 19:6), to be "for [Moses] as a mouth" to the world. Like Aaron, appointed to carry out the task of speaking truth to Pharaoh, we have the even greater responsibility of speaking God's truth everywhere, to all the pharaohs of our world.
Where the mountain meets the desert sits the nexus of religion and politics. The role of the social justice advocate is to carry the message forth from that space out to the world, carefully balancing the religious vision of Sinai with the political realities on the ground. The legacy of Sinai was in Moses' descent and the subsequent dissemination of God's word to the People of Israel and, through them, to the world entire. 
Let this be a reminder to us, however far removed we feel from the awe-inspiring divine immediacy of Sinai, that spreading the message of Torah and righteousness is still God's work. It is not our task to ascend to the summit of Sinai. But it is our responsibility to complete Moses' descent -- to carry with us into the world the spark that he brought down to us from God.
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