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The Forgotten Detail

Martin S. Cohen

Textual inconsistencies in the Torah text can be explained in many 
different ways. One approach could be to posit that the integrity 
of the prophetic experience that undergirds the Torah’s composition 
simply precludes the possibility of every recorded instance of divine 
speech being fully and precisely consonant with every other one. 
(And it is worth noting in that regard that the entire Torah is a 
work of prophecy, not solely the actual oracles presented within the 
narrative as God’s ipsissima verba.) Other inconsistencies in the text 
could be explained away far less dramatically as inconsequential 
mistakes that simply crept into the text because a scribe somewhere 
along the way copied a word or a phrase incorrectly. And, of course, 
it is also possible to claim that these so-called inconsistencies are 
really only a problem for moderns because what we today see as 
inner-textual discrepancies were just part of the literary process as 
it was understood in ancient times, when the occasional deviation 
from some earlier detail was considered as inconsequential as a 
storyteller’s slightly inaccurate repetition of a detail in the course of 
a long narrative.

All of the above lines of thinking have something to recommend 
them. I myself, however, have spent many years pursuing a different 
approach, which presumes that textual discrepancies are not to be 
derided as unsightly blemishes, but may be taken as riddles intended 
to pique the attention of readers and encourage them to contemplate 
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the text in new ways. Nor was this technique of using unusualness 
to provoke curiosity on the part of an audience unknown in Jewish 
antiquity: for example, tradition requires adults to behave in 
unexpected ways at the Passover seder precisely to arouse the interest 
of children, whose curiosity then creates the context in which to 
relate the story of the Exodus (which telling actually does constitute 
the fulfillment of a scriptural commandment).1

The specific inner-textual riddle I wish to discuss in this essay, the 
forgotten detail, appears in many different contexts in Scripture. We 
find, for example, pronouncements (either by the scriptural narrator 
or by a character) that, once made, appear instantly to be forgotten. 
A few examples chosen from some familiar stories from Genesis will 
suffice to give readers the idea:

•  God tells Adam unequivocally that he, Adam, will die on the 
day he eats of the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good 
and Evil (Genesis 2:17), but then that detail appears to be 
ignored later on when Adam does eat of the fruit of the tree 
and doesn’t die.

•  Cain is condemned to a lifetime of ceaseless wandering 
(Genesis 4:12), but then that detail too seems forgotten as he 
founds a city, names it after his son Enoch, and presumably 
lives out his life in that place (4:17).

•  God says that the human life span is to be at most 120 years 
(Genesis 6:3). But the text then goes on to list many personalities 
who lived far longer than that—including the very next person 
mentioned, Noah, whose role in the narrative only begins in his 
six hundredth year.

•  Canaan, Noah’s grandson, is condemned to be his brothers’ 
slave (Genesis 9:25), but that too has no follow-up at all and 
no subsequent narrative features him serving in that role.2
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•  The Pharaoh in the time of Joseph specifically decrees that 
his, Joseph’s, name shall henceforth be Zaphenath-paneah 
(Genesis 41:45), but that name is never used again…including 
not by Pharaoh himself.

•  Joseph tells his brothers, who are depicted throughout the 
narrative as shepherds, that Pharaoh will be so repulsed by 
their livelihood that he will never grant them any living space 
in Egypt (Genesis 46:34), but then the brothers do precisely 
what Joseph categorically warned them against doing and no 
one, including Pharaoh seems to notice or care. Indeed, when 
Pharaoh says to Joseph that “the land is open before you—
choose the finest property on which to settle your father and 
your brothers” (Genesis 47:6), the narrator seems unaware that 
Pharaoh was supposed to be repulsed, not delighted, to have 
shepherds settling in his land.

* * *
There are several examples of forgotten details in the story of Moses’ 
experience at the burning bush and its immediate aftermath. Each 
could be explained away, but I believe that each can also be interpreted 
as the kind of riddle intended subtly to teach a lesson that Scripture 
prefers, for some reason, not to teach overtly. I would like to focus 
here on one of them, the one specifically connected with the divine 
name Ehyeh—a name revealed to Moses at the burning bush and 
then never again referenced in Scripture in any context at all.

The story of the burning bush, at which Moses is called not only 
to prophecy but to national leadership, is one of the Bible’s best-
known stories. Moses is out in the desert with his father-in-law’s 
sheep when he notices a bush that appears to be on fire, but that is 
somehow not burning up. Curious, he actually exclaims aloud that he 
will head over to see what “this remarkable sight” (Exodus 3:3) is all 



36        Martin S. Cohen

about, whereupon God calls out to Moses from within the bush and 
Moses—no doubt amazed to be addressed at all, let alone by God, 
from within a burning plant—responds that he is listening. We are 
told that Moses, a shepherd who spends his days walking with a herd 
of sheep, is to take off his no-doubt filthy shoes because the ground 
on which he is standing, at least temporarily suffused with divine 
presence, is holy ground (3:5). And we are surely supposed to imagine 
Moses complying even if the detail of his compliance is omitted from 
the narrative.

God begins by offering some words of introduction, self-referencing 
unambiguously as the God of Moses’ ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob. Moses, unnerved, covers his face lest such close proximity to 
the Divine prove lethal (3:6). Are we supposed to imagine the story 
continuing with Moses’ hands over his eyes? We do not read of them 
being lowered and, indeed, in some ways the story reads better with 
Moses standing there alone in the wilderness refusing to gaze upon 
the very “remarkable sight” that he came over in the first place to 
inspect, and so fully focused on the information being vouchsafed to 
him.

And now a great truth is revealed: having seen the Israelites’ 
suffering and heard their groaning, God has taken full note of 
their miserable plight and is planning personally to free them from 
Egyptian bondage and to bring them to their long-since promised 
national homeland (3:7–8). Then, perhaps realizing that Moses might 
have understood this notion by imagining God personally leading 
the Israelites to freedom, God doubles back on the idea and explains 
that the plan for redemption will involve a prophet bearing God’s 
command to Pharaoh that he liberate his Israelite slaves...and that 
that person is to be none other than Moses himself (3:10).

Moses demurs, asking how an unimportant nobody like himself 
could possibly approach the king of Egypt and tell him what to do 
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(3:11). And now we come to the crux of the matter, the one that 
involves the simple Hebrew word, ehyeh, usually translated as “I am” 
or “I shall be.”3

At this juncture in the narrative, there is no indication that the 
word ehyeh is anything other than a simple verb.4 Moses professes 
amazement that he could possibly succeed in his mission to Pharaoh 
and God responds simply that he, Moses, will succeed ki ehyeh 
immakh (“because I shall be with you,” Exodus 3:12). And then, to 
shore up Moses’ apparently flagging confidence, God offers a sign, 
albeit one that will only soothe retroactively.5

Moses now raises a somewhat different issue, asking how he is 
going to get the Israelites themselves to believe that God truly has 
sent him, Moses, to free them. What, he asks God, is he to say if the 
Israelites respond to his reference to “the God of [their] ancestors” 
by asking what God’s actual name is (3:13)? It’s an odd question that 
contains a logical flaw: if the people suspect Moses is making up 
the story of his calling, then why should they not also assume that 
he is making up the answer to their question about God’s name as 
well? The obvious solution—that they knew God’s name and were 
merely testing Moses to see if he knew it too—doesn’t make any 
sense either: if they knew it, then how could Moses, an Israelite 
like themselves, prove anything at all by also knowing it? Yet the 
Torah does not address any of these issues, thus inserting yet another 
arresting riddle into the narrative, although not the one I wish to 
explore in this essay, which is more specifically connected with the 
name Ehyeh itself.

God’s answer—ehyeh asher ehyeh—is easiest to read in context as 
a non-response to the question, or rather as a kind of repudiation of 
the reasonableness of the question. And taking it that way—not as 
an answer to Moses’s request at all but merely as a sentence that adds 
meaning to the flow of the dialogue—would surely be the simplest 
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way to read the text, which could then be paraphrased as follows: 
“My name? That they may never know. But if they do ask, just tell 
them that ‘I am as I am’ or that ‘I exist as I do’ or something like 
that.” Reading the text this way suggests that God’s essential nature 
can be neither limited nor defined by anything as banal as a single 
name such as human beings use to identify themselves.6 And such a 
reading does have a certain logic to it: since there are many people in 
the world, having individual names is a useful way of differentiating 
among them. But since there is only one God (and thus no other 
deities to need to distinguish the God of Israel from), there is no need 
for God to bear a single name: God, the ground of undifferentiated 
being, merely is.

But then, just as it feels that the text has sidestepped Moses’ 
question entirety, God actually does provide a clear answer : “Thus 
shall you say to the Israelites, ‘Ehyeh sent me to you’” (3:14). The 
reader feels slightly at sea as it becomes clear that the simplest way 
to read the first half of the verse—as a breviloquent comment about 
divine existence—was in fact the answer to Moses’s request for God’s 
personal name, which we now find out has a longer and shorter form: 
Ehyeh for short, but more formally Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh. So what if 
those words also have a meaning just as Hebrew words. So do lots 
of names! If adam (“human being”) can be Adam’s name, why can’t 
ehyeh be Ehyeh’s?

The issue appears to be settled: Moses asked for God’s name and 
God answered the question. Will the nation recognize the name? 
As noted above, the story makes little sense either way: if they do 
recognize the name, then the fact that Moses knew it does not prove 
anything at all (since apparently everybody does); but if they don’t, 
then they have no way to know if Moses is speaking truthfully and 
have no basis at all for believing him.7 Perhaps sensing the problem, 
God now seems to revise the instructions slightly, presumably to give 
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Moses a better shot at convincing the people that he was truly sent to 
serve as the prophetic agent of his people’s liberation from bondage.

Before continuing with the story, a note is in order about the 
Tetragrammaton, the four-letter name of God (yod-hei-vav-
hei) which is, even today, not pronounced aloud by the faithful.8 
Appearing almost seven thousand times in the text of the Hebrew 
Bible, it is hardly an obscure term, yet its original pronunciation is 
still a matter of scholarly conjecture. And other aspects of the name 
also remain obscure. Like ehyeh, for example, this other four-letter 
name appears to be derived from the triliteral root (hei-vav-hei) 
that usually generates words relating to existence or being, but it is 
specifically not part of the same verbal declension and so is specifically 
not merely the third-person version of Ehyeh.9 Furthermore, unlike 
ehyeh, which appears dozens of times in the biblical text as a “regular” 
verb, the four letters of the Tetragrammaton appear to spell out a 
verbal form that does not appear in the text of Scripture even one 
single time. Nor is the biblical evidence regarding the origin of 
this name unequivocal. The fourth chapter of Genesis, for example, 
concludes with the remark that it was in the days of Adam and Eve’s 
grandson Enosh that “people first began to call [out to God] using 
the four-letter name” (Genesis 4:26), which suggests that God’s 
four-letter name was indeed known in hoariest antiquity and that, at 
least for Israelites, it was the name of God preferred for use in prayer. 
Yet our narrative in Exodus presents Moses wanting to be prepared 
if the Israelites ask specifically for him to reveal to them God’s name 
despite the fact that the Tetragrammaton is specifically said to have 
been used in supplicatory prayer since hoariest antiquity.

And that conundrum appears to be the correct framework for 
interpreting the continuation of our story. God, perhaps realizing 
that the initial answer provided will not satisfy the people (because 
they have never heard of the divine name Ehyeh), now tells Moses 
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to further tell the people that Ehyeh is also known by the four-letter 
name familiar to them all, and that both names reference the sole 
God of the Israelites’ ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (3:15). 

The sense is that we, the readers, have been made privy to a very 
important detail: God’s intimate, personal name, the one everybody 
doesn’t know. But there is no follow-up at all to this detail. The 
narrative does depict Moses and Aaron telling the Israelites all the 
things “that God said to Moses” (4:30), but that message may simply 
have been that God had taken note of their plight and was about 
to take action to relieve them of their misery (4:31), not the name 
of God vouchsafed to no human being since the beginning of time. 
Surely a revelation of that magnitude would be referenced differently 
than as simply one of the “things” God told Moses!

We never hear another word about the Ehyeh name. Moses was 
specifically commanded to share it with his people: “Thus shall you say 
to the Israelites, Ehyeh sent me to you.” But he is nowhere reported 
to have done that, or even to have used the Ehyeh name at all when 
addressing the people in any subsequent interaction with them. 

This omission could conceivably be explained away as a safety-net 
detail, as something God provides to Moses to use only if necessary. 
But the larger context suggests that the Ehyeh name, a secret of the 
greatest sanctity, has somehow simply been forgotten. It seems to 
be a detail dropped into the narrative but never again referenced 
even obliquely, something that flashes before our eyes for a fleeting 
moment…and is then gone forever. Indeed, forty years later when 
Moses is depicted as recounting to the Israelites the Exodus from 
Egypt, this scene—and the divine name at its center—is omitted 
entirely. And so we are left with the sense that we have learned a 
sacred piece of information about the God of Israel—not the 
Tetragrammaton, the name of God known since antediluvian times, 
but rather the name God reveals to Moses to share with the Israelites 
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as the first part of the process that will culminate in their redemption 
from Egypt. And yet that name is never again referenced anywhere 
at all in Scripture! It is almost as though the latter-day reader is 
being made privy to a detail about God and God’s inmost nature 
once briefly known but then totally forgotten.

* * *
There are countless explanations of Exodus 3:13–14. Many focus on 
the relationship of the short version of the name, Ehyeh, and the 
longer form, Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh. For example, consider the lesson of 
Rabbi Huna of Sepphoris to the effect that the Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh 
name, with its double ehyeh, comes to teach that just as God was 
with the Israelites in Egypt, so will God always be with Israel when 
the nation is oppressed by foreign masters. According to Rav Huna’s 
interpretation, God realized how depressing this news of future 
domination by other nations would be to a nation not yet liberated 
from bondage in Egypt and therefore cut back from Ehyeh Asher 
Ehyeh to the single Ehyeh name specifically so as to address only 
their current misery and not future instances of national suffering.10 
Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor, one of the great luminaries of twelfth 
century French Jewry, explains that there simply is no Ehyeh name, 
and that Ehyeh is merely how God speaks the other four-letter name, 
the familiar Tetragrammaton, by shifting it into the first person—
but this explanation is not particularly convincing, since God never 
uses Ehyeh elsewhere.11 The simplest solution would be simply to 
suppose that Moses did as he was told and revealed the Ehyeh name 
to the people in an incident unrecorded in Scripture. That would 
solve the problem nicely, but what if the point is specifically that 
Moses failed to say the words “Ehyeh sent me to you” to the people 
and yet was never held accountable for his oversight? That surely 
would constitute a first-class example of an inner-textual riddle of 
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the kind I began this essay by describing.

* * *
The story of how Moses was punished for failing precisely to follow 
God’s instructions at Kadesh, as told at Numbers 20:1–13, is known 
even to casual students of the biblical text. (God told him to speak to 
a rock and thus call forth water for the nation to drink but he struck 
the rock instead, presumably erring by relying on the instructions he 
had been given earlier on at Rephidim, as recorded at Exodus 17:1–7, 
where he had indeed been instructed to strike the rock.) But other 
times important biblical personalities disobey direct instructions and 
nothing at all seems to come of it at all. For example, Moses tells his 
brother Aaron to turn the Nile to blood by extending his staff over 
the river’s waters (Exodus 7:19), but, instead of merely extending his 
rod over the river, Aaron uses it actually to strike the water (7:20). 
It duly turns to blood, just as water would later come from the 
stone that Moses disobediently struck, but, even though Aaron has 
not done what he was specifically commanded to do, there are no 
consequences at all for failure to follow divine instructions in this 
instance. No one, including God, appears to notice. The river turns to 
blood and the story continues.

So there are instances when God looks the other way. I listed some 
above—such as God “forgetting” that Adam was to be punished with 
death if he ate the forbidden fruit or that Cain was meant to wander 
the earth as punishment for his great sin—and suggested that these 
are riddles meant to be solved rather than errors that are simply to 
be identified. These instances where acts of disobedience are simply 
disregarded and never mentioned again are, perhaps, meant to 
suggest something that Scripture prefers to teach subtly rather than 
to trumpet aloud. In my opinion, Moses’ failure to say the words ehyeh 
sh’laḥani aleikhem (“Ehyeh has sent me to you”) to the people is a 
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good example of this specific literary device.
Ehyeh is God’s first-person name, which anticipates the anokhi 

(“I”) that is the first word spoken to the nation at Sinai (Exodus 20:1). 
Embedded in God’s willingness to speak personally, to self-reveal 
not as an “It” but as an “I” (to paraphrase Buber), is an invitation 
to intimacy that could easily lead to impudence, to a kind of vulgar 
over-familiarity with the divine realm that could (and does) easily 
lead to blasphemy. This becomes clearer if we step back to consider 
the larger context in which this specific story of Moses’ call unfolds.

When the episode of the burning bush occurs, the nation is being 
oppressed to the point of being unable to bear any more. (This is 
presumably what the text at Exodus 2:23 means when it says that 
their screaming had finally become loud enough to reach God in 
heaven.) The point of that screaming was to rouse God to action. The 
people were seeking a God of might, of unbridled power, of supreme 
and unyieldingly effective forcefulness. They were not interested, 
in their current downtrodden condition, in knowing God as the 
Will of the universe or the moral Core of existence; they wanted 
simply to know God as the Subjugator of Pharaoh, as the celestial 
Sovereign to whose will even Pharaoh would have to bow, as the ish 
milḥamah (“the Master of war”) of whom they would yet sing at the 
moment of their ultimate deliverance at the Sea of Reeds (Exodus 
15:3). That source of ultimate power is the God of their ancestors; 
it is specifically that Deity whose name is the Tetragrammaton, the 
third-person four-letter name known since antediluvian times. But 
wanting the God of Might to appear and save them, the narrative 
offers the people something else entirely, albeit a spiritual truth of 
the greatest value. And what is that truth? I would like to answer my 
own question by presenting a midrash I have composed based on the 
some of the sources cited above.

Above, I cited the ancient lesson of Rabbi Huna of Sepphoris, who 
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imagined Moses remonstrating with God about the specific name to 
use when bringing God’s message to the Israelites. God proposes 
Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh, with the duplication of the key term intended 
to assure the people that just as God was with them in their current 
horrific predicament, so would God also be with them throughout 
history as the Jewish people would endure endless instances of 
oppression at the hands of other tyrants. In that midrash, Moses 
coolly responds with the words dayyah l ’tzarah b’sha·atah (“Whoa…
please, one disaster at a time!”), suggesting that the last thing the 
people needs now is to hear about future horrors, while they are fully 
consumed with the one they are actually enduring. God apparently 
agrees and so cuts back to a truncated version of the full name, the 
shortened form Ehyeh, which is less likely to provoke anxiety: “Tell 
them,” God now says, “tell them that (simply) Ehyeh has sent you to 
them.”

That midrash is Rabbi Huna’s, and in my midrash too Moses asks 
God what to say if the Israelites ask to hear God’s personal name as 
a way of ascertaining Moses’ prophetic bona fides. As in Scripture and 
as in Rabbi Huna’s midrash, in my midrash God also responds that 
the name for Moses to reveal is Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh, and explains 
why: because God, unlimited by human constraints, can obviously 
liberate a nation from bondage at will, but wishes also to teach the 
people a deep, powerful lesson while doing so. And that lesson is that 
God can also be an “I” to each individual member of that nation: the 
same God capable of responding to a nation’s groaning can also hear 
the cries of a single terrified child, a child afraid and alone and unsure 
from whence his or her salvation might yet come.

Moses, knowing his people, responds (in my midrash, not in 
Rabbi Huna’s) with the observation that Israel is too spiritually 
immature or theologically unsophisticated to appreciate the worth 
of that kind of spiritual intimacy; when a nation is reeling under the 
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jackboot of oppression they need Hero God, not Friend God, and 
anything other than the promise of freedom from their wretchedness 
will strike them as hollow and insufficient. In my midrash, then, 
Moses does say dayyah l ’tzarah b’sha·atah, but by this he means not 
“Whoa…please, one disaster at a time!” (as in Rabbi Huna’s homily), 
but rather that God ought simply to deal with the current fiasco 
without forcing the nation to look ahead to a happier, calmer time 
in which God exists not solely as the nation’s Redeemer but as the 
source of each Israelite’s personal salvation as well. God, impressed 
with Moses’ insight into his people’s needs at that particular moment 
in their history, relents—and suggests that Moses reference the God 
of Israel solely as Ehyeh.

God clearly expects that the one-ehyeh name will solve the 
problem, but Moses decides to push just a bit further. Maybe, he 
says, we could skip the whole Ehyeh thing entirely and just focus 
on third-person God, on the God who acts in history rather than 
the God who exists in a state of potential communion with every 
individual. Sometimes, Moses notes, the pain really does need to stop 
before the patient can see the doctor as an actual person and not just 
as a potential source of oxycodone. So God backs off, and we read in 
the very next verse (Exodus 3:15) that “God [then] offered Moses 
a different path forward, saying ‘So shall you address the Israelites: 
God [that is, the third-person-name, the Tetragrammaton] sent 
me to you—that is to say, the selfsame God of your ancestors, the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. And [lest 
you wonder if this Hero-God thing is just a momentary guise I am 
adopting to deal with Pharaoh, know well that] this [third-person 
four-letter name, suggestive of My might] is My [true] name for all 
time, the one that will endure for every generation [no matter how 
bad things might eventually get. But to be tucked away for future use 
when things calm down is the great secret being vouchsafed to you 
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this day: that Ehyeh too is God’s name and that, in the long run, the 
people will be better and longer watched over by Friend God than by 
General God.”12

And so, according to my reading, the midrash ends with the 
Israelites hopeful that they will soon be free, and with latter-day 
readers reassured that the God of history who acts powerfully in times 
of national disaster is also the God who resides within the inmost 
chamber of every human heart as a source of succor and comfort in 
times of personal travail. It is a satisfying reading on many levels, but 
one that nonetheless leaves many questions unanswered. Does Moses 
ever share the Ehyeh name with Israel? Scripture does not say. Is 
the lesson, then, that the God who exists as a partner in intimate, 
profoundly idiosyncratic, and deeply personal communion with 
every human being cannot really be effectively spoken of, but only 
discovered by individuals as they live their lives in a state of spiritual 
seeking that makes it possible to know God as opposed merely to 
knowing of God? Scripture doesn’t answer that question either, but it 
provides an excellent riddle, one readers are prompted to attempt to 
resolve on their own…if they can and if they dare.
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NOTES

1 Exodus 12:26 27 and 13:8, 14; cf. Deuteronomy 6:20–25. Of the famous “four 
questions” asked at the seder meal, two (the ones about eating matzah and bitter 
herbs) reference actual Torah-based obligations, while the two other (the ones 
relating to leaning and dipping) refer to customs intended merely to pique the 
curiosity of children and thus inspire them to ask questions. That neither of 
the latter questions is actually answered, or even mentioned, in any subsequent 
section of the Haggadah merely strengthens the argument that they are there 
solely to pique the curiosity of the children.
2 Canaan’s three brothers are named at Genesis 10:6, but none is ever heard 
from again.
3 Classical Hebrew has a verbal system that does not quite match the Western 
notion of past, present, and future tenses. As a result, verbs that in Modern 
Hebrew have taken on the feel of the simple future tense are in their classical 
setting more ambiguous, hence the possibility of translating the word in 
question both ways.
4 This is the third appearance of the word ehyeh in the Bible; the first two are at 
Genesis 26:3 and 31:4.
5 The sign, that after Israel leaves Egypt they will worship God at “this very 
mountain,” is itself an example of a forgotten detail. Here God promises that 
Israel will return to this specific spot for some sort of worship on their way from 
Egypt to the Promised Land, but that detail appears totally to be forgotten in the 
subsequent narrative, where no reference at all is ever made to any subsequent 
visit, let alone a national pilgrimage, to the site of the burning bush theophany.
6 There are, of course, endless suggestions regarding the actual meaning of the 
Ehyeh name that do not follow my line of thinking here. Cf. for example the 
very interesting presentation of possibilities in the explication of Exodus 3:14 
in the Torah commentary of Rabbi Abraham ben Harambam (1186–1237), 
Maimonides’ son (ed. London, 5718 [1957/1958], under the title Peirush 
Rabbeinu Avraham ben Ha-rambam al B’reishit U-sh’mot), p. 226.
7 For a complex and very interesting discussion of this point, see Naḥmanides’ 
commentary to Exodus 3:14, s.v. v’amru li mah sh’mo.
8 Although the Ehyeh name is also comprised of four letters, the term 
“Tetragrammaton” (a word of Greek origin that was first used in the fifteenth 
century) is used in Jewish writings solely to denote the yod-hei-vav-hei name, 
also called the shem havayah (“the name of being”) or the shem ha-m’forash (“the 
explicit name”).
9 Readers without a background in Hebrew grammar may find this confusing, 
but the basic principle is that three-letter roots are elaborated into words that 
bear meaning by being expanded through the addition of prefixes, suffixes, 
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and internal vowels. When the letters are being elaborated into verbs, these 
declensions follow certain patterns called binyanim. The point here is that the 
two words in play here, the one spelled alef-hei-yod-hei and the other spelled 
yod-hei-vav-hei, do not belong to the same binyan and that it is not possible, 
therefore, to describe them as the first- and third-person versions of the same 
word.
10 Shemot Rabbah 3:6; cf. the unattributed version of this same midrash at B. 
Berakhot 9b.
11 For the comment of Rabbi Joseph Bekhor Shor, see his Torah commentary 
to Exodus 3:14, s.v. ehyeh asher ehyeh (ed. Jerusalem 5716 [1955/1956]), p. 67. 
The author cites a similar remark by an earlier “Rabbi Samuel.” If the reference 
is to Rabbi Bekhor Shor’s teacher, Rabbi Samuel ben Meir (called the Rashbam 
[c.1085–c.1158]), such a comment does not appear in modern editions of the 
latter’s Torah commentary.
12 Admittedly, I am translating the od in va-yomer od Elohim el moshe a bit 
fancifully here.


