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A Sin for the Ages: A New Understanding of the Golden Calf

I. The Challenge: Comprehending the Incomprehensible
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1 And the people saw that Moshe had delayed in descending the mountain, and the
people gathered upon Aharon saying, “Rise, make for us gods that will go before us, for
the man Moshe who brought us up from the land of Egypt-we do not know what became
of him.”
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34 And now, though people to where | have told you. Behold-my angel shall go before
you and on the day that | make my account, | shall bring their sin to account against
them.
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Rabbi Yitzchak maintains: “There is no punishment that comes to the world that
does not contain one 24" of the surplus of a liter of the first calf, for it says: ‘On
the day that | make my count, | shall bring their sin to account against them.”

Il. Classical Approaches

A. Nonetheless, Idolatry...
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The Talmud maintains: “Through their worship of the Golden Calf, the people of Israel
indicated that they were amenable to idolatry. “
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Nehama Leibowitz: "Therefore we should not be astonished- but should, rather, learn
and take to heart-that thousands of individuals from among those who stood at the base
of the mountain and heard the voice of God speaking from the midst of the fire; forty
days later, created the Golden Calf.




2

OU Parsha Shiur 2019-2020

Shiur 17: Parshiot VVayakhel-Pekudei
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin

A one-time proclamation will not change man... even a clear Divine
Revelation will not turn him from idolatry to the worship of God.

Only prolonged exposure to a life of Torah and mitzvot...surrounding an
individual on all sides- ordering his days, nights, weekdays and festivals; his life within
the home and his existence outside; his dealings with his family and his interactions with
others; his toil at home and his labor in the field; guiding him day by day, hour by hour-
only such immersion will change a person and guard him from sliding back into the
depths of darkness."

B. Not Idolatry, At All...
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The question remains: How do these events speak to us? How is the sin of
the Golden Calf a “sin for the ages”?

C. Seen in Context: A Puzzling Aftermath; An Age-Old, Devastating Pattern
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1 And Hashem spoke to Moshe: 'go, ascend from here, you and the people whom you
brought up out of the land of Egypt, to the land of which | swore to Avraham, to Yitzchak,
and to Yaakov, saying: to your offspring will | give it -- 2 and | will send before you an
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angel; and | will drive out the Canaanite, the Amorite, and the Hittite, and the Perizzite,
the Hivite, and the Jebusite-- 3 To a land flowing with milk and honey; for | will not go up
in your midst; for you are a stiffnecked people; lest | consume you on the way.' 4 And
when the people heard these evil tidings, they mourned; and no one donned his
ornaments.
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14 And all the people saw the thunder, and the flames, and sound of the shofar, and the
mountain smoking; and they saw and trembled and stood from afar. 15 And they said to
Moshe: ‘You speak to us, and we will hear; and let God not speak to us, lest we die.’

Discussion Points

Contrast reaction at Yam Suf to reaction at Sinai-what’s the distinction?
Distance vs. closeness in human relationships

What is HaShem'’s threat in the aftermath of the Golden Calf-be careful what you
ask for...

What is distance vs. closeness with G-d? Comfortable/Confrontational Judaism
Redefining the sin of the Golden Calf and its relevance to our lives
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