Parshat Ki Tisa: Was the Golden Calf Really Idol Worship?
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With regard to the aforementioned verse, Rabbi Yohanan says: Were it not for the vav
in the term: “Which brought you up [he’elukhal,” giving it a plural form, the haters of
the Jewish people, a euphemism used to refer to the Jewish people themselves, would
have been sentenced to destruction for their idol worship. Since they recognized that
God had taken them out of Egypt, and thought that He had merely made the golden calf
His partner, the Jewish people were spared.

The Gemara comments: Rabbi Yohanan’s opinion is like one side of the following
dispute between tanna’im: Others say: Were it not for the vav in the term: “Which
brought you up [he’elukha),” the haters of the Jewish people would have been
sentenced to destruction. Rabbi Shimon ben Yohai to him: But isn’t anyone who
links the name of Heaven and something else, a euphemism for an idol, uprooted
from the world? As it is stated: “He who sacrifices to the gods, save to the Lord only,
shall be utterly destroyed” (Exodus 22:19). The fact that the Jewish people included God
in their idolatrous statement could not have saved them from destruction. Rather, what
is the meaning when the verse states: “Which brought you up” in the plural? The verse
teaches that the Jewish people desired many gods; they were not satisfied with the
golden calf alone.
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As the nation was not a homogeneous group, it is possible that while some people
viewed the Calf as an alternative god, others believed that it was simply a tangible
representation of Hashem and yet others looked to it to guide them in their travels.
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And Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi says: The Jewish people fashioned the Golden Calf (see Exodus
chapter 32) only to give a claim to penitents, as it is stated after the revelation at Sinai: “Who
would give that they had such a heart as this always, to fear Me, and keep all My
commandments, that it might be good for them, and with their children forever” (Deuteronomy
5:25). If the nation was truly at such a lofty spiritual state, how could they worship the Golden
Calf? Rather, their sin occurred so that it would be made clear that one can repent for any sin, as
even a sin as severe as the Golden Calf was forgiven.
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