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Ki Tisa Study Guide  - Idolatry
Source Sheet by Judith Spicehandler

Exodus 32:1 שמות ל״ב:א׳
דֶת  ה לָרֶ֣ שׁ מֹשֶׁ֖ י־בֹשֵׁ֥ ם כִּֽ (א) וַיַּ֣ רְא הָעָ֔

ן וַיֹּאמְר֤וּ  ל־אַהֲרֹ֗ ם עַֽ ל הָעָ֜ ר וַיִּקָּהֵ֨ מִן־הָהָ֑
לְכוּ֙  ר יֵֽ ים אֲשֶׁ֤ נוּ אֱ�קִ֗ אֵלָיו֙ ק֣וּם ׀ עֲשֵׂה־לָ֣
עֱלָ֙נוּ֙  ר הֶֽ ישׁ אֲשֶׁ֤ ה הָאִ֗ ינוּ כִּי־זֶ֣ה ׀ מֹשֶׁ֣ לְפָנֵ֔

יָה לֽוֹ׃ עְנוּ מֶה־הָ֥ א יָדַ֖ יִם לֹ֥ רֶץ מִצְרַ֔ מֵאֶ֣

(1) When the people saw that Moses was so 

long in coming down from the mountain, 

the people gathered against Aaron and said 

to him, “Come, make us a god who shall go 

before us, for that fellow Moses—the man 

who brought us from the land of Egypt—we 

do not know what has happened to him.”

Rashi on Exodus 32:1:2-4 רש"י על שמות ל״ב:א׳:ב׳-ד׳
(ב) אשר ילכו לפנינו. אֱלוֹהוֹת הַרְבֵּה 

אִוּוּ לָהֶם (סנהדרין ס"ג): (ג) כי זה משה 
האיש. כְּמִין דְּמוּת מֹשֶׁה הֶרְאָה לָהֶם 

הַשָּׂטָן, שֶׁנּוֹשְׂאִים אוֹתוֹ בַּאֲוִיר רְקִיעַ 
הַשָּׁמָיִם (שבת פ"ט): (ד) אשר העלנו 
מארץ מצרים. וְהָיָה מוֹרֶה לָנוּ דֶּרֶ� 

אֲשֶׁר נַעֲלֶה בָּהּ, עַתָּה צְרִיכִין אָנוּ 
לֶאֱלוֹהוֹת אֲשֶׁר יֵלְכוּ לְפָנֵינוּ:

 [MAKE US GODS] אשר ילכו לפנינו  (2)

WHICH SHALL GO BEFORE US — 

They wished to have many gods (the words 

 is to be taken as plural since the verb אלהים

 כי זה  is plural; cf. Sanhedrin 63a). (3) ילכו

 — FOR AS FOR THIS MOSES משה האיש

This Moses implies that Satan showed them 

something that looked like Moses being 

carried on a bier in the air high above in the 

skies (cf. Shabbat 89a). (4)  אשר העלנו מארץ 

 THAT BROUGHT [THAT MAN] מצרים

US UP OUT OF THE LAND OF EGYPT, 

and who used to show us the way we had to 

go; now that he is dead we need gods which 

shall go before us.
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Exodus 32:2-5 שמות ל״ב:ב׳-ה׳
ב  י הַזָּהָ֔ רְקוּ֙ נִזְמֵ֣ ן פָּֽ אמֶר אֲלֵהֶם֙ אַהֲרֹ֔ (ב) וַיֹּ֤

ם  ם וּבְנֹתֵיכֶ֑ ם בְּנֵיכֶ֖ אֲשֶׁר֙ בְּאׇזְנֵ֣י נְשֵׁיכֶ֔
ם  רְקוּ֙ כׇּל־הָעָ֔ י׃ (ג) וַיִּתְפָּֽ יאוּ אֵלָֽ וְהָבִ֖

יאוּ  ם וַיָּבִ֖ ר בְּאׇזְנֵיהֶ֑ ב אֲשֶׁ֣ י הַזָּהָ֖ אֶת־נִזְמֵ֥
ם וַיָּ֤צַר אֹתוֹ֙  ח מִיָּדָ֗ ן׃ (ד) וַיִּקַּ֣ ל־אַהֲרֹֽ אֶֽ

לֶּה  אמְר֔וּ אֵ֤ ה וַיֹּ֣ גֶל מַסֵּכָ֑ הוּ עֵ֣  יַּעֲשֵׂ֖ ֽ רֶט וַ בַּחֶ֔
רֶץ  ר הֶעֱל֖וּ� מֵאֶ֥ ל אֲשֶׁ֥ י֙� יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ אֱ�קֶ֙

יו  חַ לְפָנָ֑ בֶן מִזְבֵּ֖ ן וַיִּ֥ יִם׃ (ה) וַיַּ֣ רְא אַהֲרֹ֔ מִצְרָֽ
ר׃ ג לַה' מָחָֽ ר חַ֥ הֲרֹן֙ וַיֹּאמַ֔ א אַֽ וַיִּקְרָ֤

(2) Aaron said to them, “[You men,] take off 

the gold rings that are on the ears of your 

wives, your sons, and your daughters, and 

bring them to me.” (3) And all the people 

took off the gold rings that were in their ears 

and brought them to Aaron. (4) This he took 

from them and cast in a mold, and made it 

into a molten calf. And they exclaimed, 

“This is your god, O Israel, who brought 

you out of the land of Egypt!” (5) When 

Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; 

and Aaron announced: “Tomorrow shall be 

a festival of יהוה !”

Rashi on Exodus 32:5:4 רש"י על שמות ל״ב:ה׳:ד׳
(ד) חג לה'. בְּלִבּוֹ הָיָה לַשָּׁמַיִם, בָּטוּחַ 

הָיָה שֶׁיָּבֹא מֹשֶׁה וְיַעַבְדוּ אֶת הַמָּקוֹם:
 A FESTIVAL TO THE LORD חג לה׳  (4)

— not to the golden calf. In his heart it (the 

feast) was for Heaven (the Lord). He felt 

confident that Moses would return by the 

morrow and that they would worship the 

Omnipresent (Leviticus Rabbah 10:3).

Exodus 32:7 שמות ל״ב:ז׳
ת  י שִׁחֵ֣ ד כִּ֚ ה לֶ�־רֵ֕ ר ה' אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ (ז) וַיְדַבֵּ֥

יִם׃ רֶץ מִצְרָֽ יתָ מֵאֶ֥ ר הֶעֱלֵ֖ עַמְּ֔� אֲשֶׁ֥
 spoke to Moses, “Hurry down, for יהוה  (7)

your people, whom you brought out of the 

land of Egypt, have acted basely.

Rashi on Exodus 32:7:3 רש"י על שמות ל״ב:ז׳:ג׳
(ג) שחת עמך. שִׁחֵת הָעָם לֹא נֶאֱמַר, 
אֶלָּא עַמְּ� – עֵרֶב רַב שֶׁקִּבַּלְתָּ מֵעַצְמְ� 

וְגִיַּרְתָּם וְלֹא נִמְלַכְתָּ בִּי, וְאָמַרְתָּ טוֹב 
שֶׁיִּדְבְּקוּ גֵרִים בַּשְּׁכִינָה – הֵם שִׁחֲתוּ 

וְהִשְׁחִיתוּ (שמות רבה):

 THY PEOPLE HAVE שחת עמך (3)

CORRUPTED THEMSELVES (acted 

basely) — It does not say the people have 

corrupted but “thy” people — the mixed 

multitude whom you received of your own 

accord and accepted as proselytes without 

consulting Me. You thought it a good thing 

that proselytes should be attached to the 

Shechina — now they have corrupted 

themselves and have corrupted others 

(Exodus Rabbah 42:6).
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Exodus 32:8 שמות ל״ב:ח׳
ם עָשׂ֣וּ ר צִוִּיתִ֔ רֶ֙� אֲשֶׁ֣ ר מִן־הַדֶּ֙ רוּ מַהֵ֗ סָ֣

חֲווּ־לוֹ֙ וַיִּזְבְּחוּ־ל֔וֹ ה וַיִּשְׁתַּֽ גֶל מַסֵּכָ֑ ם עֵ֖ לָהֶ֔
עֱל֖וּ� ר הֶֽ ל אֲשֶׁ֥ י֙� יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ לֶּה אֱ�הֶ֙ אמְר֔וּ אֵ֤ וַיֹּ֣

יִם׃ רֶץ מִצְרָֽ מֵאֶ֥

They have been quick to turn aside from the

way that I enjoined upon them. They have

made themselves a molten calf and bowed

low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: ‘This is

your god, O Israel, who brought you out of

the land of Egypt!’”

Sforno on Exodus 32:8:1 ספורנו על שמות ל״ב:ח׳:א׳
סרו מהר. קודם שאגמור לתת לך מה

שיעדתי לתת, והם התורה והמצוה אשר
כתבתי:

.they have strayed very quickly, etc ,סרו מהר

I have not even been able to complete the

gift of the Torah I had wanted to give to

you. A reference to “the Torah and the

Mitzvah” in Exodus 24,12.

Other idols in the form of calves constructed by the Israelites:

I Kings 12:26-30 מלכים א י״ב:כ״ו-ל׳
ה תָּשׁ֥וּב  ם בְּלִבּ֑וֹ עַתָּ֛ אמֶר יָרׇבְעָ֖ (כו) וַיֹּ֥

ם  ה ׀ הָעָ֣ ם־יַעֲלֶ֣ ד׃ (כז) אִֽ ֽ ית דָּוִ ה לְבֵ֥ הַמַּמְלָכָ֖
ים בְּבֵית־יְהֹוָה֙ בִּיר֣וּשָׁלַ֔ םִ  ה לַעֲשׂ֨וֹת זְבָחִ֤ הַזֶּ֗

ם  נֵיהֶ֔ ם הַזֶּה֙ אֶל־אֲדֹ֣ ב הָעָ֤ ב לֵ֣ שָׁ֠ וְ֠
בוּ  נִי וְשָׁ֖ ה וַהֲרָגֻ֕ לֶ� יְהוּדָ֑ ם מֶ֣ אֶל־רְחַבְעָ֖
ץ  ה׃ (כח) וַיִּוָּעַ֣ ם מֶלֶ�־יְהוּדָֽ אֶל־רְחַבְעָ֥

ם  אמֶר אֲלֵהֶ֗ ב וַיֹּ֣ י זָהָ֑ י עֶגְלֵ֣ עַשׂ שְׁנֵ֖ לֶ� וַיַּ֕ הַמֶּ֔
רַב־לָכֶם֙ מֵעֲל֣וֹת יְרוּשָׁלַ֔ ִם הִנֵּ֤ה אֱלֹהֶ֙י�֙ 

יִם׃ (כט)  רֶץ מִצְרָֽ ר הֶעֱל֖וּ� מֵאֶ֥ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ל אֲשֶׁ֥
ד  ל וְאֶת־הָאֶחָ֖ ית־אֵ֑ ד בְּבֵֽ וַיָּ֥שֶׂם אֶת־הָאֶחָ֖
את  ה לְחַטָּ֑ ר הַזֶּ֖ י הַדָּבָ֥ ן׃ (ל) וַיְהִ֛ ן בְּדָֽ נָתַ֥

ן׃ ד עַד־דָּֽ י הָאֶחָ֖ ם לִפְנֵ֥ וַיֵּלְכ֥וּ הָעָ֛

(26) Jeroboam said to himself, “Now the 

kingdom may well return to the House of 

David.  (27) If these people still go up to 

offer sacrifices at the House of GOD in 

Jerusalem, the heart of these people will turn 

back to their master, King Rehoboam of 

Judah; they will kill me and go back to King 

Rehoboam of Judah.”  (28) So the king took 

counsel and made two golden calves. He 

said to the people,“You have been going up 

to Jerusalem long enough. This is your god 

(Here are your Gods), O Israel, who 

brought you up from the land of Egypt!” 

(29) He set up one in Bethel and placed the 

other in Dan. (30) That proved to be a cause 

of guilt, for the people went to worship [the 

calf at Bethel and] the one at Dan. 

Rashi on Hosea 13:2:1 רש"י על הושע י״ג:ב׳:א׳
עתה. בית יהוא שראו כל זאת יוסיפו

לחטוא:
And now Jehu’s dynasty, who saw all this,

continue to sin.
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Hosea 13:2 הושע י״ג:ב׳
א וַיַּעֲשׂ֣וּ לָהֶם֩  פוּ לַחֲטֹ֗ ה ׀ יוֹסִ֣ (ב) וְעַתָּ֣

ה  ים מַעֲשֵׂ֥ ם כִּתְבוּנָם֙ עֲצַבִּ֔ מַסֵּכָ֨ה מִכַּסְפָּ֤
ם  י אָדָ֔ ים זֹבְחֵ֣ ם אֹמְרִ֔ ים כֻּ֑�ה לָהֶם֙ הֵ֣ חָרָשִׁ֖

עֲגָלִ֖ים יִשָּׁקֽוּן׃

(2) And now they go on sinning;

They have made them molten images,

Idols, by their skill, from their silver,

Wholly the work of artisans.

Yet for these they appoint people to sacrifice;

They are wont to kiss calves!

Encyclopedea Judaica, Golden Calf

 CALF AND BULL SYMBOLISM
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The narrative of the golden calf cannot be understood without relating it to the erection

of two golden calves in the temples of *Beth-El and *Dan by *Jeroboam I of Israel

(I Kings 12:26ff.). Not only are the general features of the story similar in both accounts,

but the explanatory formula in Exodus 32:4b, 8b – "These are your gods, O Israel, who

brought you up out of the land of Egypt" – is virtually identical to the one in I Kings

12:28b. Scholars are divided on the question of the chronological relationship of the two

accounts. The traditional view is that the Jeroboam incident is dependent on the Exodus

story (see Cassuto, loc. cit.). Other scholars, however, hold the view that Exodus 32

presupposes I Kings 12.

The bull had an important role in the art and religious texts of the ancient Near East.

The storm-god *Hadad is frequently represented standing on a bull. Taking these facts

into account it is generally assumed (after H. Th. Obbrick) that Jeroboam's calves

corresponded to the *cherubim of Solomon's Temple, i.e., they were regarded as seats or

pedestals upon which the Lord was thought to stand invisible to human eyes. M. Haran

remarks that if Jeroboam's calves were considered pedestals, then they were not meant to

be an exact replica of cherubim connected with the *Ark of the Covenant because the

Ark and its cherubim were kept in the publicly inaccessible Holy of Holies while the

calves were placed in the courts of the Temple, where the people could see and kiss them

(cf. Hos. 13:2). It is also possible that the calves were, from the beginning, meant to

represent the Lord like the images in the sanctuaries of Micah and Dan (Judg. 17:4;

18:14, 15–31; cf. M. Haran, in B. Zvieli (ed.), Siḥot ba-Mikra, 1 (1968), 214; idem,

in: Biblica, 50 (1969), 264).

In any case Jeroboam's initiative must have had some basis in an old tradition, otherwise

he could not have succeeded in his enterprise. Jeroboam's bulls, contrary to the Ark

symbolism, were meant to be accessible to worshipers in the temples (cf. I Kings 12:27);

and thus they developed from symbols of the Lord to fetishes in their own right (cf.

e.g., II Kings 17:16; Hos. 8:5–6; 10:5; 13:2).

 

 

What is the reason God forbids worship of idols? (Quoted in

https://www.paulkipnes.com/living-holy-life/)

 

“Why are graven images forbidden by the Torah?” I once heard 20th century Jewish

thinker Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel ask. Why is the Torah so concerned with

idolatry? You might think (per Rabbi Moses Maimonides) that it is because God has no

image, and any image of God is therefore a distortion. But Heschel read the

commandment differently. “No,” he said, “it is precisely because God has an image that

idols are forbidden. You are the image of God. But the only medium in which you can

shape that image is that of your entire life. To take anything less than a full, living,

breathing human being and try to create God’s image out of it-that diminishes the
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divine and is considered idolatry.” You can’t make God’s image; you can only be God’s

image.

 

 

Searching for God's Face

by Yehuda Amichai

 

Moses, our teacher, only once saw the face of God

and forgot. He did not want to see the wilderness

not even the promised land, but only the face of God.

He struck the rock in the fury of his longings

he went up and down Mt. Sinai, he shattered the two

tablets of the covenant and made a golden calf, he searched

in fire and cloud. But he remembered only

the strong hand of God and his outstretched arm

not his face and he was like someone who wants

to remember the face of a loved one but cannot.

He made himself a police sketch from the face

of God and from the burning bush and from the face

of Pharaoh’s daughter who leaned over him when he was an infant in the basket,

and he distributed the picture to all the tribes of Israel

and throughout the wilderness. But no one had seen

and no one recognized. And only at the end of his life,

on Mt. Nebo did he see and die

with a kiss from God’s face.

 

משה רבינו ראה רק פעם אחת את פני האלהים
ושכח. הוא לא רצה לראות את המדבר
.ואפילו לא את הארץ המבטחת, אלא רק את פני האלהים
הוא הכה בסלע בזעם געגועיו
הוא עלה להר סיני וירד, הוא שבר
את שני לוחות הברית ועשה עגל זהב, הוא חפש
באש ובעשן, אבל הוא זכר רק
את יד האלהים החזק ואת זרועו הַ נטויה
ולא את פניו והיה כמו אדם שרוצה
.לזכר את פני מי שאהב ולא יוכל

הוא עשה לעצמו קלסתרון מפני
האלהים ופני הסנה הבוער ופני
,בת פרעה שנרכנה מעליו כשהיה תינוק בתבה

והפיץ את הַ תמונה בכל שבטי ישראל
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ובכל המדבר, אבל איש לא ראה
,ואיש לא הכיר. ורק בסוף חייו
על הר נבו ראה ומת
.בנשיקת פני האלהים

 

The Other Side of the Story

Rabbi Rachel Barenblat

 

Already so many changes.

Our long column of refugees

snaking into the wilderness.

Through the sandal-sucking mud

where the waters had been.

Their men and horses consumed.

And then that Voice

speaking directly into us,

reverberating in our chests...!

But Moshe ascended by himself

into the sapphire sky

and he didn't come back.

Of course we asked Aharon

to make something to remind us

we weren't as alone as we felt.

Golden Calf

Rabbi Jill Hammer

 

I confess it didn’t look like God

to me, but maybe it looked like God

to someone. One never knows what that one

looks like, as seen behind a cloud

on the top of a mountain, or hiding

in a scraggly thornbush among sheep,

or in the howl of wind moving the sea,

slipping children out of a womb

into freedom, or maybe tucking a blanket

into a floating basket.

And when they later said: no, that’s not what

God looks like; you deserve to die

for making such an error;
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how could you mistake a gold monstrosity

for God? I thought: you too mistake things for God—

priests and prophets with staves and snakes,

laws engraved in stone,

the way your household is organized,

who’s on top and who isn’t.

You too grope toward the ineffable,

weaving cherubim into a curtain that screens nothing.

If it was a mistake, it’s one among a thousand mistakes

like a straw among piles of hay. Perhaps

before we point fingers, before we shatter tablets

and set kin against kin, we should sit in the silence

one more minute. We all give our earrings

to make something. What’s it going to be?
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