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“Why?” 
There are a lot of questions that can be asked about the sin of the Golden Calf, and most of 
them can boil down to that one word. Why did the Jews feel abandoned? Why did they turn 
their backs on God after seeing his miracles with such clarity? Why did they feel compelled 
to replace literal Divinity with a trinket that wasn’t even alive? 
The Talmudic scholars provide us with an answer to one of these questions. They explain to 
us that on the day he was supposed to return to the Jewish people from his time with God 
on Har Sinai, Satan appeared before the Jews with an image of their leader Moshe lying 
dead in a bier. Horrified, the Jews asked Aaron to build them a new “god,” citing the 
reasoning that     “ יִ  ַ֔ ֶרץ ִמְצר  נוּ֙ ֵמֶאֶׁ֣ ֱעָלָ֙ ר ֶהֶֽ יש ֲאֶשֶׁ֤ ה ָהִאִ֗ ֹוֹמֶשֶׁ֣ ָיה לֶֽ ְענו ֶמה־ָהֹ֥ ַ֖ א ָיד  ֹֹ֥ ם ל ”- in other words, “We 
do not know what happened to Moshe, the man who brought us out of Egypt.” 
The common explanation of the construction of the golden calf is that the Jews wanted to 
build an idol to replace God. But according to the simple wording of this verse, it might 
seem that the Jews wanted to build a replacement for Moshe himself. It would almost 
appear that the Jews viewed Moshe as the one who brought them out of Egypt, or as they 
said,           “ ֱעָלָ֙  ר ֶהֶֽ ִיםֲאֶשֶׁ֤ ַ֔ ֶרץ ִמְצר  נוּ֙ ֵמֶאֶׁ֣ ”! What part did God play in their understanding of the 
splitting of the sea, or the miracles in Egypt? Obviously, the Jews knew that God existed, 
and was responsible for their salvation. But it would appear that, in their minds, Moshe and 
God were bound inextricably as agents of that salvation- to the point where if one of them 
ceased to lead them, so would the Other. 
There is a profound lesson to be learned here. As Jews, we require the guidance of our 
religious leaders to serve God as God is meant to be served. They have a responsibility to 
us, and we are indebted to respect their decisions- otherwise, after all, we wouldn’t have a 
functioning congregation. But obvious though it may seem, we must always remember that 
our religious leaders are not Divinity themselves. They are envoys who replaced other 
envoys, and who will one day be themselves replaced. There is only one irreplaceable 
leader on the face of this planet, and that is Hashem. If we bear that in mind, we will stand a 
much better chance of keeping the faith. 
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