
Torah Portion: KI TISSA 
 

(Book of Genesis) 
 
 
One might assume the awe-inspiring experience with God at Mt. Sinai would conquer the doubts 
existing in the minds of the ancient Israelites.  Not so! Moses’ delayed return from atop the 
mountain brings protest from the them and the demand to build a golden calf,  then exclaiming, 
“This is your god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!” (Exo. 32:4). God 
informs Moses of what is occurring below and tells him, “Let me be, that My anger may blaze 
forth against them and that I may destroy them and make of you a great nation.” (Exo. 32:10). 
Amidst personal anger at the actions of the Israelites, Moses still stood before God and begged 
for forgiveness on their behalf! 
 
The ancient Rabbi Huna of Talmudic fame compares the above situation “to a father who opened 
a business for his son on a street filled with evildoers. When his son began acting unethically, the 
father became angry and threatened to punish him. A friend intervened and told the father: “You 
are as guilty as your son. Did you not place him on a street of evildoers, in a place where he 
could pick up bad habits?  Did you not expect that the environment would have an influence 
upon him?” (Exodus Rabbah 42:10) According to Rav Huna, God must bear some responsibility 
for having brought the Israelites down to Egypt! 
 
The late author Elie Wiesel agrees with Huna: “Whose fault is it, God, theirs or Yours?  You let 
them live in exile, among idol worshippers, so long that they have been poisoned, is it their fault 
that they are still addicted?” 
 
This portion of Torah goes on to underscore a clear example of “truth speaking to power.”  In 
begging God to forgive and relent, Moses says:  “Now, if You will forgive their sin [well and 
good]; but if not, erase me from the record which You have written!” (Exo. 32:32) Some Bible 
commentators interpret Moses’ words as meaning, “If you, God, are not willing to accept some 
responsibility for what occurred then destroy me with the Israelite people!” 
 
No one questions the Israelites sin by building the golden calf.  The Israelite nation was wrong, 
and for this they paid a price. However, as Rabbi Harvey Fields explains Moses stepped forward 
and challenged God, “motivated by sensitivity to [the Israelites] past and to the habits and 
customs they had learned through long years of living in a corrupt environment of slavery and 
idolatry.” There are times when the responsibility for misbehavior, or dereliction of duty, goes 
beyond the perpetrator to include those who were enablers. Among the strengths of Judaism is a 
belief that at times even God must assume responsibility! 
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