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Context Matters: A Tribute to Rabbi Arnold Goodman z”l 

Parashat Ki Tissa 5783 

Rabbi Michael Safra, B’nai Israel Congregation, Rockville, MD 

 

 My childhood rabbi passed away last week. It’s ironic that he died on 7 Adar, the day when 
Jewish burial societies gather to mark Moses’s yahrtzeit, because Rabbi Arnold Goodman literally wrote 
the book – A Plain Pine Box – which many non-Orthodox burial societies use as their guide.  

 He was 94 years-old and living in Jerusalem. We had not been in regular contact. But the impact 
of his passing was profound. Rabbi Arnold Goodman was the rabbi of Ahavath Achim Synagogue in 
Atlanta for 20 years. Before that, he served congregations in Minneapolis and Chicago. He was a past 
president of the Rabbinical Assembly and a longtime member of its Committee on Jewish Law and 
Standards. And he was “my rabbi,” representing for me the paradigm of what a rabbi looks like, how a 
rabbi acts, what a rabbi does, and even what a rabbi worries about. My American rabbinate is very much 
indebted to his legacy. 

 To understand the challenges, I invite you to consider the story of the rabbi who was walking 
home from shul one evening and peeks through the window at a local restaurant. He sees the president 
of the shul, and the wait staff is bringing him a giant roasted pig. The rabbi can’t believe his eyes. He 
enters the restaurant and confronts the president, who explains: “Rabbi, what a country! You wouldn’t 
believe it. I came into this restaurant and ordered a baked apple and look how fancy they prepared it!” 

 A different version has the rabbi waiting until the next day to confront the shul president. In this 
version, the president looks at him and says: “What’s the problem? You watched me eat in that 
restaurant, right? So, you’re telling me the entire meal was consumed under rabbinical supervision!”  

Immigrant lore referred to this country as the Goldene Medine, a place of freedom and 
opportunity, where the streets were paved with gold. But for traditional Jews, particularly 19th and 20th-
century rabbis, it was also the “Treife Medine,” a place where traditional Jewish norms were easily 
discarded. For many, “Americanization” meant “assimilation.” American rabbis had to navigate the 
landscape. Some thought the reforms went too far, but the Conservative and Orthodox participated in 
the same enterprise. What aspects of the tradition would have to change if we were to retain the 
essential core? The microphone? Family pews? An English sermon? Using a bima lift, or even driving to 
shul on Shabbat? Hebrew? Kashrut? And how much gap could there legitimately be between the 
personal standards of the rabbis and those of the parishioners they were trying to lead? There aren’t 
easy answers, but in Rabbi Goodman, I always had a role model.  

It is in that context that I consider the narrative of the Golden Calf we read earlier. I have 
generally held an unfavorable view of Aaron because he built the calf. I’ve often wondered why he was 
never punished for his actions. But today, I read the story differently.  

The Talmud in tractate Sanhedrin comments on the verse reads: “וירא אהרן, When Aaron saw 
the people gathering around the calf,  ויבן מזבח לפניו, he built an altar before the calf and proclaimed, 
 Let’s make a festival for Adonai tomorrow.” The Talmud asks: What did Aaron see? Rabbi ,חג לה' מחר
Binyamin bar Yefet says in the name of Rabbi Eleazar: He saw Hur being slain before him.  
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So, let’s understand this creative story. Who is Hur? We read in Exodus 24 that when Moses 
went up to Sinai to receive the tablets, he appointed Hur as Aaron’s co-leader of the people; and Hur is 
never mentioned again. So the Rabbis legitimately ask: What happened to him? They revocalize the 
words “ חַ ּבֵ זְ ן מִ ַוִּיבֶ  , he built an altar” to read “ חבַ זֶ ן מִ בֵ ּיָ וַ  , he understood from the slaughter.” And now we 
have an opening. 

Aaron fashioned the calf because he thought the project might distract the people from their 
worries about Moses. But they went wild. Hur tried to stop them, but they became violent, and Hur was 
killed. It was after that tragedy that Aaron proposed “חג לה' מחר, let us worship Adonai – the true God, 
not the calf – tomorrow!” Aaron had no special feelings for the calf. He just thought the people needed 
it if they were to continue to worship Adonai, so he put up with it. American rabbis can relate.  

The commentary in Etz Hayim cites another Midrash, which compares the situation of the 
Israelites in the wilderness to a man who helped his son establish a business in a notoriously corrupt 
neighborhood, and then got angry when the son began to adopt corrupt business practices of his own. It 
wasn’t his fault. That’s how business is done in that neighborhood. And it wasn’t the people’s fault they 
became attracted to the calf; they spent hundreds of years in Egypt where that kind of worship seemed 
natural.  

It wasn’t American Jews’ fault they had to open businesses on Shabbat. With laws restricting 
commerce on Sundays, how else were they supposed to compete? Should rabbis be blamed for 
introducing innovations? Their purpose was to strengthen Jewish connections, not to obliterate norms. 
There are limits, and some reforms are inappropriate regardless of the justification, but context matters.  

In college, I was constantly asked to evaluate history based on the context of the time. Was it 
right to drop those bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki? It depends how you ask. Too many innocent lives 
were lost; but it ended the war, which means it also saved lives. But was there another way? Were both 
bombs necessary? Are some lives more valuable than others? I don’t have definitive answers, but I know 
context matters. It is overly simplistic to just malign the decision makers.  

Context matters when we talk about Israel as well. There are times when the Israeli government 
enacts policies in the name of security, which cause hardship to innocent people. And we remind 
ourselves that context matters. Every government has a responsibility to protect its citizens, and 
sometimes the alternatives to tough policies are even worse.  

But the opposite is also true. Sometimes a policy is so harsh, a proposed reform so misguided or 
dangerous, a statement from a political leader so hurtful or exclusionary that even lovers of Israel feel 
compelled to criticize. And we have to ask: Are they criticizing because they hate Israel? Are they 
criticizing because they’ve given up on the Zionist enterprise? Or are they criticizing because they love 
Israel so much and want to protect our Jewish state from going down a terrible path? Maybe they 
criticize because they want to retain the connection, because they can’t imagine a Jewish state devoid of 
Jewish values. Context matters, and we do no favors by assigning every person and every comment to a 
“friend or foe” binary. We have to understand and appreciate and embrace the complexities.  

That’s what I remember about Rabbi Goodman – his ability to embrace the complexities. 
Nobody agreed with every one of his sermons or opinions. There were times when people unfairly 
extrapolated his political affinities from a particular sermon or statement. But he didn’t shy away from 
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the issues because that’s what people were discussing. For Judaism to remain relevant – in order to 
pursue the primary goals of connecting Jews to Jewish practice and community and living – it had to 
offer perspective on the issues of the day. It had to embrace the possibility of change – measured 
change, considered change, but change nonetheless. That was Aaron’s goal on that terrible day at 
Mount Sinai. It has been the goal of the modern rabbinate for more than a century. And it is our goal 
now – to engage, to ask tough questions, to innovate in order to preserve what matters and glorify God.  

Yehei zikhro barukh, May the memory of my rabbi, Arnold Goodman, Harav Aharon Moshe ben 
Aryeh Leib vChana, always be a blessing. Shabbat shalom.   


