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Being in a state of panic leaves one prone to knee-jerk responses that might not always 

be prudent. Given time to process, a rational thought process might lead a person to a 

different type of response when panic sets in. Fear, panic, and anxiety are trigger 

emotions that cause the body to demand a quick response.  

Look at this week’s parasha—alone in the wilderness, the Israelites have panic creeping 

into their kishkas (that’s Yiddish for their insides). Moses ascended the mountain to 

meet with God amidst thunder and lightning. For 40 days there has been no sign of him. 

The collective minds begin to wonder—what if scenarios: what if Moses abandoned us or 

died?; what if we are left here in the wilderness with no way to connect to this God who 

brought us from Egypt?; who will provide for us?; or who will protect us? The text tells 

us: “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 man Moses, who brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know 

what has happened to him.’” The people seek some sort of aposematic design; some sort 

of coloring or imagery that will repel predators. The people fear being alone; without 

any sort of leadership/protection/provider/guide. 

What the Israelites lack is a faith that reassures that God is always with them. They lack 

the trust not only in God but in their abilities to cope and endure. In the Passover 

narrative, we read how God delivers the Israelites with “an outstretched arm and a 

mighty hand.” At our seder, we drink four glasses of wine to toast a “l’chaim” for each 

time God’s redemptive nature appears in Exodus 6: “I will bring you out… I will deliver 

you… I will redeem you… [and]I will take you to Me as a people.” The sages throughout 

our history have tried to teach us that God’s presence is never gone. Rather, it is our 

challenge that we can not “see” or perceive God’s presence.  

Rabbi Pinchus of Koretz sees the world as an illusion created by God and God is the only 

thing real. This acosmism portrays God’s eternal presence as something that can never 

escape the world. It is what God creates and what is sustained by God. The sense of 



panic of being abandoned or the fear of no Divine Providence or Protector is on us; God 

is there but it is us who have failed to comprehend the Divine Presence in the world. The 

golden calf is an example of our lack of awareness. Rabbi Pinchus wrote that we can 

reassert our ability to see God. Every time we recite the Shema and we reach the word 

echad, we should view that utterance as a reminder that (as the prophet Isaiah said:) 

“The whole earth is full of God’s glory.” 

Rabbi Harold Kushner has a different perspective. Rabbi Kushner (best known as the 

author of the book When Bad Things Happen to Good People) believes that God 

provides tools that will help us cope when those emotions arise. Instead of blaming that 

God abandoned us in times of need or crisis, Rabbi Kushner recommends looking 

inward to see what resources God has been implanted in our souls. Rabbi Harold 

Schulweis z”l pointed out that we should see God through the lens of what he called 

“predicate theology”—instead of asking God to give us love or justice or mercy, view love 

or justice or mercy as godly attributes that we possess. God has implanted those 

virtues/tools that we need to survive difficult ordeals; we just need to access them. 

Through our study and prayer and the way we live our days, we fine-tune those tools we 

so desperately need when things go afoul.  

According to Kushner, the antidote to the golden calf is found in the 23rd Psalm. When 

moments of panic occur, I assume Kushner would encourage us to assess the urgency. 

Needs and wants are somewhat relative. When the Psalmist speaks of wanting, Kushner 

interprets it as meaning to be without something as in the poetic line: “to be found 

wanting.”  He wrote: “My version of the psalm’s second line would read–The LORD is 

my shepherd; I shall often want. I shall yearn, I shall long, I shall aspire. I shall continue 

to miss the people and the abilities that are taken from my life as loved ones die and 

skills diminish. I shall probe the empty spaces in my life like a tongue probing for a 

missing tooth. But I will never feel deprived or diminished if I don’t get what I yearn for 

because I know how blessed I am by what I have.” 

The golden calf is a tangible effort to soothe a moment of despair; wanting for 

something that can be created. The Israelite’s lack of faith and trust in God’s presence 

led to creating an idol. But true faith means to sigh and acknowledge the fear and 



wanting but then encourages a faithful soul to look in the mirror and see the blessings 

that they do have… which might be what is needed to soothe the anxiety of the moment.  


