
This Week in Torah Ki Tisa 

There is one thing we are certain of—the incident with the golden calf in the desert was a 

bad situation. Building an idol as a way to worship God is seen as one of the worse 

possible sins in Judaism. This year, let’s focus in on the motivation to create this thing 

for false adoration. And like any good Jewish discourse, there will be validity in 

exploring two contradictory perspectives. There are Jewish scholars who believe that the 

catalyst for such a monumental travesty was insecurity and self-negation; there are 

others who see it as an act of arrogance and hubris—while a third group can see it as 

both! 

Let’s start with the text itself. In the opening verse of Exodus 32, we read: When the 

people saw that Moses was so long [Hebrew verb is boshash—ashamed/tardy] 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.” 

Let’s now play with that verb—boshash—it means to be ashamed. But the medieval 

scholar RaSHI plays with the Aramaic translation which means tardy or late. Playing off 

an image in the book of Judges, he interprets the shame as a result of the lateness, 

leaving people vulnerable. But what if that void was a place where arrogance and hubris 

can disguise the feelings of vulnerability? Reading that verse again with that perception, 

the meaning of “that fellow Moses who brought us out of Egypt” can be a way of 

overcompensating their fear. They rationalize; they distance themselves in order to 

soften the pain of being left alone, they are critical of the situation and turn outward to 

resolve their anxiety. Thus, they take it upon themselves to create an image that would 

soothe and appease. They are uncomfortable with the void, so they fill it with an idol. 

My mother had a great expression anytime my brother and I would talk over her. She 

would say: “listen and silent have the same exact letters in it!” The Israelites would’ve 

been wise to heed that advice. If they listened to the silence and had been patient, their 

behavior would not lead them astray. If they trusted and had not overreacted, their fear 

dressed as knowing better would not have incurred such wrath. Had the Israelites would 



have leaned into the moment and admitted their vulnerability, they would have been 

part of the faith that could’ve sustained them rather than apart from it.  

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchek, the 20th century Boston orthodox Rabbi, supports this 

analysis. He wrote: “the sin of the golden calf was a consequence of man’s self-negation. 

The people sinned because they were perplexed. Moses was gone for a lengthy period of 

time; they did not know when he would return and they felt they had no approach to 

God without him. They did not understand that God’s promise to take them to the 

Promised Land could have been fulfilled even without Moses leading them. Here, the sin 

not out of arrogance [as it was with Adam and Eve], but out of perceived inadequacy.” 

The Talmud has a way of bridging these discourses into one unit. In Chagigah 3b, we 

read: “Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya taught: ‘The words of the wise are as goads, and as nails 

well fastened are those that are composed in collections; they are given from one 

shepherd.’ (Ecclesiastes 12:11) Why are matters of Torah compared to a goad? To tell 

you that just as this goad directs the cow to her furrow to bring forth life to the world, so 

too the words of Torah direct those who study them from the paths of death to the paths 

of life.” That is right—studying Torah can direct us to a healthy lifestyle… this was a 

lesson that was learned after the incident of the Golden Calf. This became the negative if 

one failed to understand the significance of Torah in our lives.  

Here we have a challenge—we don’t know what was the mindset of those who cast the 

golden calf. It could have been different from person to person. But we do know the 

lasting legacy of this incident. The lack of trust and faith in God leads one astray. In that 

metaphysical place, one is bound to sin without God guiding. That guiding force for each 

of us can be found in how we use Torah as the foundation for living. 
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