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The Velveteen Rabbit and the Golden Calf  

In one of  the first pages of  his first published collection of  teshuvot, halakhic responsa, Rabbi Moshe Feinstein 
describes and offers a judgment concerning a terrible dilemma. A Jewish man had contracted a highly 
contagious disease, perhaps tuberculosis, and was about to be admitted to a hospital. This hospital had a 
specialized protocol for handling highly contagious diseases that included the provision that all of  the 
personal effects of  every patient would be burned. Patients who recovered could return home when they 
were no longer contagious; but they could take absolutely nothing with them from the hospital. Rav Moshe 
Feinstein was consulted because one patient, about to enter this hospital, wished to know whether he should 
bring his tefillin with him so he could wear them during his recovery and quarantine, knowing that the tefillin 
wold be burned by the hospital staff  along with everything else this patient brought with him. What a 
poignant conflict! Who else would be more attached to a mitzvah than a hospitalized patient, clinging to any 
routine that he can to remind him of  his everyday life and to maintain a connection to a faith that can bestow 
confidence and courage? 

Rav Moshe ruled that tefillin should not be brought into the hospital. Bringing tefilin into the hospital is, from a 
legal perspective, considered to be the direct destruction of  those sacred parchments because bringing 
something into a place where we cannot protect it from harm is akin to burning it ourselves with our own 
hands. And so he could not allow the performance of  the mitzvah of  tefilin at the direct cost of  destroying 
those same tefilin. 

In order to justify that decision, Rav Moshe Feinstein needed to explain how this case differed from another 
conceptually similar case discussed in halakhic literature. One Shabbat morning, 800 years ago, a vat of  hot 
water that had been prepared before Shabbat accidentally spilled right before the start of  a circumcision. (You 
can imagine the chaos…grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, all crowded together for the bris…).  Under 
most circumstances we do perform a brit milah on Shabbat, but can we do so even knowing that we will need 
to also boil a pot of  water on Shabbat so that we can have sterile water to use in care for the infant? Although 
that case is debated among the great scholars, the answer seems to be yes. We go ahead and perform the 
mitzvah of  circumcision even knowing that protecting the health of  the baby will require us to violate 
Shabbat through boiling water. We perform the mitzvah knowing that protecting health will require violating 
Shabbat, yet, Rav Moshe argued, we do not allow the mitzvah of  tefilin in a circumstance where those tefilin 
will be destroyed because of  health considerations. 

These are two different cases and, to Rav Moshe Feinstein, they represented two different paradigms and he 
struggled to articulate the differences between the two cases and I will try to explain as well because when I 
read Rav Moshe Feinstein’s words for the first time, two weeks ago, they hit me like a ton of  bricks. 

He writes that bringing something into a place where we cannot protect it from harm is akin to destroying it 
directly with our own hands. Isn’t that what parenthood is all about? I have vivid memories waiting for the 
birth of  our first child and feeling such an urgent wish that the baby would just be born already so that I 
could stop worrying! Once he’s born, I thought, I can protect him, doctors can fix whatever might go wrong, 
once he’s born. Of  course I was entirely wrong about parenthood and the concern that we have for our 
children, only increases when they are out and about in the world. The author Elizabeth Stone has written 
that having a child is having “your heart go walking outside your body” which is terrifying. This is something 
that is true for love in general, not only the love of  a parent for a child. To love another person is to become 
dependent on them and to therefore be vulnerable to all of  their vulnerabilities. Parents may experience this 
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more acutely because of  our own complicity in bringing our children into the world where they must struggle, 
occasionally suffer, and face risks that we cannot fully prevent.  

This is even more true for a Jewish child. No parent can promise a life with no pain or risk for our children 
and, infuriating as it may be to acknowledge, no parent raising a Jewish child can promise that antisemitism 
will never cloud their lives. 

When someone converts to Judaism, we ask them, just moments before immersing in the transformative 
waters of  the mikvah, if  they understand that accepting a Jewish identity may entail risk of  antisemitism and 
even persecution. And, the convert must acknowledge that risk before proceeding. I used to experience those 
questions as a vestige from a dark past, as something we said to converts for the sake of  tradition, but 
something that was not a relevant concern for modern Jewish life. But that moment of  the conversion 
process has become more and more resonant and moving for me to witness in recent months.  

I celebrated a birthday this week and I have now attained the age of  my grandfather when he was killed by 
the Nazis. The circumstances of  my life and his could not have been more dramatically different in terms of  
the risks that we have faced and the opportunities available to us, but one legacy of  my grandfather, and of  
my immigrant father too is to always remember that anything can happen. 

I happened to be present two weeks ago when my children’s school received a bomb threat, ironically enough, 
on a day that had been selected by the school for an end-of-unit culmination commemorating the Holocaust. 
During and after the evacuation the teachers and school administrators worked flawlessly in cooperation with 
Chicago police to keep all of  us calm and safe. The good-will and solidarity from neighbors of  all faiths in 
the aftermath of  the bomb threat could not have been more different than the circumstances faced by my 
grandparents in Europe. But watching my innocent children and their classmates tinokot shel beit rabban leave 
their school under police escort and knowing that they were the subjects of  the irrational hatred of  a 
distorted soul, drove home to me the burden we place upon our children that they never asked for, might not 
comprehend, but which we pray will ultimately be as source of  meaning and blessing in their lives. 

The intersection of  fear, vulnerability, and the search for meaning are intimately entwined with the story of  
the Golden Calf  in this morning’s Torah portion. 

The Torah does not describe the emotions that motivated the worship of  the Golden Calf. 
 וַּיְַ֣רא הָעָ֔ם ּכִֽי־בֹׁשֵׁ֥ש מֹׁשֶ֖ה לֶָרֶ֣דת מִן־הָהָ֑ר וַּיִּקָהֵ֨ל הָעָ֜ם עַֽל־אַהֲֹר֗ן וַּיֹאמְרּ֤ו אֵלָיו֙ קּ֣ום ׀ עֲׂשֵה־לָ֣נּו אֱֹלהִ֗ים אֲׁשֶ֤ר

 יֵֽלְכּו֙ לְפָנֵ֔ינּו ּכִי־זֶ֣ה ׀ מֹׁשֶ֣ה הָאִ֗יׁש אֲׁשֶ֤ר הֶֽעֱלָ֙נּו֙ מֵאֶֶ֣רץ מִצְַר֔יִם ֹל֥א יַָד֖עְנּו מֶה־הָ֥יָה לֹֽו׃

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.” 

That’s all the Torah discloses about the context and motivation for one of  the most consequential and 
dramatic sins in Jewish history. Although the Torah is not explicit about the motivation, there are hints. When 
the people ask Aharon to build a Golden Calf, they refer to Moshe as מֹׁשֶ֣ה הָאִ֗יׁש “Moshe the person.” His 
humanity is emphasized.  Moshe’s delay, suggesting Moshe’s all-too-human mortality, terrified the people. The 1

people didn’t coalesce around Aharon as a replacement leader and Korach didn’t see this moment as an 
opportunity to claim leadership for himself  (in the movie he does - but not in the Torah) because the Golden 
Calf  was embraced not only as a replacement for Moshe, but as a replacement for all human leadership. 
Every human leader is vulnerable. Every person whom we trust  will eventually disappoint us, if  by nothing 
else than by their own mortality. The Golden Calf  was worshipped by people frightened of  how vulnerable 

 Thanks to Rabbi Shimon Felix whose essay on Parashat Ki Tissa 5777 provided a crucial piece of  supporting evidence 1

to the central thesis of  this drasha.
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they were to the vulnerability of  someone else and determined to evade that vulnerability in any way that they 
could. 

But Moshe was fine! He wasn’t even late, Rashi explains it was a misunderstanding. “I’ll come back after 40 
complete days,” Moshe had said, but the day that he ascending the mountain didn’t count! Rashi further 
explains that Satan showed the people an image of  a deceased body being carried heavenward. This midrash, 
found in the Talmud (Shabbat 89) speaks to the way that all of  us are mislead by our fears to imagine horrific 
things. We make really bad choices when we are afraid and it doesn’t take the Satan to push us towards those 
mistakes. The Satan in the Talmud is the personification of  our yetzer harah, our own innate capacity for 
wrong choices. We can make those poor choices all by ourselves. 

We must never act in a reckless way. No, teffilin do not belong in a  hospital where personal items are burned. 
Our zeal to perform a mitzvah cannot cause us to ignore the violence and destruction that may follow as a 
known response to that very same mitzvah. There is no difference between burning tefilin directly and 
bringing them into a building with a sign that says “everything brought here will be burned.” But we must not 
desist from a life of  mitzvot even if  we know that special measures must be taken to ensure our safety. And 
so we go ahead and celebrate a brit milah even when we know that water must be heated on Shabbat to 
protect the health of  the infant.  

We can wear tefilin or study Torah or pray together as a community without the risk that we are bringing 
destruction to anyone or to anything. But sometimes we do have to boil some water. There are precautions 
that need to be taken to ensure our safety and our health in ways that do not prevent our embrace of  a life of  
Torah and Mitzvot. Tragically, our ancestors panicked when Moshe did not appear when he was expected. 
They despaired of  all trust in all human leadership and that lead them to reject the Covenant itself. 

 Sustainable Jewish commitment requires a sober assessment of  the risks of  being Jewish, which are only a 
sharper distillation of  the risks inherent in being human. Human beings are fallible and vulnerable and we 
sometimes panic and we sometimes make foolish or short-sighted and self-interested decisions. But the Torah 
was given to human beings so that we can transcend some of  our limitations and form sacred relationships 
with one another and even with God. 

Shabbat Shalom. 


