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Ki Tissa 5774 
Rabbi David Wolkenfeld 
 
The Septuagint, the ancient translation of the Torah into Greek, was written by 70 scholars who were locked 
into 70 different rooms and told to produce a translation of the Torah. Miraculously, they produced the 
identical translation. Each scholar had made the same adjustments and word choices when translating from 
Hebrew to Greek.  
 
We of course know that isn’t such a big miracle. If the 70 scholars had been in the SAME room and been 
able to agree on a translation…that would have been a real miracle… 
 
This legend, quoted in rabbinic tradition, suggests that translating the torah into Greek was a good thing, 
warranting a miracle. There is another strand of rabbinic through that sees the translation of the Torah as a 
terrible tragedy in Jewish history. Massechet Sofrim goes so far as to stay that the day the Torah was 
translated was as hard a day for the Jewish people as the worship of the golden calf. 
 
The golden calf! That sounds pretty bad! What is so problematic about translation and what does translating 
the Torah have to do with the golden calf? 
 
The golden calf, its construction and the aftermath of its construction, dominates the parsha this week. But 
the beginning of our parsha opens with a discussion of the method by which the Jewish people can be 
counted - not by a direct head-count but by collecting a quantity of silver from every individual and using the 
sum to calculate the size of the population. The Torah says that each person should give a “half shekel” and 
that the shekel to be used is “shekel ha-kodesh” or the “sacred shekel.”  Why is it called a “sacred shekel?” 
 
Ramban explains that it’s the shekel that is used for sacred purposes. The money that was gathered was 
designated for sacred purposes in the mishkan and later in the Temple, hence “shekel ha-kodesh.” 
 
 This is a use of the term “kodesh” that is just like its appearance in the phrase “lashon ha-kodesh” the “sacred 
language,” an ancient way to refer to Hebrew. Ramban explains that Hebrew is called the sacred language in 
the same way that the shekel is the sacred shekel. It’s the medium for sacred things. Hebrew is the language 
with which God created the universe. When God said, “let there be light” it was in Hebrew. When Adam 
named the animals - it was in Hebrew. Therefore, Hebrew is called “lashon kodesh”  
 
Rambam - Maimonides had a completely different theory. Hebrew is the “holy tongue” it’s called “lashon 
kodesh” because there are no “dirty words” in Hebrew.  Hebrew only has euphemisms for certain body parts 
and for various bodily functions. There are no course words and no cuss words.  According to Rambam there 
is nothing intrinsic to the language itself that makes it special. The Torah is in Hebrew because that’s the 
language that Avraham, and Moshe understood. If Moshe had lived in Rome, the Torah would have been 
written in Italian. This is why when Rambam wrote his magnum opus and the only book that he wrote in 
Hebrew, the Mishneh Torah, he wrote it in perfect rabbinic Hebrew rather than imitate Biblical Hebrew. 
Rabbinic Hebrew, for Rambam, was not a corrupt version of Biblical Hebrew. Since he believed that all 
language is conventional, Rabbinic Hebrew was an equally valid version of the language.  
 
This is a fascinating debate. Ramban vigorously responded to Rambam’s claims that there are only 
euphemisms and no course words in Hebrew by, in his Torah commentary, showing that Hebrew does 
indeed have a full vocabulary of course words for every body function and body part - and no I’m not going 
to tell you what they are now! You’ll have to read the Ramban inside…  
 
This debate about language is actually a debate about holiness and how things can acquire a holy status. For 
Rambam, holiness is the result of a process. If a language has been refined and cleaned-up, then it is holy. For 
Ramban, holiness is the outcome of being used in proximity or in support of the Divine. If God uses a 
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language for creation, revelation, and communication, then the language is holy. If the shekel is used to 
maintain the Temple, then the shekel can be said to be a sacred shekel. 
 
How could our ancestors have worshipped the golden calf?! What were they thinking? How could a people 
that had just heard God’s direct speech at Sinai, build and worship a golden calf? The meforshim, the classic 
Torah commentaries, all grapple with the nature of the sin of the golden calf.  Was the calf supposed to be a 
god? Or, as seems more likely, was the calf intended to replace Moshe, and serve as an intermediary between 
the people and God, or as a symbol and facilitator of the relationship between the people and God. 
 
The very desire itself, to sing and dance before the image of a cow, is completely foreign to us and hard to 
even comprehend. 
 
 
I have found the most useful insight into the golden calf to be that offered by Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk 
in his Torah commentary Meshekh Hokhmah. Rav Meir Simcha wonders why Moshe shattered the luchot, the 
tablets of the law that he brought down from Mt. Sinai. He writes: 
 
“There is nothing intrinsically holy in the world, except for the Holy Blessed One…Holiness comes into the 
physical world in response to specific commandments…Now we may understand why Moses, upon 
perceiving the physical and mental state of the people, promptly broke the tablets, the luchot. Moses feared the 
people would worship the tablets as they had done to the calf. Had he brought down the tablets intact, they 
would have substituted them for the calf.” 
 
The stone tablets, carved with God’s finger, would have become an object of worship and would have been 
just a replacement for the golden calf. Just another idol.  
 
THAT is what idolatry can mean. That is a form of idolatry that still exists today. When the symbol becomes 
more important than the thing that it symbolizes we have created a golden calf. The original golden calf was a 
symbol for the relationship between Israel and God. When it was worshipped it became an idol. Moses feared 
that the tablets themselves could be used in the same way. He feared they would be venerated, not because of 
their content, but as a symbol alone. 
 
Things can be sacred because they are dedicated to a sacred cause, as Ramban explained, or they can be 
sacred because they have been refined and now display ethical excellence as Rambam explained. But merely 
symbolizing something sacred, even tablets carved by the Hand of God, does not create holiness. And if we 
come to focus on the symbol more than the thing that it symbolizes, we have built a golden calf.   
 
The translation of the Torah into Greek was comparable to building the golden calf because, in translation, 
the Torah became a book. A book can be studied, and a book can be loved, and respected. But by turning the 
Torah into a book that anyone in the world can pick up and read in a casual fashion, we changed our own 
relationship to the Torah as well. The Torah became an object. It became a subject of our detached scrutiny. 
And if the Torah is something we study with detached scrutiny alone, then it can have no commanding voice 
or capacity to transform our lives. And if we love the Torah only as a symbol, then the Torah too, can be 
become a golden calf. 
 
In our shul, we do have an image of the luchot that Moshe smashed. And we treat our Torah scrolls with 
reverence, love, and respect. But that reverence should truly be focused, not on the physical Torah scroll, but 
on the content of the Torah. True love and devotion must be focused, not on adorning our Torah scrolls 
with silver and velvet, but by embracing and internalizing the messages of the Torah itself. And then letting 
that message transform our lives and our community.   


