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Reading about and watching the recent democratic and republican presidential debates, it struck 

me that there’s a lot of whining: Candidates complaining about all the things they think are 

wrong with this country: From taxes and immigration to health care and gun control.  

 

And I was reminded of an old story of a Frenchman, an Irishman and a Jew who were walking 

through the heat of a sweltering desert. The Frenchman says “I’m so tired, I’m so thirsty…  I 

must have a glass of wine.” The Irishman says, “I’m so tired, I’m so thirsty… I must have a glass 

of beer.” The Jew says, “I’m so tired, I’m so thirsty…  I must have diabetes!” 

 

We Jews love to complain. We love to kvetch. It’s in our DNA. And it’s in our history. 

 

From the very beginning of their time in the desert, the Israelites were constantly complaining. 

What are we going to eat? 

What are we going to drink? 

Whose idea was this Exodus anyway? 

 

And when we arrive at the narrative in our Parsha this week, the smallest anxiety quickly 

devolves into the catastrophic sin of the golden calf.  

 :לֹו יַָדְענּוֶמה־ָהיָה �א ִמְצַריִם ֵמֶאֶרץ ֶהֱעָלנּו ֲאֶׁשר ָהִאיׁש מֶֹׁשה ִּכי־זֶה

Where’s Moshe? 

We thought he was supposed to be back? 

How can we manage without him?  

 

It’s stunning how quickly a little paranoia turns into the most egregious sin in the history of our 

people.  

 

In thinking about how to interpret this tragic episode, no ink has been spared trying to understand 

just where things went wrong: 

 

• Maybe it was the ערב רב – that group of trouble-making Egyptians who had decided to 

join the Israelites when they left Egypt. 

• Maybe if Chur would have been less combative, the people would have listened to him. 

• Or maybe Aharon should have laid down the law. Maybe he should have refused to 

cooperate.  

 

This morning I’d like to offer a radical alternative to one of the most challenging questions in the 

Torah: In the very shadow of Har Sinai, having just experienced revelation, how could 

something like this have happened?  

 

If you remember the sequence of events, after we hear about the creation of the golden calf, God 

turns to Moshe and tells him what’s happening down below.  
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ת־ָהָעם ַהּזֶה ְוִהּנֵה ַעם־ְקֵׁשה־עֶֹרף הּואַוּיֹאֶמר יְקָֹוק ֶאל־מֶֹׁשה ָרִאיִתי אֶ   

 ְוַעָּתה ַהּנִיָחה ִּלי ְויִַחר־ַאִּפי ָבֶהם ַוֲאַכֵּלם ְוֶאֱעֶׂשה אֹוְת( ְלגֹוי ָּגדֹול:
 

I’ve seen this people and they’re stiff-necked and stubborn. They never listen. I’m so angry with 

them, I’m going to annihilate them and from you, Moshe, I’ll start over and create a great 

nation.  

  

Of course we know that Moshe davens for the people and Hashem relents. But I just want to 

return for a moment to Moshe’s first reaction: 

  ְּבַעֶּמ( ַאְּפ( יֱֶחֶרה יְקָֹוק ָלָמה ַוּיֹאֶמר

He turns to Hashem and says, Why are You angry with your people?  

 

And on its face, this seems to make absolutely no sense. Hashem, why are You angry? 

 

Hashem just told Moshe why He’s angry: Because the people have strayed from the path and 

created a golden calf! So what does Moshe mean? 

 

If we look closely at the narrative, it’s clear that the Torah wants us to be thinking of a previous 

episode in the Torah. Remember the story of the destruction of Sodom? It’s striking to notice 

that the Torah uses precisely the same language: 

 

God is ready to wipe out the city: עשו כלה – He promises utter destruction just as he says about 

the Jewish people here in our Parsha: ואכלם – I will finish them.  

 

Avraham says: 'אל נא יחר לה – Please don’t be angry.  

This is what Moshe pleads: )ָלָמה יְקָֹוק יֱֶחֶרה ַאְּפ( ְּבַעֶּמ 

 

And finally, just as Hashem had promised: ואברהם היו יהיה לגוי גדול – he promises Moshe:  ואעשה
  .I’ll make you into a great nation – אותך לגוי גדול

 

The stories are in fact not so different: A group of people sins; Hashem becomes angry; He 

threatens them with utter destruction and promises to make a great nation out of the individual 

who’s remained righteous.  

 

With this in mind, it’s now quite apparent what Moshe means when he asks, Hashem, why are 

you angry? It’s a paraphrase of Avraham’s question at the moment Hashem was prepared to 

wipe out the populace once before. 

 האף תספה צדיק עם רשע

Hashem: It’s unjust to condemn the righteous along with the wicked.  

 

This is precisely what Moshe means: He isn’t asking Hashem why He’s angry. He’s asking 

Hashem why he’s directed his anger at the entire nation  

ְּבַעֶּמ�ָלָמה יְקָֹוק יֱֶחֶרה ַאְּפ(   

when in fact only a small portion of the nation has committed a transgression.  
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It all makes perfect sense. Moshe modeled his approach on historical precedent. If the argument 

was good enough for Avraham, Moshe reasoned, it’s good enough for me.  

 

The problem is: Why would Moshe turn to a model that ultimately failed. For all his heartfelt 

advocacy on behalf of Sodom, Avraham saved no one. 

 

I think the answer is that Moshe has an ace up his sleeve. Avraham had no knowledge of 

Sodom’s inhabitants. Whether there were in fact any Tzaddikim living there was an open 

question. 

 

But Moshe knows exactly whom he has left at the foot of the mountain: Aharon and Chur and 

Yehoshua and Miriam and the Zekeinim…. Surely, he reasoned, the leaders of the Jewish people 

would never be complicit in the commission of the grievous sin Hashem has just described.  

 

It was Moshe’s abiding belief that there were צדיקים who could not possibly be counted among 

those who sinned.  

 

But on this point, Moshe was mistaken.  

 

Part of what was so shocking to him upon his return to the camp was not just that the people had 

gone off the deep end, but that those who knew better didn’t have the backbone to stop them.  

 

As the Seforno writes, this is the meaning of the Parsha’s most enigmatic pasuk. 

  

  :ְּבָקֵמיֶהם ְלִׁשְמָצה ַאֲהרֹן ִּכי־ְפָרעֹה הּוא ָפֻרעַ  ִּכי ֶאת־ָהָעם מֶֹׁשה ַוּיְַרא

What Aharon had here exposed was the fatal flaw of the Jewish people: The deafening silence of 

those representing moral authority and the voice of reason. 

 

Where was the sense of righteous indignation? 

Where was the voice of moral outrage? 

Where were the good guys? 

 

For Moshe, it had been inconceivable to imagine a world in which the people could produce a 

golden calf without so much as a whimper of protestation. 

 

It all began as a little neurosis, a little paranoia, a little kvetching: Where’s Moshe? What could 

have happened? Unaddressed and unchecked it spirals out of control.  

 

Yes, there were Tzaddikim among the Jewish people. But righteousness is not in and of itself 

sufficient. Leadership means the willingness to stand up and call for what’s right even when such 

a voice is sorely unpopular.  

 

Hassidim refer to this the phenomenon as the Tzaddik in peltz, the pious man in a fur coat. There 

are two ways of keeping warm on a cold night. You can wear a fur coat or you can light a fire. 

Wear a fur coat and you warm only yourself. Light a fire and you warm others around you. 

Judaism demands that we light a fire.  
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There is, the Torah says, an alternative to kvetching: Standing up and addressing the challenge. It 

was the striking failure of anyone to embrace this ethic that paved the certain path to the golden 

calf.  

 

Today we’re blessed to be celebrating Charlie’s bar mitzvah. How extraordinary it is to behold a 

young man who’s developed so early on in life a deep sense of right and wrong. Charlie: your 

parents have modeled for you and your sisters the very essence of what Jewish leadership is all 

about. For everyone who knows you, it’s so obvious that you have the talent and the promise to 

become a great Jewish leader of your generation. Always remember that righteousness is not 

enough. When the time comes, you also have to act in kind.  

 

Maybe there’s nothing wrong with a healthy dose of constructive criticism every now and again. 

And who could stop themselves from commenting on the growing list of preposterous and utterly 

vapid things our political candidates say?  

 

But we would do well to remember, too, that the scope of our influence is not limited to armchair 

politics. If there’s a candidate we love, why not get involved in a campaign? If there’s an issue 

we feel strongly about, why not find a way to meaningfully advocate for it?  

 

It could be at a national level, or it could be right here in our backyard.  

 

From AIPAC to Dorot; from Amit to Oneg Shabbat: our members are involved in outstanding 

organizations the world over. But rest assured, there is more we can do. Whether within the four 

wall of The Jewish Center or beyond them, let’s find the causes that move us. If we care enough 

to comment, it’s probably a good bet that we care enough to act.  


