Sin and Transformation:

Exodus 25-40 and the Many Uses of Gold

Rachel Sharansky Danziger * April 5th 2022 * Exodus: The Ins and Outs of Liberty #8

1: Rising and falling
Exodus 24:7-15
(7) Then he took the record of the covenant and read it
aloud to the people. And they said, “All that 7' has spoken
we will faithfully do!” (8) Moses took the blood and
dashed it on the people and said, “This is the blood of the
covenant that 7' now makes with you concerning all these
commands.”..(10) and they saw the God of Israel—under
whose feet was the likeness of a pavement of sapphire,
like the very sky for purity. (11) Yet [God] did not raise a
hand against the leaders of the Israelites; they beheld God,
and they ate and drank...(14) To the elders he had said,
“Wait here for us until we return to you. You have Aaron
and Hur with you; let anyone who has a legal matter
approach them.” (15) When Moses had ascended the
mountain, the cloud covered the mountain.

Exodus 32:1-6

(1) 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 fellow Moses—the man
who brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know
what has happened to him.” (2) Aaron said to them,
“['You men,] take off the gold rings that are on the ears of
your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring
them to me.” (3) And all the people took off the gold
rings that were in their ears and brought them to Aaron.
(4) This he took from them and cast in a mold, and made
it into a molten calf. And they exclaimed, “This is your
god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!”
(5) When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before it; and
Aaron announced: “Tomorrow shall be a festival of 7' !”’
(6) Early next day, the people offered up burnt offerings
and brought sacrifices of well-being; they sat down to eat
and drink, and then rose to dance.
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2. A later parallel
Judges 8:22-28

Then the men of Israel said to Gideon, “Rule over us—you,
your son, and your grandson as well; for you have saved us
from the Midianites.” But Gideon replied, “I will not rule
over you myself, nor shall my son rule over you; the LORD
alone shall rule over you.” And Gideon said to them, “I have
a request to make of you: Each of you give me the earring he
received as booty.” (They had golden earrings, for they were
Ishmaelites.) “Certainly!” they replied. And they spread out
a cloth, and everyone threw onto it the earring he had
received as booty. The weight of the golden earrings that he
had requested came to 1,700 shekels of gold; this was in
addition to the crescents and the pendants and the purple
robes worn by the kings of Midian and in addition to the
collars on the necks of their camels. Gideon made an ephod
of this gold+ and set it up in his own town of Ophrah. There
all Israel went astray after it, and it became a snare to
Gideon and his household. Thus Midian submitted to the
Israelites and did not raise its head again; and the land was

tranquil for forty years in Gideon’s time.

Yoram Hazoni, The Philosophy of Hebrew Scripture, 76:
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The repetition of the story, then, permits us to escape the supposition that the sin of the golden calf
was an event unique in human history, and to recognize that a more general thesis is being offered
concerning human nature, and how it operates under certain kinds of circumstances. Coming out of a

terrifying bondage, a people may believe that what it wants above all else is freedom. But this is illusion.
True freedom — in which a man stands on his own feet, responsible for his own actions, with nothing but
the open sky between himself and God —is in such cases experienced as something terrifying and even
dreadful. What a newly liberated people want more than anything else, the narrative suggests, is to
have someone above them again , someone who can bear responsibility for them so that they do not
have to shoulder this terror and dread themselves. And when this man, this Moses or Gideon, proves
unwilling to play a role so similar to that played by their recent oppressors, this people will seek
something that is more solid than man, something enduring that will not abandon them in need —the
calf, the fetish. Even leaders such as Aaron or Gideon, who have been the agents of God’s will and know
the folly of mistaking anything else for God, are not less in danger than the people themselves, since
their ear is given to the people’s - needs and they are moved to give the people what they want,
ostensibly so that they will not do yet worse things. On this view, the act of liberation carries within
itself the seeds of its own destruction, tending immediately to tear open a void in the lives of those who
have been freed that is most easily filled by idolatry, whether of one form or another.
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3. Moshe stepping up
Exodus 32:7-14
(7) 7' spoke to Moses, “Hurry down, for your people, whom
you brought out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely. (8)
They have been quick to turn aside from the way that |
enjoined upon them. They have made themselves a molten
calf and bowed low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: ‘This is
your god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of
Egypt!”” (9) 7' further said to Moses, “I see that this is a
stiffnecked people. (10) Now, let Me be, that My anger may
blaze forth against them and that | may destroy them, and
make of you a great nation.” (11) But Moses implored his
God 7', saying, “Let not Your anger, 7', blaze forth against
Your people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt
with great power and with a mighty hand. (12) Let not the
Egyptians say, ‘It was with evil intent that he delivered
them, only to kill them off in the mountains and annihilate
them from the face of the earth.” Turn from Your blazing
anger, and renounce the plan to punish Your people. (13)
Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, how
You swore to them by Your Self and said to them: I will
make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and
| will give to your offspring this whole land of which |
spoke, to possess forever.” (14) And 7' renounced the
punishment planned for God’s people.

Exodus 32:30-35

(30) The next day Moses said to the people, “You have
been guilty of a great sin. Yet | will now go up to ';
perhaps I may win forgiveness for your sin.” (31) Moses
went back to 7' and said, “Alas, this people is guilty of a
great sin in making for themselves a god of gold. (32)
Now, if You will forgive their sin [well and good]; but if
not, erase me from the record which You have written!”
(33) But 7' said to Moses, “Only one who has sinned
against Me will I erase from My record. (34) Go now, lead
the people where | told you. See, My messenger shall go
before you. But when | make an accounting, | will bring
them to account for their sins.” (35) Then 7' sent a plague
upon the people, for what they did with the calf that Aaron
made.
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4: Forgiveness and chosenness

Exodus 33:12-23

(12) Moses said to 1", “See, You say to me, ‘Lead this
people forward,” but You have not made known to me
whom You will send with me. Further, You have said, ‘I
have singled you out by name, and you have, indeed,
gained My favor.” (13) Now, if [ have truly gained Your
favor, pray let me know Your ways, that | may know You
and continue in Your favor. Consider, too, that this nation
is Your people.” (14) And [God] said, “I will go in the lead
and will lighten your burden.” (15) And he replied, “Unless
You go in the lead, do not make us leave this place. (16)
For how shall it be known that Your people have gained
Your favor unless You go with us, so that we may be
distinguished, Your people and I, from every people on the
face of the earth?” (17) And 7' said to Moses, “I will also
do this thing that you have asked; for you have truly gained
My favor and | have singled you out by name.”... (23)
Then | will take My hand away and you will see My back;
but My face must not be seen.”

Exodus 34:5-11

(5) n* came down in a cloud—and stood with him there,
proclaiming the name 1 (6) ."7' passed before him and
proclaimed: “7 ! mn' ! a God compassionate and gracious,
slow to anger, abounding in kindness and faithfulness, (7)
extending kindness to the thousandth generation, forgiving
iniquity, transgression, and sin—yet not remitting all
punishment, but visiting the iniquity of parents upon
children and children’s children, upon the third and fourth
generations.” (8) Moses hastened to bow low to the ground
in homage, (9) and said, “If [ have gained Your favor, O
my lord, pray, let my lord go in our midst, even though this
Is a stiffnecked people. Pardon our iniquity and our sin, and
take us for Your own!” (10) [God] said: I hereby make a
covenant. Before all your people I will work such wonders
as have not been wrought on all the earth or in any nation;
and all the people who are with you shall see how
awesome are mi>’s deeds which I will perform for you.
(11) Mark well what I command you this day. | will drive
out before you the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Hittites,
the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites.
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5: Forgiveness and freedom
Rosh Hashana 17b:
§ The verse states: “And the Lord passed by before him, and proclaimed” (Exodus
34:6). Rabbi Yohanan said: Were it not explicitly written in the verse, it would be
impossible to say this, as it would be insulting to God’s honor. The verse teaches that
the Holy One, Blessed be He, wrapped Himself in a prayer shawl like a prayer leader
and showed Moses the structure of the order of the prayer. He said to him:
Whenever the Jewish people sin, let them act before Me in accordance with this
order. Let the prayer leader wrap himself in a prayer shawl and publicly recite the
thirteen attributes of mercy, and | will forgive them. The verse continues: “The Lord,
the Lord,” and it should be understood as follows: | am He before a person sins, and |
am He after a person sins and performs repentance, as God does not recall for him
his first sins, since He is always “God, merciful and gracious” (Exodus 34:6). Rav
Yehuda said: A covenant was made with the thirteen attributes that they will not
return empty-handed, meaning that if one mentions them, he will certainly be
answered, as it is stated in this regard: “Behold, | make a covenant” (Exodus 34:10).
§ Rabbi Yohanan said: Great is repentance, for it tears up the sentence issued
against a person, as it is stated: “Make the heart of this people fat, and make their
ears heavy, and smear over their eyes; lest they see with their eyes, and hear with
their ears, and understand with their heart, and they will return, and be healed”

(Isaiah 6:10), implying that if indeed they return and repent, they will be healed from
all their sins.

8: A foundation of giving
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “The Labour of Gratitude”:

The construction of the Sanctuary was fundamentally important because it gave the
Israelites the chance to give back to God. Later Jewish law recognised that giving is an
integral part of human dignity when they made the remarkable ruling that even a poor
person completely dependent on charity is still obliged to give charity.[3] To be in a
situation where you can only receive, not give, is to lack human dignity.

The Mishkan became the home of the Divine Presence because God specified that it be built
only out of voluntary contributions. Giving creates a gracious society by enabling each of us
to make our contribution to the public good. That is why the building of the Sanctuary was
the cure for the sin of the Golden Calf. A society that only received but could not give was
trapped in dependency and lack of self-respect. God allowed the people to come close to
Him, and He to them, by giving them the chance to give.




6: God’s forgiveness in the song of songs

Song of Songs 4:1-7

Ah, you are fair, my darling, Ah, you are fair.

Your eyes are like doves Behind your veil.

Your hair is like a flock of goats Streaming down
Mount Gilead. Your teeth are like a flock of ewes
Climbing up from the washing pool; All of them bear
twins, And not one loses her young. Your lips are
like a crimson thread, Your mouth is lovely. Your
brow behind your veil [Gleams] like a pomegranate
split open. Your neck is like the Tower of David,
Built to hold weapons, Hung with a thousand
shields— All the quivers of warriors. Your breasts
are like two fawns, Twins of a gazelle, Browsing
among the lilies. When the day blows gently And the
shadows flee, | will betake me to the mount of myrrh,
To the hill of frankincense. Every part of you is fair,
my darling, There is no blemish in you.

Song of Songs 6:1-7

“Whither has your beloved gone, O fairest of
women? Whither has your beloved turned? Let us
seek him with you.” My beloved has gone down to
his garden, To the beds of spices, To browse in the
gardens And to pick lilies. I am my beloved’s And
my beloved is mine; He browses among the
lilies.You are beautiful, my darling, as Tirzah,
Comely as Jerusalem, Awesome as bannered hosts.™
Turn your eyes away from me, For they overwhelm
me! Your hair is like a flock of goats Streaming
down from Gilead. Your teeth are like a flock of
ewes Climbing up from the washing pool; All of
them bear twins, And not one loses her young. Your
brow behind your veil [Gleams] like a pomegranate
split open.

Song of Songs 7:4
(4) Your breasts are like two fawns,
Twins of a gazelle.
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7: God’s home and freedom from passivity
Exodus 25:1-3
(1) 7" spoke to Moses, saying: (2) Tell the Israelite
people to bring Me gifts; you shall accept gifts for Me
from every person whose heart is so moved. (3) And
these are the gifts that you shall accept from them:
gold, silver, and copper;
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Exodus 25:8
(8) And let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among

them.
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Rashi on Exodus 31:18:1

1 wn X 11 AND HE GAVE UNTO MOSES etc. — There is no “earlier” or “later” (no
chronological order) in the events related in the Torah: in fact the incident of the golden
calf (related in ch. 31) happened a considerable time before the command regarding the

work of the Tabernacle was given.

Exodus 36:3-7

(3) They took over from Moses all the gifts that the
Israelites had brought, to carry out the tasks connected
with the service of the sanctuary. But when these
continued to bring freewill offerings to him morning
after morning, (4) all the artisans who were engaged
in the tasks of the sanctuary came, from the task upon
which each one was engaged, (5) and said to Moses,
“The people are bringing more than is needed for the
tasks entailed in the work that 7' has commanded to be
done.” (6) Moses thereupon had this proclamation
made throughout the camp: “Let no man or woman
make further effort toward gifts for the sanctuary!” So
the people stopped bringing: (7) their efforts had been
more than enough for all the tasks to be done.
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9: A new type of leadership
Exodus 29:44-46 PR-T’R:10"2 NIAY

(44) 1 will sanctify the Tent of Meeting and } T S —
the altar, and | will consecrate Aaron and his MAUTIN T30 2IRNN AW ()

sons to serve Me as priests. (45) | will abide (M) 9 1727 WIRK 17327 NN 1IXIN)

among the Israelites, and | will be their G_od. o *nem DX 12 71N2 R0
(46) And they shall know that | 7' am their A A N
God, who brought them out from the land of &N DIPI2R 173X 72 3977 (1) «D°R2K?

Egypt that | might abide among them—I, 0Jinl ’JJ;I;]”? 07X YIIND OON NNYIN
their God 7', (8} DoK' 7N

Rabbi Jonathan sacks, Leviticus: The Democratization of Holiness:

...that was what the crisis of the Golden Calf was about. At that moment, Moses was the sole
connection between heaven and earth. Absent him, and there was terror. Yet why did the problem
surface then and not in the days of Noah or Abraham..? The answer is that Judaism’s fundamental
solution to the distance between God and man is language. Words alone have the power to cross the
abyss between finite humans and the infinite God... That is a solution that worked for individuals.
What happens when the Israelites become a nation?... The making of the Golden Calf was a mistake,
a sin. But the crisis that led to it was real and enduring. What would become of the people in the
absence of Moses or someone like him? How could the nation take the risk of depending entirely on
God when God was so distant, overpowering, and unpredictable? That is when God gave the answer
that led to the forty-chapter digression in the story of the Israelites’ journey from Egypt to the
Promised Land.... “Let them make for Me a sanctuary and I will dwell in their midst”. This is the
start of an entirely new relationship between God and the people. The verb “to dwell” had never
before been used in relation to God. The root sh-kh-n means a neighbour, someone who lives next
door. God was about to become not just the force that moves the stars and changes the course of

history, but also the one who is close... (11)

This relationship between God and the people would be mediated by a new kind of religious leader,
not Moses the prophet but Aaron the priest. You cannot predict the appearance of a new prophet...
But the priesthood is predictable... The priesthood represents continuity immune to the vicissitudes

of time. (12)
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