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In one of the most devastating moments in Jewish history, the Jewish people demand
from Aharon, “Get up and make for us an ‘Elokim’ to go before us.” Is it possible that the
Jewish people truly desired a foreign god so soon after the giving of the Torah?

Bechor Shor Shemot 32:1
France, 12th c.

“Make for us a god"—meaning a judge and arbiter, a leader and
spokesman, as in “I have made you a god to Pharaoh” (Shemos 7:1), and

“the case of both of them shall come to the judges (elohim)” (Shemos 22:8).

Heaven forbid that they intended idolatry. The reasoning itself proves
this, for they said, “for this man Moshe..."—implying they wanted to

establish it in Moshe’s place. And what David said, “They exchanged their
glory for the image of an ox that eats grass” (Tehillim 106:20), means: they

exchanged their glory—Moshe, through whom HaKadosh Baruch Hu
performed miracles and wonders—for the image of an ox.
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The Bechor Shor argues that it couldn’t be that they wanted a god - they merely wanted a leader.
This is highlighted by the reason they provide - namely, that Moshe was gone.

Sefer HaKuzari 1:97

Spain, 12th c.

And the people remained waiting for Moshe to descend. They did
not change their appearance, ornaments, or garments—the same in
which they had stood on the day of Ma'amad Har Sinai—but stayed
as they were, expecting Moshe imminently. Yet he delayed forty
days, and he had taken no provisions nor parted from them except
intending to return that very day. Then an evil thought took hold
among part of that great multitude, and the people began splitting
into factions, multiplying plans and ideas, until some sought a
tangible object of worship to direct themselves toward, like the
other nations—without denying the God who took them out of
Mitzrayim, but wanting something set before them to turn to when
recounting His wonders. As the Pelishtim did with the Ark, saying
the god was there, and as we do with the heavens and anything
whose movement we know is only by God's will, without chance,
human will, or nature. Their sin was in making an image, which had
been forbidden, and attributing a divine aspect to something they
made with their own hands and will, without God’s command.
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The Kuzari explains that the only sin of the Jewish people was that they created an image
for Hashem - something expressly prohibited. They never intended to “replace” Hashem,
nor did they think that the Golden Calf had any inherent power.
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According to Rashbam, the mistake of the Jewish people was that they actually attributed
unholy powers to Ruach HaKodesh - a divine and godly influence.

Questions for Reflection:

1. Why would some commentators be inclined to defend the Jewish people in this story?
Why would some lean in the opposite direction?

2. If the sin of the Jewish people was not as extreme as it seems,
why were they punished so severely?
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