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UThe Lorp spoke to Moses, saying: 12When =~ 73 12 :w‘px‘; .‘HU)Q"%N mm "aon
you take a census of the Israelite people accord- "'D;-pjp 85 “brAia WKACNK KN

ing to their enrollment, each shall pay the Lorp
aransom for himself on being enrolled, that no
plague may come upon them through their be-

THE TABERNACLE, PART 1:

APPENDIX TO INSTRUCTIONS
(continued)

THE CENSUS AND THE POLL TAX (30:11-16)

God orders Moses to take a census. Males above
the age of 20 are to be entered into the records.
Census taking in the ancient world, regarded as
a necessary administrative measure, was believed
to be fraught with danger to the public. Almost
invariably it preceded a war or a new tax. The head
counts recorded in the Bible are usually related
to army service and warfare. Hence, each male in
this census is to pay a poll tax of one-half shekel
as a ransom for his life and to avert the possibility
of a plague. The poll tax here is a one-time im-

DIX TpHa My 1WH) 19 WK 1N

INSTRUCTIONS  (continued)

position for the building of the tabernacle, not an
annual obligation. The expiatory function of the
tax connects this topic with that of the verses im-
mediately preceding it.

12. take a census Literally, “raise the head,”
i.e., take a head count. Other censuses are re-
ported in the Torah (e.g., Num. 1,3:144t.).

a ransom for himself Hebrew: kofer; refers
to a monetary payment made to offset an in-
curred physical penalty. Apparently, it was taken
for granted that a census jeopardizes the lives
of those counted; therefore, each individual must
redeem his life through payment of a half-shekel.
(See 2 Sam. 24, where a plague follows a census
undertaken by David.)

At the heart of this parashah stands the inci-
dent of the Golden Calf, the classic example of
Israel’s angering God by worshiping an idol (or,
more likely, worshiping God in the form of a
physical being, which is forbidden by the 2nd
commandment). God is prepared to renounce
the covenant with Israel, and Moses has to pre-
vail on God not to do so. The incident of the
Golden Calf is preceded by several brief mat-
ters involving a census of the people, further
details about building the tabernacle, and an
additional injunction to keep Shabbat. Follow-
ing the destruction of the Calf, God’s reconcil-
iation with the people is symbolized by the
carving of a second set of tablets, because Mo-
ses had broken the original set.

CHAPTER 30

12. Tthasbeen pointed out that the Hebrew
word translated as “each shall pay” (2ann) is a
palindrome, spelled the same way from right
to left as from left to right. This suggests that
charityisa two-way process. Onereceives even
as one gives. This should remind us, according
to the Vilna Gaon, that one who gives today
may have to receive tomorrow.

This indirect manner of taking a census,
having everyone give a standard coin and then

counting coins instead of people, originally
may have been rooted in a superstitious fear
of the “evil eye.” (If you take pride in how
many people are in your family, some disaster
will befall one or more of them.) It is reflected
in the custom, still observed in some commu-
nities, of counting indirectly for a minyan
rather than numbering people. This custom is
given a moral interpretation by traditional and
contemporary teachers: (a) Coins are inter-
changeable but people are not. Every human
being is unique and cannot be reduced to a
number. (b) “Let each person give a ransom for
himself.” Life is a gift and we owe God
something just for being alive. We can never
take life for granted. Benno Jacob sees the cen-
sus as a preparation for battle and the
half-shekel as an anticipatory atonement for
the possibility of shedding blood in battle. (c)
The half-shekel should teach us that a person
is incomplete, becoming whole only by joining
with others. Perhaps it served to remind the
male warriors that the women and children
who would not be going into battle represented
half of the community. (d) After being counted,
the shekels were to be used for services in the
Tent of Meeting. “Now that there is no Tem-
ple with animal offerings, we show our grati-



EXODUS 30:13 KI TISSA

ing enrolled. 13This is what everyone who is en-
tered in the records shall pay: a half-shekel by
the sanctuary weight—twenty gerahs to the
shekel—a half-shekel as an offering to the Lorp.
14Everyone who is entered in the records, from
the age of twenty years up, shall give the LorD’s
offering: 15the rich shall not pay more and the
poor shall not pay less than half a shekel when
giving the LorD’s offering as expiation for your
persons. 16You shall take the expiation money
from the Israelites and assign it to the service
ofthe Tentof Meeting; it shall serve the Israelites
as a reminder before the Lorp, as expiation for
your persons.

17The Lorp spoke to Moses, saying: 18Make
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13. half-shekel Sce Comment to Gen. 23:9.

14. twenty years The age at which an Isra-
elite male became subject to military service.

15. The contribution of the half-shekel has
two purposes: to support the work of the taber-
nacle and to effect expiation for each individual.
The tabernacle belongs equally to every Israelite,
without regard to social status or wealth. As all
human beings are equal before God, there is to
be one standard contribution from all, to be nei-
ther exceeded nor reduced.

16. service of the Tent The Hebrew word
avodah can refer both to the maintenance of wor-

ship and to the work of construction. It has the
latter meaning in 39:32. Because silver was used
in casting sockets for the sanctuary and for the
manufacture of other items (38:25-28), avodah
here must refer to the work of construction.

THE BRONZE LAVER  (vv. 17-21)

This vessel was not included in the earlier instruc-
tions for several reasons: (a) It was not used in a
specific act of divine worship but in preparation
for it; (b) because the laver was solely for washing
hands and feet, it was not needed for the instal-
lation ceremony, which required immersion of

tude for being alive by giving to the poor” (Mid.
Lekah Tov). (e) In the early 20th century, the
Zionist movement revived the custom of con-
tributing a shekel to establish membership in
a Zionist organization as a way of measuring
how many people could be counted on to sup-
port it.

13. This is what everyone . . . shall pay
Prompted by the word “this,” the Sages con-
jecture that God showed Moses a flame in the
shape of a half-shekel. Why a flame? Because
money is like fire; it can warm and comfort—

or it can consume and destroy (Elimelekh of
Lyzhansk).

14. from the age of twenty years up Juda-
ism has always believed that religion, first and
foremost, is not for children, although there is
much in it that children can join in and appre-
ciate. Primarily, it is for adults who alone can
begin to appreciate its breadth and profundity
(Hirsch). Children who see their parents taking
Jewish obligation seriously are more likely to
see it as something they will want to do as
adults.

HALAKHAH L'MA-ASEH

30:13. everyone . . . shall pay: a half-shekel This is sometimes cited as the source for collecting the equivalent
of half the common currency (in the United States and Canada, a half dollar) from everyone on Purim. Whereas
this was given to the Temple in biblical times, we now use it for the upkeep of the synagogue or for the poor.
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EXODUS 30:19 kI TISSA

a laver of copper and a stand of copper for it,
for washing; and place it between the Tent of
Meeting and the altar. Put water in it, 19and let
Aaron and his sons wash their hands and feet
[in water drawn] from it. 20When they enter the
Tent of Meeting they shall wash with water, that
they may not die; or when they approach the
altar to serve, to turn into smoke a gift to the
Lorp, 21they shall wash their hands and feet,
that they may not die. It shall be a law for all
time for them—for him and his offspring—
throughout the ages.

22The Lorp spoke to Moses, saying: 23Next
take choice spices: five hundred weight of
solidified myrrh, half as much—two hundred
and fifty—of fragrant cinnamon, two hundred
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the entire body; and (c) it was not fashioned with
materials provided by public donations but from
bronze mirrors of the women who served at the
entrance of the tabernacle. For practical reasons,
the laver was placed between the entrance of the
tabernacle and the altar of sacrifice, enabling the
priest to enter the sanctuary in a state of ritual pu-
rity and bodily cleanliness. A measure of the la-
ver’s importance is its inclusion among the vessels
consecrated by being anointed with oil (v. 28).

18. copper Better: bronze. See Comment to
25:3.

20. that they may not die See Comment to
28:35. The washing is an essential requirement;
its neglect renders the priest’s service invalid.

THE AROMATIC ANOINTING OIL  (vv. 22-33)

The anointing oil and the spices needed for it are
mentioned in 25:6. Spices and perfumes were rare

in the ancient world. They were very costly be-
cause of the huge amounts of raw materials
needed to manufacture the desired quantity and
the great distances transversed in transport—by
land caravan or by sea—from Arabia, Somaliland,
India, and China. The highly specialized art of
perfumery required an exceptional level of skill
and experience.

23. The list is set out in order of decreasing
value.

solidified myrrh Southern Arabia and So-
maliland were the sources of this aromatic gum
resin. It exudes as globules from the ducts of the
trunk and branches of the trees and flows freely
if one makes a cut in the bark. It hardens slowly
when exposed to air.

Jfragrant cinnamon The tree is indigenous
to Sri Lanka but was also cultivated elsewhere in
Asia.

18. Tradition tells us that the bronze laver
and its stand were fashioned from the bronze
mirrors formerly used by the Israelite women
in Egypt to help make themselves attractive
to their husbands. These mirrors enabled
Israelite spouses to come together and produce

children even in the midst of Pharaoh’s dis-
heartening oppression. When Moses protested
their use in the tabernacle, regarding mirrors
as symbols of vanity, God reminded him that
they had been used to preserve the Israelite
nation.

HALAKHAH L'MA-ASEH
30:19. wash their hands and feet See Comments on Num. 6:23, 18:23.



EXODUS 30:24 KI TISSA

and fifty of aromatic cane, 24five hundred—by
the sanctuary weight—of cassia, and a hin of ol-
ive oil. 22Make of this a sacred anointing oil, a
compound of ingredients expertly blended, to
serve as sacred anointing oil. 26With it anoint
the Tent of Meeting, the Ark of the Pact, 27the
table and all its utensils, the lampstand and all
its fittings, the altar of incense, 28the altar of
burnt offering and all its utensils, and the laver
and its stand. 29Thus you shall consecrate them
so that they may be most holy; whatever touches
them shall be consecrated. 30You shall also
anoint Aaron and his sons, consecrating them
to serve Me as priests.

31And speak to the Israelite people, as follows:
This shall be an anointing oil sacred to Me
throughout the ages. 32It must not be rubbed
on any person’s body, and you must not make
anything like it in the same proportions; it is
sacred, to be held sacred by you. 33Whoever
compounds its like, or puts any of it on a lay-
man, shall be cut off from his kin.

34And the Lorp said to Moses: Take the herbs
stacte, onycha, and galbanum—these herbs to-
gether with pure frankincense; let there be an
equal part of each. 35Make them into incense,
a compound expertly blended, refined, pure,
sacred. 36Beat some of it into powder, and put
some before the Pact in the Tent of Meeting,
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24. hin  See Comment to 29:40.

26-28. The sacred aromatic oil is to be ap-
plied to the priests, to the articles of furniture, and
to the utensils. The act of anointing consecrates
them to divine service. Henceforth, their holiness
is contagious. See Comment to 29:37.

31-33. This sacred aromatic anointing oil,
with its specific ingredients blended in the ap-
propriate proportions, must never be duplicated
or used for any purpose other than that stated
here.

THE INGREDIENTS OF THE INCENSE
(vv. 34-38)

The incense to be offered on the golden altar con-
sists of four ingredients.
34. stacte A resin of balsam or persimmon.

onycha The classic Greek and Latin transla-
tions render this as “onyx.”

galbanum A gum resin extracted from a
plant that grows in Turkistan, Persia, and Crete.
It emits a disagreeable odor when burned. This
is diffused, however, when the substance is
blended with the other aromatics, and it has the
effect of making the latter more pungent.

Jrankincense A gum resin extracted from
trees that are native to southern Arabia and north-
ern Somaliland.

35. refined Hebrew: mmullah; literally,
“salted.” In the ancient world, salt wasadded to in-
cense to enhance the rate of burning and smoking.

36. Each day, morning and evening, some of
the blended and pulverized incense is to be placed
on the golden altar for the incense offerings.
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EXODUS 30:37 KI TISSA

where I will meet with you; it shall be most holy
to you. 37But when you make this incense, you
must not make any in the same proportions for
yourselves; it shall be held by you sacred to the
Lorbp. 3¥Whoever makes any like it, to smell of
it, shall be cut off from his kin.

3 1 The Lorp spoke to Moses: 2See, I have
singled out by name Bezalel son of Uri son of
Hur, of the tribe of Judah. 3l have endowed him
with a divine spirit of skill, ability, and knowl-
edge in every kind of craft; 4to make designs for
work in gold, silver, and copper, >to cut stones
for setting and to carve wood—to work in every
kind of craft. ®Moreover, I have assigned to him
Oholiab son of Ahisamach, of the tribe of Dan;
and I have also granted skill to all who are skill-
ful, that they may make everything that I have
commanded you: 7the Tent of Meeting, the Ark
for the Pact and the cover upon it, and all the
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37-38. Likethearomaticoil (vv.31-33),the from the tribe of Judah, and his associate Oholiab,
incense must not be produced for use in any but from the tribe of Dan. Presumably, Moses,

its prescribed ritual.

CONCLUSION OF INSTRUCTIONS
FOR THE TABERNACLE (31:1-17)

APPOINTMENT OF

CONSTRUCTION PERSONNEL  (vv. 1-11)

Bezalel, and Oholiab are to recruit the subordi-
nate workers, here described as those “who are
skillful.”

2. singled out by name Commissioned for
the task.

7-11. These verses summarize the compo-
nents of the tabernacle, its furnishings, and ap-

The final instruction to Moses relating to the
work of the tabernacle concerns the appointment
of a supervisory master craftsman named Bezalel,

purtenances in an order that differs slightly from
that of the previous instructions.
pure lampstand See Comment to 25:31.

CHAPTER 31

3. I have endowed him with a divine spirit
Moses had been assuming that he would have
to build the items of the tabernacle himself.
God now informs him that, despite his great
gifts of the spirit, there are other Israelites with
unique gifts who can fashion artifacts of holi-
ness capable of bringing people to God (Exod.
R. 40:2). To construct most things, one needs
only a set of specific instructions. But to fash-
ion something holy—something that will

move others to prayer—Dbeing able to follow in-
structions is not enough. A measure of divine
inspiration is required.

6. Bezalel comes from the tribe of Judah,
the largest and most prominent of the tribes.
Oholiab is from Dan, the smallest tribe. All
parts of Israelite society were to be involved in
fashioning the Ark (Tanh. 13). Similarly, the
recipe for the incense (30:34) includes the
foul-smelling galbanum, to teach us that even
marginal, disagreeable people have to be in-
cluded in the community (Rashi).



EXODUS 31:8 kI TISSA

furnishings of the Tent; 8the table and its uten-
sils, the pure lampstand and all its fittings, and
the altar of incense; 9the altar of burnt offering
and all its utensils, and the laver and its stand;
10the service vestments, the sacral vestments
of Aaron the priest and the vestments of his
sons, for their service as priests; 11as well as the
anointing oil and the aromatic incense for the
sanctuary. Just as I have commanded you, they
shall do.

12And the Lorp said to Moses: 13Speak to the
Israelite people and say: Nevertheless, you must
keep My sabbaths, for this is a sign between Me
and you throughout the ages, that you may
know that I the Lorp have consecrated you.
14You shall keep the sabbath, for it is holy for
you. He who profanes it shall be put to death:
whoever does work on it, that person shall be
cut off from among his kin. 15Six days may work
be done, but on the seventh day there shall be
a sabbath of complete rest, holy to the Lorp;
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THE OBSERVANCE OF SHABBAT (vv. 12-17)
The concluding—and, appropriately, the sev-
enth—literary unit within the section of instruc-
tions for the tabernacle is devoted to the obser-
vance of Shabbat.

13. Nevertheless Even though building the
tabernacle is a divine command, it does not sup-
plant observance of Shabbaz.

My sabbaths This phrase is defined in verses
15 and 17. Shabbat, i.e., the sanctity of the sev-
enth day of the week, is an integral part of the
cosmic order ordained by God.

a sign The idea of Shabbat as a sign is re-
peated in verse 17. Its observance is a declaration
of faith, an affirmation of several tenets at once:
that Israel is a holy nation by an act of divine will,
not inherently; that the relationship between God
and Israel is governed by a covenant; and that the
universe is wholly the purposeful product of di-
vine intelligence, the work of a transcendent be-
ing outside nature and sovereign over space and
time.

15. a sabbath of complete rest See Com-
ment to 16:23.

13. Nevertheless, you must keep My sab-
baths Based on this phrase and the passage
that precedes it, the Sages derived their defini-
tion of work that is forbidden on Shabbat from
the tasks involved in constructing the taber-
nacle. If there is a conflict between the holiness
of space and the holiness of time, the holiness
of time takes precedence. Time came first; the
first thing that God sanctified was Shabbat. It
is accessible to everyone. One cannot defer it
or return to it. If one misses the moment, it is
gone forever. Based on Akiva’s rule that the
word translated here as “nevertheless” (akh) is

intended to limit the applicability of a law,
the Talmud teaches that in some situations
Shabbat prohibitions must be set aside. These
situations include saving a life and circumcis-
ing a baby boy on the eighth day of his life (JT
Yoma 8:5).

this is a sign Because keeping Shabbat is
called a sign (ot) of our bond to God, on Shabbat
we do not wear t’fillin, which are also called ot,
inDeut. 6:8 (BT Er. 96a). Itisas much areligious
obligation to be scrupulous in the way we work
sixdaysaweekasitistobescrupulousaboutre-
fraining from work on the seventh day.
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EXODUS 31:16 KI TISSA

whoever does work on the sabbath day shall be
put to death. 16The Israelite people shall keep
the sabbath, observing the sabbath throughout
the ages as a covenant for all time: 17it shall be
a sign for all time between Me and the people
of Israel. For in six days the Lorp made heaven
and earth, and on the seventh day He ceased
from work and was refreshed.

18When He finished speaking with him on
Mount Sinai, He gave Moses the two tablets of

the Pact, stone tablets inscribed with the finger
of God.

32 When the people saw that Moses was
so long in coming down from the mountain,

16. The observance of Shabbat is the eternal
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tended to impress on the Israelite an awareness of

obligation of those who participate in the cove-
nant with God.

17. and was refreshed The Hebrew word
va-yinnafash is derived from the noun nefesh, a
term that can refer to a person’s life essence, vital-
ity, psychic energy, or essential character. The ver-
bal form used here conveys the notion of a fresh in-
fusion of spiritual and physical vigor, the revival of
one’s total being. Although the word here ascribes
human characteristics to God, the language is in-

the transcendent value of Shabbat observance.

ACODA (v. 18)

This concluding verse, which tells of Moses re-
ceiving the tablets of stone, picks up where the
last narrative left off—Moses’ ascent of Mount Si-
nai to acquire those tokens of the Covenant
(24:12-18). It also serves as the transition to the
next episode, which involves the smashing of
those tablets.

18. He finished The Midrash notes the
similarity of the Hebrew for “He finished”
(kalloto) and “his bride” (kallato), suggesting
that when Moses received the Torah he was as
joyous as a bridegroom on his wedding day
(Exod. R. 41:6). The metaphor of giving the To-
rah as solemnizing a marriage between God
and the Jewish people, with the Torah serving
as the marriage document (k’tubah), occurs
frequently in the Midrash. So does the meta-
phor of Israel’s disobedience being like marital
infidelity rather than simply the breaking of a
law. Another midrash fastens on the similarity

of the Hebrew words for “He finished”
(kalloto) and “rule” (k’lal); it suggests that at
Sinai God gave Moses general rules or princi-
ples from which Moses derived the specific de-
tails of the Torah’s laws (Exod. R. 41:6). This
would seem to point to a human element in the
development of laws of the Torah. See Com-
ment to 34:1. A midrash reads the Hebrew
word for “stone” in “stone tablets” (even) as
av-ben (father to son). The Torah was not given
to one generation alone, nor was it given only
to scholars and leaders. It was meant to be
passed on from parent to child.

HALAKHAH L’'MA-ASEH

31:16. shall keep Verses 16—17 are part of the Friday evening and Saturday morning liturgy, and they are

recited in the Saturday morning Kiddush.
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EXODUS 32:2 KI TISSA

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.” 2Aaron said to them, “Take
off the gold rings that are on the ears of your
wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring
them to me.” 3And all the people took off the
gold rings that were in their ears and brought
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VIOLATION OF THE COVENANT: THE GOLDEN CALF (32:1-33:23)

The account of the tabernacle is briefly inter-

rupted.

THE MAKING OF THE GOLDEN CALF
(32:1-6)

1. This verse must be understood in refer-
ence to 24:18, which tells of Moses” ascent of the
cloud-enveloped mountain and his seclusion
there for 40 days and nights. Because Moses has
been the exclusive mediator between God and
Isracl—at the urgent request of the people, as told
in 20:15—-18—his prolonged absence now causes
deep anxiety, a mood made worse by the aware-
ness of the impending departure from Sinai.

make us a god Something to serve as a sym-
bol of God’s presence in their midst. Rashbam
suggests that they had in mind some instrument
for determining the divine will as a replacement
for Moses, the absent human medium of divine
revelation.

who brought us And now has abandoned us.
Even though Moses always stressed that he is only
God’s agent, they cannot feel God’s presence
without him.

3. gold rings These may have been among
the items the Israelites received from neighbors
when they left Egypt, as related in 11:2-3 and
12:35-36.

CHAPTER 32

1. The people—who only a few weeks ear-
lier had been slaves in Egypt where they had
witnessed Egyptian idolatry—could not com-
prehend a God without physical form, as the
2nd commandment called on them to do. (Mo-
ses later, inv. 11, refers to “Your people, whom
You delivered from the land of Egypt,” as if to
remind God of the influences to which they had
been subjected there. The Midrash compares
the situation to that of a man who bought his
son a store in a notoriously corrupt neighbor-
hood and then blames the son for having been
corrupted there.) The people needed a visible,
tangible symbol of God’s presence. They had
just come from Egypt where everything, even
death, was rendered visible (through pyramids
and mummies). It was extremely hard for them
to grasp the idea that the greatest reality of all
is intangible. The text seems to imply that at
least some of the people, who saw Moses as an
embodiment of God, wanted the Golden Calf
to replace the vanished Moses, without whom

they felt abandoned. According to Hirsch, the
people did not understand that God had taken
the initiative in reaching down to them, believ-
ing that Moses had the power to summon God.
Without Moses, how would they ever be able
to experience God'’s presence again?

Aaron is consistently portrayed in Jewish
lore as a peacemaker and conciliator. Moses
was the lawgiver proclaiming standards and
prohibitions, the prophet who denounced those
who fell short of those standards. Aaron in his
priestly aspect met and accepted people where
they were. Moses proclaimed, “You shall not!”
Aaron welcomed people who brought their pu-
rification offerings to atone for their violations.
Legends tell of Aaron’s efforts to reconcile feud-
ing individuals. In this instance, however, Aar-
on’s inclination to accept, rather than to chal-
lenge, popular will led to misfortune.

3. The Talmud says of Israel: “What a pe-
culiar people! When solicited to build the tab-
ernacle, they give generously. When solicited
to fashion an idol, they give equally gener-
ously” (JT Shek. 1:1).
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EXODUS 32:4 KI TISSA

them to Aaron. 4This 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!”
5When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before
it; and Aaron announced: “Tomorrow shall be
a festival of the Lorp!” 6Early next day, the peo-
ple offered up burnt offerings and brought
sacrifices of well-being; they sat down to eat and
drink, and then rose to dance.

7The Lorp spoke to Moses, “Hurry down, for
your people, whom you brought out of the land
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4. molten Most likely a wooden model was
overlaid with gold.

calf Hebrew: eigel; refers toayoung bull. The
bull in the ancient Near East was a symbol of lord-
ship, leadership, strength, vital energy, and fer-
tility and was either deified and worshiped or used
to represent divinity. The Bible views the making
of a calf as an idolatrous act. This is clearly shown
by the Hebrew plural (eilehs elohekba; literally,
“these are your gods”) in this verse and in verse
8 (translated here as “This is your god”).

The reference here may be to the Canaanite
god El, who was represented by a bull. Often,
however, the bull, or another animal, served as a
pedestal on which the god stood, elevated above
humankind. The young bull made by Aaron may
then have been a pedestal on which the invisible
God of Israel was believed to be standing. His
presence would be left to the imagination.
Clearly, the people associated the manufactured
image with the God who directs history, not with

a deity possessing mythologic associations, for
Aaron proclaimed (v. 5) that the following day
would be “a festival of the Lorp” (YHVH). The
people, in demanding “a god” because of Moses’
disappearance, wanted an appropriate visible ob-
ject that would recall the divine presence in their
midst (see also Jeroboam’s bulls in 1 Kings
12:26-30).

they exclaimed The ringleaders of the peo-
ple, not Aaron.

6. Aaron plays no further role in this narra-
tive.

GOD’S ANGER AND MOSES’ INTERCESSION
(vv. 7-14)

When the boisterous revelry has reached its
height, God informs Moses of what is happening
in the camp below.

7. your people A strong intimation of their
alienation from God, in contrast to “My people,”
repeatedly employed until now in divine speech.

5. In an effort to minimize Aaron’s culpa-
bility, the Talmud vowelizes the Hebrew words
for “he built an altar” (va-yiven mizbei-ah) so
that they mean “he understood because of the
one who was killed” (va-yaven mi-zavu-ah).
The talmudic sages envision an episode in
whichaleaderwhostoodup to the mob (Hur, re-
ferred toin Exod. 17:10 and 24:14) was killed by
them.Inthisinterpretation, Aaronpretended to
accede to the people’s demands not solely to
save his life but to prevent the people from
committing another grave sin (BT Sanh. 7a).

7. Hurry down . .. from your exalted po-
sition on this mountaintop to be with your peo-
ple at this perilous moment (BT Ber. 32a).
“Hurry down,” God tells Moses, “even as I did
at Sodom, to see for yourself—rather than con-

demn them from afar” (Exod. R. 42:5). The
Midrash asks why Moses was not angry at the
Israelites as soon as God told him what they
had done but waited until he had seen for him-
self. Did he doubt the veracity of God? The an-
swer: One should never condemn another on
the basis of hearsay, no matter how reliable the
source (Exod. R. 46:1).

your people These words not only mini-
mize God’s relationship to them, they empha-
size Moses’ close relationship to them. “Moses
devoted his life to three things: the Torah, the
people Israel, and the pursuit of justice. As
a reward, his name was permanently attached
to all three: the Law of Moses, ‘your people,’
and ‘you shall appoint judges like yourself’”
(Mekh. Shirata 1).



EXODUS 32:8 kI TISSA

of Egypt, have acted basely. 8They have been
quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined
upon them. They have made themselves a mol-
ten 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!’”

9The Lorp further said to Moses, “I see that
this is a stiffnecked people. 10Now, let Me be,
that My anger may blaze forth against them and
thatI may destroy them, and make of youa great
nation.” 11But Moses implored the Lorp his
God, saying, “Let not Your anger, O Lorp, blaze
forth against Your people, whom You delivered
from the land of Egypt with great power and
with a mighty hand. 12Let not the Egyptians say,
‘It was with evil intent that He delivered them,
only to kill them off in the mountains and an-
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8. to turn aside from the way The text does
not say “from Me”; the people have adopted pa-
gan modes of worship, but still they worship the
God of Israel.

9. I see Divine “seeing” as opposed to Aar-
on’s “seeing” in verse 5.

stiffnecked A frequent image of obstinacy,
derived from the farmer’s experience withworkan-
imals. When an animal’s neck is stiff, it is hard for
the driver using the reins to turn itinany direction.

10. agreat nation The phrase evokes the di-

vine promises made by God to Abraham and is
seized on at once by Moses.

11. Moses rejects God’s offer to make his
own descendants the sole heirs to the promises
made to the patriarchs. This unselfish character-
istic is again displayed in verse 32.

12. The effect of the events of the Exodus
would now be undone, for the basic objective of
the events in Egypt was that the Egyptians might
“know” the Lord, i.e., recognize His incompara-
ble nature.

9.astiffneckedpeople Amiisquotedinthe
Midrash: “Isthatacriticism? Ratheritisto their
credit. Thatstubbornnessiswhathaspermitted
us toremain Jews” (Exod. R.42:9). According to
Abravanel, tobe stiffnecked means tobe unable
to turn one’shead andlook down the road to see
the consequences of one’s actions.

10. Iet Me be In the words of the Midrash:
Who is stopping God—that God must say, “Let
Me be”? It seems to be a hint that God wants
to be talked out of such fierce anger (Exod. R.
42:9). This may have encouraged Moses’ inter-
cession on the people’s behalf. A striking mid-
rash pictures God as a wife and Moses as God’s
husband (ish ha-elohim, “the man of God”
[Deut. 33:1], understood as “the husband of
God”) exercising his right to cancel God’s vow,
as a husband in ancient times could annul a
vow that had been made by his wife in his hear-
ing; see Num. 30:14 (Exod. R. 43:4). The Mid-

rash envisions God saying, “Whenever ' win an
argument with My children, as at the time of
the Flood or of Sodom and Gomorrah, I lose”
(i.e., God ends up destroying culpable human
beings). “Whenever I lose an argument, I win”
(as here, when Moses persuades God not to
punish Israel) (PR 21).

11. Moses implored The unusual Hebrew
verb translated as “implore” (va-y’hal) resem-
bles the verb meaning “to be sick,” which
prompted the Midrash to suggest that Moses
became physically ill when he realized what
the people had done. God then responded, not
so much to Moses’ argument as to the strength
of his love for and identification with his peo-
ple (Exod. R. 43:4).

12. Let not the Egyptians say Should God
renounce the people now, not only Israel will
suffer but God’s reputation, so to speak, would
be diminished as well.
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nihilate them from the face of the earth.” Turn
from Your blazing anger, and renounce the plan
to punish Your people. 13Remember Your ser-
vants, 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 I will give to your offspring
this whole land of which I spoke, to possess for-
ever.” 14And the Lorp renounced the punish-
ment He had planned to bring upon His people.

15Thereupon Moses turned and went down
from the mountain bearing the two tablets of
the Pact, tabletsinscribed on both their surfaces:
they were inscribed on the one side and on the
other. 16The tablets were God’s work, and the
writing was God’s writing, incised upon the tab-
lets. 17When Joshua heard the sound of the
people in its boisterousness, he said to Moses,
“There is a cry of war in the camp.” 18But he
answered,

“It is not the sound of the tune of triumph,

Or the sound of the tune of defeat;

It is the sound of song that I hear!”

19As soon as Moses came near the camp and
saw the calf and the dancing, he became en-

13. Remember See Comment to 2:24.
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16. God’swork. .. God’s writing Thisverse

14. the LoRD renounced Moses interces-
sion succeeded in averting the threatened pun-
ishment.

MOSES SMASHES THE TABLETS AND
DESTROYS THE CALF  (vv. 15-20)

15. bearing the two tablets Although their
size is not recorded here, their maximum dimen-
sions can be determined by the size of the Ark in
which they were to repose, as presented in 25:10.

amplifies God’s instruction to Moses in 24:12.
incised Hebrew: harut; found in the Bible
only here.

17. Joshua He was stationed partway up the
mountain awaiting Moses’ return, as told in
24:13; thus he could hear the rising din but could
not view the scene.

18. But he answered Verses 7 and 8 tell us
that Moses has already been informed.

19. As Moses approaches the camp and wit-

13. Remember Your servants, Abraham,
Isaac, and Israel The reference to the patri-
archs here involves the concept known as “the
merit of the ancestors”(z’khut avot). Our own
failings are balanced in part by the remembered
virtues of our forebears. Solomon Schechter
translated this concept felicitously as “original
virtue,” in contrast to the notion of “original
sin” inherited from one’s ancestors. The Mid-

rash here compares Israel to a grapevine. Just
as branches bearing new grapes support them-
selves on earlier, dead branches, so the Israel-
ites and later generations of Jews are supported
and sustained by the example and memory of
their departed ancestors (Exod. R. 44:1).

19. A Rabbinic legend describes Moses, a
man of advanced age, carrying the heavy stone
tablets down the mountainside with ease. But



EXODUS 32:20 KI TISSA

raged; and he hurled the tablets from his hands
and shattered them at the foot of the mountain.
20He took the calf that they had made and
burned it; he ground it to powder and strewed
it upon the water and so made the Israelites
drink it.

21Moses said to Aaron, “What did this people
do to you that you have brought such great sin
upon them?” 22Aaron said, “Let not my lord be
enraged. You know that this people is bent on
evil. 23They said to me, ‘Make us a god to lead
us; for that man Moses, who brought us from
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nesses the scene, he realizes the full extent of the
people’s degradation and recognizes the enormity
of their sin. He no longer is thinking of appeasing
God. He, too, burns with anger.

he hurled the tablets This was not an im-
petuous act; rather, it quite deliberately signified
the abrogation of the Covenant. In ancient Near
Eastern legal terminology “to break the tablet”
means to invalidate or repudiate a document or
agreement.

at the foot of the mountain Where the peo-
ple were assembled.

20. The same series of destructive acts is
found in the description of the annihilation of the
god Mot, god of the underworld, in Ugaritic lic-
erature. It conveys a picture of the total annihi-
lation of the obnoxious object.

water Unidentified here, the water is de-
scribed in Deut. 9:21 as “the brook that comes

down from the mountain.” This implies a single
source of water for the entire camp so that, ap-
parently, no individual could escape drinking the
mixture.

made the Israelites drink it And thereby to
identify the transgressors (cf. the trial by ordeal
in Num. 5:12-31).

AARON’S APOLOGIA  (wv. 21-24)

Moses breaks his silence. The question he puts to
Aaron is actually a harsh rebuke.

21. great sin This is a legal term. Found in
ancient Near Eastern marriage contracts, it always
refers to adultery, suggesting here that the wor-
ship of the Golden Calfis an act of gross infidelity.

22-24. Aaron excuses himself by reviling the
people and glossing over his involvement in the
making of the calf image. He also claims that he
did not fashion it, implying divine approval!

when he sees the Israelites dancing around the
Golden Calf, the letters fly off the tablets,
which become two large blank stones. At that
point, they become too much for Moses to
carry; they fall from his grasp and break. When
Moses felt he was bringing God’s word to a
people eager to receive it, he was capable of
doing something difficult and demanding.
When he had reason to suspect that his efforts
were in vain, the task became too hard for him
(PARE 45). Another midrash pictures Moses
deliberately breaking the tablets of stone, not
out of anger or a sense that Israel was not wor-
thy of them but to destroy the evidence that
Israel had ever been commanded not to wor-
ship idols (Exod. R. 43:1). “Sometimes, can-
celing the Torah is the only way to save it”
(BT Men. 99b).

A 19th-century commentator observes that
Moses here makes the point that there is no in-
trinsic holiness in things. Only God is intrin-
sically holy. Physical objects can be holy only
insofar as they lead people to God. When Israel
disregards the words on the stone tablets, they
become mere stones (Meshekh Hokhmabh).

Hirsch asks why Moses broke the tablets in
despair only when he saw the Israelites dancing
around the Calf (v. 19)—and not earlier, when
he learned of their transgression (v. 8). He an-
swers his own question: “When false concep-
tions of idolatry are rooted merely in the in-
tellect, they can be eradicated by intellectual
argument and instruction.” When the attach-
ment to wrongdoing reaches the emotional
level, however, it becomes nearly impossible
to talk people out of it.
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the land of Egypt—we do not know what has
happened to him.’ 2450 I said to them, “‘Whoever
has gold, take it off!” They gave it to me and I
hurled it into the fire and out came this calf!”

25Moses saw that the people were out of
control—since Aaron had let them get out of
control—so that they were a menace to any who
might oppose them. 26Moses stood up in the
gate of the camp and said, “Whoever is for the
Lorp, come here!” And all the Levites rallied
to him. 27He said to them, “Thus says the Lorp,
the God of Israel: Each of you put sword on
thigh, go back and forth from gate to gate
throughout the camp, and slay brother, neigh-
bor, and kin.” 28The Levites did as Moses had
bidden; and some three thousand of the people
fell that day. 29And Moses said, “Dedicate your-
selves to the Lorp this day—for each of you has
been against son and brother—that He may be-
stow a blessing upon you today.”

30The next day Moses said to the people, “You

out came this calf As though it produced it-

self.
SELECTION OF THE LEVITES

(vv. 25-29)
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27. Thussaysthe Lorp Thissolemn formula

is employed here to signify that the assignment

to the Levites is beyond the right of any human
authority to impose. It cannot be taken as a prec-

The destruction of the Golden Calf sparks a riot
among its worshipers. The Levites are called in
to suppress it and to punish the guilty ones.

25. since Aaron . . . out of control This is
a clear rejection of Aaron’s lame excuse and a con-
demnation of his action.

26. all the Levites Moses’ own tribe. They
remained faithful to the Covenant and main-
tained the purity of Israel’s worship. This is the
foundation story for the special place of the Le-
vites in Israelite religion.

edent for the disposition of future cases.
slay brother They must be absolutely impar-
tial while carrying out their grim task.

MOSES’ SECOND INTERCESSION
(vv. 30-34)

Moses, through his first intercession with God,
secured the annulment of the divine decree to de-
stroy Isracl. Now he attempts to gain complete
forgiveness for the people.

30. The next day After the carnage.

27. This is indeed a harsh measure, made
intelligible by the realization that the idolatry
of the calf worshipers very nearly caused God
to give up on everyone, ending the Israelite en-
terprise almost as soon as it had begun. The
Midrash recalls that the Levites’ eponymous
ancestor, Levi son of Jacob, did something sim-
ilar when he slaughtered the men of Shechem
to avenge the dishonoring of his sister, Dinah;
see Gen. 34 (Sifrei Deut. 349). The tribe of Levi

would soon be asked to sublimate its fierce
passion in the task of guarding and transport-
ing the portable shrine. Just as the people have
to learn not to treat an idol as an embodiment
of God, God has to learn not to expect the av-
erage person to comprehend a totally abstract,
invisible deity. The answer to the quest for a
representation is not a Golden Calf but the tab-
ernacle, as discussed in the previous and sub-
sequent parashiyyot.
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have been guilty of a great sin. Yet I will now
go up to the Lorp; perhaps I may win forgive-
ness for your sin.” 31Moses went back to the
Lorp and said, “Alas, this people is guilty of a
great sin in making for themselves a god of gold.
32Now, if You will forgive their sin [well and
good]; but if not, erase me from the record
which You have written!” 33But the Lorp said
to Moses, “He who has sinned against Me, him
only will T erase from My record. 34Go now, lead
the people where I told you. See, My angel shall
go before you. But when I make an accounting,
I will bring them to account for their sins.”

35Then the Lorp sent a plague upon the peo-
ple, for what they did with the calf that Aaron
made.

3 3 Then the Lorp said to Moses, “Set out
from here, you and the people that you have
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go up To the summit of Sinai.

31-32. The prayer blends confession with a
plea for pardon. And another element is intro-
duced: Moses ties his personal destiny to his peo-
ple’s fate. There can hardly be a more impressive
example of selfless “love of Israel.”

erase me from the record This request seems
to reflect a widespread ancient Near Eastern pop-
ular belief in the existence of heavenly “books.”
Here, Moses’ request is framed in the figurative
language of the book of life. He is asking to die
if Israel is not forgiven.

33-34. God responds to Moses’ entreaty,
demanding individual accountability. In addi-
tion, the people as a whole bear collective respon-
sibility. Divine promises of national territory
made to the people of Israel are unalterable, but
total absolution for the sin of the Golden Calf
cannot be given. The Israelites receive a sus-
pended sentence; they are on probation. The pun-
ishment, however, will come in due time (see
Ezek. 20).

35. This verse belongs after verse 20, where
it would indicate that the water ordeal caused the
guilty ones to be stricken—the goal of a similar
procedure to be followed in the case of a suspected

adulteress (Num. 5). The calf worshipers thus
would have been readily identifiable to the Le-
vites.

Jorwhatthey did This difficult phrase seems
to mean that Aaron and the people shared the
blame equally; they, for demanding a visible
“god"; he, for yielding to them.

MOSES SEEKS GOD’S CONTINUED
PRESENCE (33:1-23)

Although Moses’ intercession saves the people
from annihilation, the Israelites have not yet se-
cured full pardon and reconciliation with God.
The unifying theme of this chapter is Moses’ con-
cern for the continued presence of God in the
midst of His people, as symbolized by the mobile
sanctuary.

WITHDRAWAL OF THE DIVINE PRESENCE
(vv. 1-6)

Implementation of the punishment decreed in
32:10 has been suspended, only because of God’s
promise to the patriarchs (32:13), not because of
the people’s merit.

1. Set out Hebrew: lekh alei; literally “go, as-
cend.” This is in contrast to 32:7, lekh red, “go,
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brought up from the land of Egypt, to the land
of which I swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,
saying, ‘To your offspring will I give it'—2I will
send an angel before you, and I will drive out
the Canaanites, the Amorites, the Hittites, the
Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites—3a
land flowing with milk and honey. But I will not
goinyourmidst, sinceyouareastiffnecked peo-
ple, lest I destroy you on the way.”

4When the people heard this harsh word, they
wentinto mourning,and none puton his finery.

5The Lorp said to Moses, “Say to the Israelite
people, ‘You are a stiffnecked people. If I were
to go in your midst for one moment, I would
destroy you. Now, then, leave off your finery,
and I will consider what to do to you.”” 6So the
Israelites remained stripped of the finery from
Mount Horeb on.

7Now Moses would take the Tent and pitch
it outside the camp, at some distance from the
camp. It was called the Tent of Meeting, and
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descend,” signifying that there has been a reversal a sign of the people’s remorse over their trans-

of fate.

you Moses’ request in the last part of 32:32

is emphatically denied.

gression. See Comment to 3:1.

MOSES” EXCEPTIONAL STATUS  (vv. 7-11)

the people It is no longer “your people” as
God said to Moses in 32:7. The shift connotes
some softening of the effect of Israel’s alienation
from God.

2. an angel The promise of 23:20-33 and
32:34 is repeated, but here the emissary is not des-
ignated “My” angel. The change is ominous.

3. Twill not go . . . lest I destroy you Para-
doxically, God’s withdrawal of His Presence is a
merciful measure; it is intended to avert the in-
evitable destructive consequences of another ep-
isode such as that of the Golden Calf.

4. This decision has a shattering effect on the
people, for it was the absence of a representation
of God’s immanence that had provoked the de-
mand for a material image in the first place.

5. leave off The people have already done
this. Hence, it is best to invert the order of verses
4-5, taking verse 4 as the response to the divine
command.

6. from Mount Horeb on From that time
on, throughout the wilderness wanderings. It is

This section continues the theme of God’s pres-
ence and connects with verse 3. Because God
withholds His indwelling in the camp of Israel,
Moses employs an extraordinary stratagem. He
pitches “the Tent” outside the camp. This is not
the tabernacle—which has not yet been
constructed—but a private tent where he might
commune with God.

7. the Tent The definite article seems to in-
dicate a well-known, specific tent, although one
has not yet been mentioned. Apparently, it was
the site of Moses’ previous dialogues with God.
It is possible that there were two different tradi-
tions regarding a “tent,” with the tabernacle in the
heart of the camp serving as a shrine for sacrifices
without speech, and the Tent outside serving as
a place for inquiring of God.

outside the camp, at some distance The de-
scription draws attention to the Israelites” alien-
ation from God. The camp has become polluted
spiritually through the impurity brought on by
the episode of the Golden Calf.
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whoever sought the Lorp would go out to the
Tent of Meeting that was outside the camp.
8Whenever Moses went out to the Tent, all the
people would rise and stand, each at the en-
trance of his tent, and gaze after Moses until he
had entered the Tent. 9And when Moses entered
the Tent, the pillar of cloud would descend and
stand at the entrance of the Tent, while He spoke
with Moses. 19When all the people saw the pillar
of cloud poised at the entrance of the Tent, all
the people would rise and bow low, each at the
entrance of his tent. 11'The Lorp would speak
to Moses face to face, as one man speaks to an-
other. And he would then return to the camp;
but his attendant, Joshua son of Nun, a youth,
would not stir out of the Tent.

12Moses said to the Lorp, “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.” 13Now, if I have truly gained Your
favor, pray let me know Your ways, that I may
know You and continue in Your favor. Con-
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9. at the entrance of the Tent Not inside the
tabernacle, where the divine Presence is said to
rest continuously and where God converses with
Moses from within the Holy of Holies. The place
of communication here is at the entrance, where
God’s self-manifestation is intermittent.

11. face to face The same expression is used
in Deut. 34:10, whereas in Num. 12:6-8 it is said
that God communicated with Moses “mouth to
mouth.” This figurative language is intended to
convey the pre-eminence and uniqueness of Mo-
ses as a prophetic figure who experiences a special
mode of revelation. His experience is personal and
direct, not mediated through visions or dreams,
and the message always is plain and straightfor-
ward, free of cryptic utterances.

Joshua He remained inside the tent and did
not share in Moses’ direct experience with God.

DIALOGUE WITH GOD  (vv. 12-23)

This section depicts how Moses and God engage
in the intimate talk mentioned in verse 11.

12.  Moses now reverts to the subject matter
0f 32:34 and 33:1-3—the order to proceed to the
Promised Land without the tabernacle, the token
of God’s immediate presence in the camp of Is-
rael. He complains that the aforementioned “an-
gel” is unidentified. Is it to be human or celestial?
Is God’s name to “be in him,” as is promised in
23:21, or not?

1 have singled you out by name  Literally, “1
know you by name.” This Hebrew idiom, with
God as the subject, is applied to no one else in
the Bible. It signifies a close, exclusive, and unique
association with God.

13. let me know Your ways Moses asks for
comprehension of God’s essential being—the at-
tributes that guide His actions in dealing with hu-
mankind, the norms by which He operates in His
governance of the world. “Ways” here is a play
on the literal and the figurative meanings of He-
brew word derekb; it means both the right path
through the wilderness and also God’s way of act-
ing, His nature.
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sider, too, that this nation is Your people.”
14And He said, “I will go in the lead and will
lighten your burden.” 15And he said to Him,
“Unless You go in the lead, do not make usleave
this place. 16For 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?”

17And the LorpD said to Moses, “I will also do
this thing that you have asked; for you have truly
gained My favor and I have singled you out by
name.” 18Hesaid, “Oh,let me behold Your Pres-
ence!” 19And He answered, “I will make all My
goodness pass before you, and I will proclaim
before you the name Lorp, and the grace that
I grant and the compassion that I show. 20But,”
He said, “you cannot see My face, for man may
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this nation Moses stresses that the people Is-
rael, and none other, constitute God’s people. He
wants to extend God’s favor to embrace Israel as
well as himself.

14. God does not yet respond to Moses’ last
point but addresses only his immediate personal
concerns.

lighten your burden Literally, “I will give
you rest.” This phrase is normally found in a con-
text of giving relief from national enemies, espe-
cially in relation to the occupation of the Land.
The Hebrew word for “rest,” m nubah, probably
means “camping places,” a pun on Hebrew for
“camp” (mahaneh) (see Num. 10:33).

15-16. Moses, sensitive to God’s omission
of any mention of Israel, reacts immediately by
stressing the people’s interests, thereby affirming
once again that he sees his own reputation inex-
tricably bound up with the fate of his people.
Note his repetition of “us” and “Your people.”

we may be distinguished Israel’s distinctive-
ness lies in its unique relationship with God.

18. Ob, let me behold Your Presence! He-
brew: kavod (Presence); one of the most impor-

tant concepts in biblical theology. See Comment
to 16:7. Here Moses is pleading for an exclusively
individual experience, one close at hand and im-
mediate, as a response to his personal request there
and then.

19. all My goodness This refers to the com-
passionate attributes that God reveals in dealing
with His creatures (see 34:6-7).

proclaim . . . the name Lorp  This name is
YHVH; see Comment to 3:14. This clause par-
allels the immediately preceding one—*I will
make all My goodness pass before you.” It reaf-
firms God’s intention of voluntarily disclosing to
Moses His defining characteristics. This is ful-
filled in 34:5.

and the grace Literally, “I shall be gracious
to whomever I am gracious and I shall show mercy
to whomever I show mercy.” The syntax indicates
indefiniteness, as in 3:14. God is reminding Mo-
ses that He is a free agent. There is no magical
practice that is automatically effective in influ-
encing His behavior.

20. Moses’ second pleais only partially granted.
By virtue of their humanity, human beings, in-

CHAPTER 33

19. I will make all My goodness pass before
you We encounter the reality of God when
we experience goodness in the world, from the
gift of life itself to the discovery of the capacity

to do good in our own souls, and the love and
generosity of people around us whom God has
inspired to do good.

20-23. Whatdoesit mean thatahuman be-
ing cannot see God’s face—but can see God’s
back? In the words of the Hatam Sofer, we can-

w7
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not see Me and live.” 21And the Lorp said, “See,

there is a place near Me. Station yourself on the
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rock 22and, as My Presence passes by, I will put
you in a cleft of the rock and shield you with
My hand until I have passed by. 23Then I will
take My hand away and you will see My back;
but My face must not be seen.”

34 The Lorp said to Moses: “Carve two
tablets of stone like the first, and I will inscribe
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upon the tablets the words that were on the
first tablets, which you shattered. 2Be ready
by morning, and in the morning come up to
Mount Sinai and present yourself there to Me,
on the top of the mountain. 3No one else shall
come up with you, and no one else shall be seen

cluding Moses, cannot directly and closely ob-
serve God.

21. on the rock At the top of Mount Sinai
(see 34:2). For a similar scene, see 1 Kings 19.

22. My Presence passes by Rashbam notes
that God’s action is characteristic of covenant
making, as in Gen. 15:17 and Jer. 34:18,19. The
manifestation of God here would then be a cer-
emony that signals renewal of the Covenant.

23. My back This daring human image for
God, contrasted with the usual biblical term
panim, “face, presence,” refers to the traces of the
divine Presence, the afterglow of His supernatural
radiance.

must not be seen.  No human being can ever
penetrate the ultimate mystery of God’s Being.
Only a glimpse of the divine reality is possible,
even for Moses.

RENEWAL OF THE COVENANT (34:1-35)

PREPARATORY MEASURES  (vv. 1-3)
Moses, assured that God will manifest His Pres-
ence privately to him, is instructed to prepare for
the experience, which actually initiates the rein-
statement of the Covenant.

1. Carve God had given the first set to Moses.

words They are identified as the Decalogue
in verse 28.

3. No one else This time Aaron is excluded,
because of his role in the episode of the Golden

Calf.

not see God directly. We can only see the dif-
ference that God has made after the fact. We
can recognize God’s reality by seeing the dif-
ference God has made in people’s lives.

CHAPTER 34

1. The first set of tablets was fashioned by
God alone. Moses passively received them.
The second set will be a joint divine-human ef-
fort (Y. Nissenbaum). This second set was writ-
ten with a greater knowledge of human weak-
ness, at the hand of an imperfect human being,

rather than by a perfect deity. Heschel taught
that God revealed the Torah to Moses in all its
fullness; and Moses, a finite human being,
wrote down what he could comprehend. The
Talmud tells us that the fragments of the first
set of tablets were carried in the Ark along with
the replacement set (BT Ber. 8b). That which
was once holy retains its holiness even when
it is broken. So too the elderly, the senile, and
the infirm may not be cast aside. They must
be accorded the reverence they have earned in
their lives.
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anywhere on the mountain; neither shall the
flocks and the herds graze at the foot of this
mountain.”

4S0 Moses carved two tablets of stone, like the
first, and early in the morning he went up on
Mount Sinai, as the Lorp had commanded him,
taking the two stone tablets with him. 5The
Lorp came down in a cloud; He stood with him
there, and proclaimed the name Lorp. 6The
Lorb passed before him and proclaimed: “The
Lorp! the Lorp! a God compassionate and gra-
cious, slow to anger, abounding in kindness and
faithfulness, 7extending kindness to the thou-
sandth generation, forgiving iniquity, trans-
gression, and sin; yet He does not remit all pun-
ishment, but visits the iniquity of parents upon
children and children’s children, upon the third
and fourth generations.”

xXwn i H Mnw

VT TR WK pam Ky

: KA
DHWKRYD DYWaAK nnpTaw Sonm
0 oK Syn paa myn nawn
T MR K M Y P
QYN 1Y T TS (0PIR DY
3YM6 T DY KpN DY iny
oK% MM 1 mm xpn ety | M
:NPKY TON27) DIBK X 1M DT
Vw1 iy Kipd D8K% o =yl
MAX MY | gD MRy K7 Mpa) mxem
“oy1 DWW oy 033 Aoy ooy

nEhvo

D"Y21pn oMo BY NN 1 v 7

GOD’S SELF-DISCLOSURE  (vv. 4-9)

5. stood . . . proclaimed The text is ambig-
uous. The subject of the two verbs may be either
Moses, as verses 2 and 33:21 indicate, or God,
as the first clause and 33:19 would suggest. Or
perhaps the first verb is governed by Moses and
the second by God.

THE DIVINE RESPONSE  (vv. 6-7)

These verses are the divine response to Moses’ two
requests—that he “know” God’s ways (33:13)
and that he “behold” God’s Presence (33:18).
God’s mysterious passing before Moses answers
to the second; the recital of the divine attributes,
to the first. God’s self-disclosure is confined to a
proclamation of His moral qualities. To “know”
them is to achieve a higher conception of Deity.

6. The Lorp! the Lorp! The Hebrew text
also allows the first YHVH to be taken as the sub-
ject of the antecedent verb; thus “And the Lorp
proclaimed.”

compassionate and gracious In the Deca-
logue (20:5-06) the order of attributes, unlike here,
presents judgment before kindness. Emphasis and
priority are here given to God’s magnanimous
qualities rather than to His judgmental actions.

kindness and faithfulness The Hebrew words
hesed v'emet appear frequently together to express
a single concept. Hesed involves acts of benefi-
cence and obligation that flow from a legal rela-
tionship. See Comment to 15:13. Emet, usually
translated “truth,” encompasses the notions of re-
liability, durability, and faithfulness. When used
together, the two words express God’s absolute
and eternal dependability in dispensing His ben-
efactions.

7. extending kindness The phrase may ex-
press either God’s continuous besed or the idea
that merit for the jesed that people perform en-
dures beyond their own generation.

He does not remit Divine mercy does not
mean that sinners can expect wholly to escape the
consequences of their wrongs.

6-7. Thesetwo verses contain a passage re-
cited and chanted on the High Holy Days and
the Festivals. This summary of God’s compas-
sionate qualities is known as the “Thirteen At-
tributes of God” or the “Covenant of the Thir-
teen” (b’rit sh’losh esrei).

visits the iniquity of parents upon children
and children’s children Bothered by the ap-

parent unfairness of the text, a Hasidic inter-
pretation takes it to mean that God holds par-
ents responsible for not giving their children a
proper religious and moral upbringing. We rec-
ognize the unfairness of such punishment, yet
it is true that the bad habits of parents are too
often repeated by their children, for whom par-
ents are the primary role models.
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8Moses hastened to bow low to the ground
in homage, 9and said, “If I have gained Your fa-
vor, O Lord, pray, let the Lord go in our midst,
even though this is a stiffnecked people. Pardon
our iniquity and our sin, and take us for Your
own!”

10He 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 na-
tion; and all the people who are with you shall
see how awesome are the Lorp’s deeds which
I will perform for you. 1'Mark well what I com-
mand you this day. I will drive out before you
the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Hittites, the
Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. 12Be-
ware of making a covenant with the inhabitants
of the land against which you are advancing, lest
they be a snare in your midst. 13No, you must
tear down their altars, smash their pillars, and
cut down their sacred posts; 14for you must not
worship any other god, because the Lorp,
whose name is Impassioned, is an impassioned
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9. Moses emphasizes God’s merciful qualities
in asking that the punishment in 33:3 be set aside.
even though Allow for human frailty.

INAUTHENTIC AND AUTHENTIC WORSHIP
(vv. 10-26)

This section concentrates on two fundamental is-
sues that flow directly from the people’s sin: false
modes of worship (vv. 10-17) and the legitimate
festivals and ritual obligations to God (vv. 18-26).

APOSTASY  (vv. 10-17)

Mindful of the act of apostasy, the renewed cov-
enant contains stricter admonitions than those

given before (23:23,24) regarding the inroads of
foreign forms of worship into the religion of Is-
rael. If the people Israel is to be “distinguished . . .
from every people on the face of the earth”
(33:16), they must make themselves unique by
exclusive loyalty to their covenantal relationship
with God.

13. sacred posts Hebrew: asherim (singular
asherah); pagan objects of worship often men-
tioned in the Bible. These wooden poles derive
their name from the Canaanite fertilicy goddess
Asherah, whom they symbolized.

14. any other god This Hebrew phrase in the

singular—e/ aher—appears nowhere else in the

10. The Decalogue proclaims universal
laws applicable to all humanity. This supple-
mental covenant deals with the specific rituals
of the Israelite people. Our calendar and our
kitchens would keep the Jewish people distinc-
tive.

13. Why this troubling emphasis on de-
stroying the holy places of the Canaanites and
shunning their sacrificial occasions? The

Israelites were a young, impressionable nation,
and the Torah is concerned that the highly sex-
ualized, orgiastic fertility cult of the Canaan-
ites would be irresistibly seductive for them (as
the incident of Baal-peor in Num. 25 attests).
Even decent people can be vulnerable to sexual
temptation, which is why the Torah speaks
out in such extreme, uncompromising terms
against the Canaanite cult.

a
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God. 15You must not make a covenant with the
inhabitants of the land, for they will lust after
their gods and sacrifice to their gods and invite
you, and you will eat of their sacrifices. 16And
when you take wives from among their daugh-
ters for your sons, their daughters will lust after
their gods and will cause your sons to lust after
their gods.

17You shall not make molten gods for your-
selves.

18You shall observe the Feast of Unleavened
Bread—eating unleavened bread for seven days,
as I have commanded you—at the set time of
the month of Abib, for in the month of Abib
you went forth from Egypt.

19Every first issue of the womb is Mine, from
all your livestock that drop a male as firstling,
whether cattle or sheep. 20But the firstling of an
ass you shall redeem with a sheep; if you do not
redeem it, you must break its neck. And you
must redeem every first-born among your sons.

None shall appear before Me empty-handed.
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Bible. The Hebrew word aber in the text of the
Torah has an enlarged letter resh to avoid confu-
sion with the similar-looking letter dale, which
would make the word read ¢had, meaning “one.”

impassioned Emphasis on the punitive as-
pect of the divine personality is prompted by the
apostasy of the Golden Calf.

16. lust after The Hebrew verb i1, literally
“to engage in prostitution,” is often used figura-
tively to express the people’s infidelity to the cov-
enant with God. Its use here may allude to the
sexual immorality often associated with pagan
worship, particularly with the popular excesses in
connection with the Golden Calf, as mentioned
in 32:6.

17-28. The laws that follow are referred to
by scholars as “The Cultic Decalogue,” though
they differ among themselves as to the precise
enumeration of the laws. Like the actual Deca-
logue (Exod. 20:2-14), these laws are considered
to be terms of the Covenant (v. 27). Unlike them,
they incorporate the requirement of observing the
three pilgrimage festivals.

17. molten gods The warnings against idol-
atry in all its forms conclude with this prohibition

because the Golden Calf is frequently referred to
in the Bible as a molten image.

FESTIVALS AND RELATED RELIGIOUS
OBLIGATIONS  (vv. 18-26)

The topics in this section are associated with those
of the preceding because the narrative about the
Golden Calf recounts that a “festival of the Lorp”
was proclaimed and burnt offerings and sacrifices
were brought (32:5-6). Hence, there is now a
need to restate briefly the list of the legitimate fes-
tivals of the Israelites, previously set forth in
23:12-19.

18. Feast of Unleavened Bread The list be-
gins with this feast rather than with Shabbat be-
cause the Golden Calf had been identified with
the God of the Exodus and because the beginning
of the ancient Israelite calendar occurs in the
spring. See Comment to 12:2.

19-20. The law of the firstborn follows be-
cause it too is grounded in the Exodus
(13:2,11-15). The text presupposes our famili-
arity with that passage. See Comments to 13:13
and 22:29.

None shall appear See Comment to 23:15.



EXODUS 34:21 KI TISSA

21Six days you shall work, but on the seventh
day you shall cease from labor; you shall cease
from labor even at plowing time and harvest
time.

22You shall observe the Feast of Weeks, of the
first fruits of the wheat harvest; and the Feast
of Ingathering at the turn of the year. 23Three
times a year all your males shall appear before
the Sovereign Lorp, the God of Israel. 24 will
drive out nations from your path and enlarge
your territory; no one will covet your land when
you go up to appear before the Lorp your God
three times a year.

25You shall not offer the blood of My sacrifice
with anything leavened; and the sacrifice of the
Feast of Passover shall not be left lying until
morning.

26The choice first fruits of your soil you shall
bring to the house of the Lorp your God.

You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk.

27And the Lorp said to Moses: Write down
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As Rashi notes, this statement is a separate in-
junction, unconnected to the law of the first-
born. It belongs after verse 23.

21. Theinclusion of the law of Shabbat here,
after Pesah and the firstborn, presupposes a view
that the institution of Shabbat is based on the Ex-
odus, as in Deut. 5:15, and not on Creation, as
in Exod. 20:11.

work The soil.

even at plowing time and harvest time The
busiest times of the agricultural year must give
way to the commandment to observe sacred time.
This sacrifice becomes a true test of faith.

22, Feast of Weeks See Comment to 23:16.

23. See Comment to 23:17. The formula-
tion in the verse here is an expansion of the parallel
text.

24. Another test of faith. This injunction
clearly does not refer to local shrines but assumes
the existence of some central or, at least, regional

sanctuary that, for many, will be far from home
and will require a pilgrimage.

covet See Comment to 20:14.

whenyou goup Itisassumed that the central
shrine will be situated on an elevation.

25. sacrifice of the Feast of Passover Sce
Comment to 12:11.

26. See Comment to 23:19.

EPILOGUE: MOSES REACHES THE PINNACLE
OF EMINENCE  (vv. 27-35)

The narrative returns to the role and the status
of Moses. The episode of apostasy began with a
disparaging reference to him in verse 32:1; it
closes with an account of his glorification. Ap-
parently, Moses is instructed to write down the
commandments contained in the foregoing (vv.
11-26), just as, following the original covenant,
he wrote down “all the commands of the Lorp”

(24:4).

24. no one will covet your land The verb
translated as “covet” is the same one used in
the 10th commandment (Exod. 20:14), lead-

ing some scholars to surmise that in both lo-
cations it refers to seizing by force rather than
simply envy.
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EXODUS 34:28 KI TISSA

these commandments, for in accordance with
these commandments I make a covenant with
you and with Israel.

28And he was there with the Lorp forty days
and forty nights; he ate no bread and drank no
water; and he wrote down on the tablets the
terms of the covenant, the Ten Command-
ments.

29S0 Moses came down from Mount Sinai.
And as Moses came down from the mountain
bearing the two tablets of the Pact, Moses was
not aware that the skin of his face was radiant,
since he had spoken with Him. 30Aaron and all
the Israelites saw that the skin of Moses’ face
was radiant; and they shrank from coming near
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27. with you and with Israel This unex-
pected placing of Moses before Israel reflects his
role as the dominant figure in dealing with the
apostasy and in successfully interceding with God
on Israel’s behalf. It signals the transition to the
final episode, which concentrates on Moses™ ex-
altation.

28. The first half of this verse is the scriptural
way of describing Moses’ withdrawal into solitude
at the onset of his experience on the mountain.

Jorty A symbolic number in the Bible, often
associated with purification and the purging of
sin.

wrote down In light of verse 1, the subject
of the verb may be God.

the Ten Commandments The Hebrew phrase
aseret ha-d’varim is also the formal title given in
Deut. 4:13 and 10:4. See the introduction to
Exod. 20.

THE RADIANCE OF MOSES’ FACE  (vv. 29-35)

Moses descends the mountain carrying the two
inscribed tablets that bear witness to the renewal
of the covenant between God and the people Is-
rael. On his face is an awe-inspiring radiance emit-

ted as the afterglow of his encounter with the
splendor of the divine Presence. It reaffirms his
role as the unique intimate of God, the sole and
singular mediator between God and His people;
it also testifies to the restoration of divine favor
to Israel. Assuch, the narrative forms a fitting con-
clusion to the entire episode of the Golden Calf.
It further serves as an appropriate transition to the
last segment of the Book of Exodus—the account
of the construction of the tabernacle that is to
symbolize the presence of God in the midst of the
people Israel.

29. tablets of the Pact See Comment to
25:16.

was radiant A unique phenomenon con-
veyed by a unique Hebrew verb karan. The word
keren means both “a ray of light” and “a horn.”
The latter is the source of Michelangelo’s por-
trayal of a “horned” Moses. (It is interesting to
note that horns were associated with divinity in
Mesopotamia and Canaan, where the gods were
portrayed with horned helmets.) Numerous bib-
lical passages bear witness to a widespread poetic
notion of God enveloped in light. Moses™ radi-
ance is a reflection of the divine radiance.

27. in accordance with Hebrew: al pi, lit-
erally “by the mouth of”; understood by the
Sagestomean “orally” and torefer toan oral To-
rah that accompanied the written Torah. This
oral Torah (torah she-b’al peh) serves to illumi-
nate obscurities, harmonize contradictions,
and, in general, make possible the practical ap-
plication of the written Torah’s laws in every-
day life.

28. forty days and forty nights The Mid-
rash tells the story of a prominent rabbi named
Yohanan who sold his family’s vineyard to fi-
nance his studies of Torah. He explained, “I ex-
changed something that took six days to fash-
ion (real property in this world, as described in
Gen. 1) for something that took forty days to
fashion” (Exod. R. 47:5).



EXODUS 34:31 kI TISSA

him. 31But Moses called to them, and Aaron and
all the chieftains in the assembly returned to
him, and Moses spoke to them. 32Afterward all
the Israelites came near, and he instructed them
concerning all that the Lorp had imparted to
him on Mount Sinai. 33And when Moses had
finished speaking with them, he put a veil over
his face.

34Whenever Moses went in before the Lorp
to speak with Him, he would leave the veil off
until he came out; and when he came out and
told the Israelites what he had been com-
manded, 35the Israelites would see how radiant
the skin of Moses’ face was. Moses would then
put the veil back over his face until he went in
to speak with Him.

31-35. In the immediate presence of God,
Moses’ radiance is replenished. When he mediates
the word of God to the people, his radiance serves
to authenticate the divine source of the message.
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On neither occasion would a veil be appropriate,
for it would interfere with his effectiveness as a
leader. In his capacity as a private individual, how-
ever, Moses veils his face as a matter of course.
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1 9 The Lorp spoke to Moses and Aaron, '['1?[}{“7?{1 nwn“m .‘[j.‘[? 12T D ’
saying: 2This is the ritual law that the Lorp has

commanded:

Aarplal

The Generation of the Exodus: The March to Transjordan (continued)

PURIFICATION FROM CONTAMINATION BY A CORPSE (19:1-22)

Contamination that results from contact with a
corpse is mentioned elsewhere in the Torah (see,
e.g., Lev. 21:1-4; Num. 6:6-13). Here, the Torah
prescribes the method of purification. In this rite,
the blood of an all-brown (“red”) cow is not of-

fered on the altar; it is burned together with the
cow’s body, so that the ashes may be used as an
ongoing instrument of puriﬁcation. As in all pu-
rification offerings, the man who burns the cow
becomes impure himself.

In the course of this parashah, Miriam dies,
Aaron dies, and Moses is sentenced to die with-
out reaching the Promised Land. A transition
of generations is taking place. The narrative’s
center of gravity is moving farther from Sinai
and closer to the challenge of conquering the
Promised Land. Soon there will be no Israelites
left who actually stood at Sinai, only Israelites
who have heard about it from parents and
grandparents.

CHAPTER 19

Before continuing with the narrative, the To-
rah offers us the strange ritual of the brown
(“red”) cow. It is the classic example of a law
that defies rational explanation. Indeed, the
general tenor of the commentaries asks us to
accept this law without understanding it, as a
sign of love for and trust in God. The commen-
tators hold that it would be almost unseemly
to search for a rational explanation, implying
that God’s word would be acceptable only if it
fit our canons of reasoning. Human failure to
understand a truth does not make it any less
true. The Midrash pictures King Solomon, the
wisest man in the Bible, saying, “Ihave labored
to understand the word of God and have un-
derstood it all, except for the ritual of the
brown cow” (Num. R. 19:3). “These laws are
decrees from God and we have no right to ques-
tion them” (Num. R. 19:8). “It is more praise-
worthy to do something solely because God
commands it than because our own logic or
sense of morality leads us to the same conclu-
sion” (Sifra K’doshim). The Tosafot compare
this commandment to alover’s kiss which can-
not be explained but can only be experienced
(BT Av. Zar. 35a).

Yet there have been persistent efforts to un-
cover the lessons taught to us by this ritual. Al-
though the Torah describes the ritual as puri-
fying a person of contamination from contact
with a dead body and nothing else, the Midrash
widens the scope to include moral contamina-
tion, especially idolatry, viewing this special
cow as the antidote for the sin of the Golden
Calf. “Let the mother come and repair the dam-
age the offspring has caused” (Num. R. 19:8).
Ramban, noting that the passage comes imme-
diately after the completion of the tabernacle
and the challenge to Aaron’s priesthood, un-
derstands it as a way of preventing ritually un-
fit people from violating the sanctity of the tab-
ernacle. Israel of Ruzhin points out that this
cow purifies the impure but renders the pure
impure; God similarly purifies those who ap-
proach the sanctuary in a spirit of humility
with knowledge of their own inadequacies, but
condemns those who come in a spirit of arro-
gance and a claim to perfection. A modern
commentator suggests that the ritual’s pur-
pose is psychological. To heal a person bur-
dened by a sense of wrongdoing, who feels the
purity of his or her soul has been compromised,
we take an animal completely without blem-
ish and sacrifice it, as if to imply that perfection
does not belong in this world. Perfect creatures
belong in heaven; this world is given to the in-
evitably flawed and compromised.

Because thisrite is inoperative today, so that
there is no way to purify the ritually contam-
inated, some halakhic authorities consider all
Jews ritually unfit to enter the Temple Mount
lest they inadvertently tread on the site where
the holiest precincts of the temple once stood
in Jerusalem.
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NUMBERS 19:3 HUKKAT

Instruct the Israelite people to bring youared
cow withoutblemish, in which thereisno defect
and on which no yoke has been laid. 3You shall
give it to Eleazar the priest. It shall be taken out-
side the camp and slaughtered in his presence.
4Eleazar the priest shall take some of its blood
with his finger and sprinkle it seven times to-
ward the front of the Tent of Meeting. 5The cow
shall be burned in his sight—its hide, flesh, and
blood shall be burned, its dung included—s6and
the priest shall take cedar wood, hyssop, and
crimson stuff, and throw them into the fire con-
suming the cow. 7The priest shall wash his gar-
ments and bathe his body in water; after that
the priest may reenter the camp, but he shall
be impure until evening. 8He who performed
the burning shall also wash his garments in wa-
ter, bathe his body in water, and be impure until
evening. 9A man who is pure shall gather up the
ashes of the cow and deposit them outside the
camp in a pure place, to be kept for water of
lustration for the Israelite community. It is for
purification. 190He who gathers up the ashes of

THE BROWN (“RED”) COW  (vv. 1-13)
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cred garments of the high priestand the inner cur-
tains of the tabernacle.

2. red Hebrew: adom, which here probably
means “brown”—for which there is no word in
the Bible. The idea is to increase, symbolically,
the amount of blood in the ashes.

red . . . without blemish Better: “unblem-
ished brown.” A cow completely uniform in
color, without specks of white or black or with-
out even two black or white hairs, is extremely
rare.

no yoke has been laid It must not have been
used for profane purposes.

3. in his presence The cow will also be
burned in the presence of Eleazar, indicating that
it is imperative for the officiating priest to super-
vise the entire ritual.

4. sprinkle it seven times This act conse-
crates the cow as a purification offering.

6. priest Any priest, not just Eleazar.

hyssop, and crimson stuff Hyssop, an aro-
matic plant, is widespread in the land of Israel.
Crimson yarn refers to the dye extracted from a
“crimson worm,” used in the weaving of the sa-

7. wash his garments and bathe his body 1f
he bathed first, his unwashed garments would
recontaminate him.

until evening Whoever handles a burnt
hattat offering may enter the camp as soon as he
has laundered his clothing and bathed (see Lev.
16:26,28), provided he does not partake of sacred
food until the evening.

8. He who performed the burning It is also
presumed that he who gathers up the ashes re-
mains outside the camp until after he has laun-
dered and bathed, precisely as the contaminated
priest has done.

9. A man Not necessarily a priest.

to be kept The ashes of the brown (“red”)
cow must be guarded scrupulously lest they be-
come contaminated.

It is for purification  These ashes mixed with
water will be sprinkled on corpse-contaminated
individuals to remove the impurity.

10. wash his clothes It is understood that he
will also bathe his body.



NUMBERS 19:11 HUKKAT

the cow shall also wash his clothes and be im-
pure until evening.

This shall be a permanent law for the Israelites
and for the strangers who reside among you.

11He who touches the corpse of any human
being shall be impure for seven days. 12He shall
purify himself with [the ashes] on the third day
and on the seventh day, and then be pure; if he
fails to purify himself on the third and seventh
days, he shall not be pure. 13Whoever touches
a corpse, the body of a person who has died,
and does not purify himself, defiles the LorD’s
Tabernacle; that person shall be cut off from Is-
rael. Since the water of lustration was not
dashed on him, he remains impure; his impu-
rity is still upon him.

14This is the ritual: When a person dies in a
tent, whoever enters the tent and whoever is in
the tent shall be impure seven days; 15and every
open vessel, with no lid fastened down, shall
be impure. 16And in the open, anyone who
touches a person who was killed or who died
naturally, or human bone, or a grave, shall be
impure seven days. 17Some of the ashes from
the fire of purification shall be taken for the im-
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strangers All those who dwell in the Holy (see 15:30-31). (If the neglect was accidental, a

Land, Israelites and non-Israelites alike, must pu-
rify themselves of corpse contamination lest they
defile the sanctuary by bearing their impurity
within the community.

11. seven days Similarly, in ancient Babylo-
nia, one who came into contact with dust from
a place of mourning was required to offer sacri-
fices to the god Shamash, to bathe, change cloth-
ing, and remain inside the house for seven days.

13. defiles the LorD’s Tabernacle Severe
impurity is dynamic and can attack the sanctuary
through the air. Corpse-contaminated individu-
als who prolong their impurity have defiled the
sanctuary from afar, even without entering it.

shall be cut off 1f the neglect was deliberate

purification offering is brought.)

PURIFICATION BY SPRINKLING  (vv. 14-22)

14. enters the tent The impurity emitted by
the body is trapped by the roof, so to speak, and
cannot rise. Hence, every person and object under
the roof is contaminated.

15. every open vessel A tightly closed vessel
made entirely of earthenware, however, will not
admit the “vapors” of impurity given off by the
corpse; its contents remain pure.

fastened down The lid is attached by cords
passing through holes in it and through the han-
dles of the vessel. Such a lid would keep the vessel
tightly closed and preserve it from defilement.

HALAKHAH L'MA-ASEH

19:14. When a person dies Once the Temple was destroyed, we could not purify ourselves from this type
of ritual impurity. Now all but kohanim may attend funerals (see Lev. 21:2). We rinse our hands upon leaving
the cemetery or upon entering a house of mourning after the funeral, in symbolic recollection of this law.
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pure person, and fresh water shall be added to
them in a vessel. 18A person who is pure shall
take hyssop, dip it in the water, and sprinkle on
the tent and on all the vessels and people who
were there, or on him who touched the bones
or the person who was killed or died naturally
or the grave. 19The pure person shall sprinkle
it upon the impure person on the third day and
on the seventh day, thus purifying him by the
seventh day. He shall then wash his clothes and
bathe in water, and at nightfall he shall be pure.
20If anyone who has become impure fails to pu-
rify himself, that person shall be cut off from
the congregation, for he has defiled the Lorp’s
sanctuary. The water of lustration was not
dashed on him: he is impure.

21Thatshall be for them alaw for all time. Fur-
ther, he who sprinkled the water of lustration
shall wash his clothes; and whoever touches the
water of lustration shall be impure until eve-
ning. 22Whatever that impure person touches
shall be impure; and the person who touches
him shall be impure until evening.

20 The Israelites arrived in a body at the

wilderness of Zin on the first new moon, and

shall be impure Open ecarthenware vessels

are impure forever and must be broken.

18. A person who is pure This obvious con-
dition is made explicit to bar those who had al-
ready handled the ashes and were thereby con-

taminated.
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on all the vessels Afterward these must un-
dergo washing, as people must.

19. Full purification comes only after laun-
dering and bathing.

21. See Comment to 19:10.

22, Whatever That is, anything or anyone.

FROM KADESH TO THE STEPPES OF MOAB (20:1-22:1)

THE SIN OF MOSES AND AARON

After Miriam’s death, the people complain about
the lack of water. Moses and Aaron are com-

(20:1-13)

manded to bring forth water from the rock. They
produce the water but in so doing commit a sin
akin to heresy and are condemned by God to die
in the wilderness.

CHAPTER 20

1. The Talmud connects Miriam’s death to
the preceding passage. “Just as the ashes of the

brown cow atone for sin, the death of a righ-
teous person does the same” (BT MK 28a). In
the wake of a good person’s death, we are
moved to re-examine our own lives.
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HAFTARAH FOR PARASHAT PARAH

EZEKIEL 36:16-38 (Ashk nazim)
EZEKIEL 36:16-36 (S fardim)

This hafiarab is one of the prophecies of hope and
consolation that Ezekiel addressed to the Judean
exiles in Babylon. These oracles, whose larger
theme is the reversal of failures in Israelite history,
begin in Ezek. 33 (dated 7ever 585 B.C.E., ac-
cording to 33:21). Chapters 35 and 36:1-15 in
particular provide consolation to the nation after
the taunts of their enemies (see Ezek. 35:10-12,
36:2-3,5,13). The nations mocked Israel, saying:
“These are the people of the Lorp, yet they
had to leave His land.” Because of this, God’s
holy name was profaned among the nations
(36:20-21). God determines to act for His own
honor, promising the nation redemption from ex-
ile and restoration to its ancestral homeland (vv.
22-28). God is determined to sanctify His great
name through a unilateral act of redemption, de-
scribed in verses 22-32. As Eliezer of Beaugency
noted, this entire unit is framed by a sharply
worded statement of divine motivation: “Not for
your sake will I act, O House of Israel” (v. 22).

Ezekiel gives particular emphasis to issues of
purification and spiritual renewal along with the
theme of national redemption. Ritually purified
by divine action, the people will dwell in their
homeland and observe the Covenant (36:25-28).
This topic heralds concern for the approaching
festival of Pesah, because certain impurities could
bar a worshiper from its celebration (see Num.
9:1-14). Echoing this matter, a special passage is
added to the regular Torah portion for this
Shabbat. In that selection, taken from Num.
19:1-22, in which the ashes of the so-called red
heifer (parah adumah) are used in a priestly cer-
emony of ritual bathing and purification from de-
filement. Through these readings, the ongoing
community of Israel is reminded that one must
begin the holiday in a proper physical and spir-
itual state.

By custom, Sfardim conclude the hafiarab at
verse 36, thus ending on a positive note after the
divine call to Israel to “Be ashamed and humili-
ated because of your ways” (v. 32). The practice
for Ashk’nazim concludes the hafiarah with the
next oracle (vv. 37-38), comparing the vast
throngs of people in the homeland to the multi-
tude of sheep in Jerusalem on a festival day. This
image was interpreted in antiquity as a reference
to the flock of Israel “coming to Jerusalem at the
time of the feast of Passover” (Targ. Jon.).

Part of the national transformation, unilater-
ally performed by God for His own sake, is a re-
vivification of heart and spirit. God will give the
people a new heart to know Him and will put His
spirit within them as a concrete act of inspiration.
Israel will thus be re-created, a new Adam to be
restored to aland that “has become like the garden
of Eden” (v. 35).

This re-creation is the core of national purifi-
cation and the climax of the divine acts of sanc-
tification. The destiny of God and Israel are thus
mysteriously linked. The defilement of Israel
leads to the profanation of God’s name, and the
purification of Israel results in the sanctification
of God’s name on earth. Their relationship is
marked positively at the end of this prophetic pas-
sage by the forecast of a renewal of the Covenant.
Reborn in heart and spirit, Israel will again serve
God and His law: “Then you shall dwell in the
land which I gave to your fathers, and you shall
be My people and I will be your God” (v. 28).
The return to the homeland is thus also a symbolic
return to Mount Sinai and its spiritual demands.

RELATION OF THE HAFTARAH
TO THE CALENDAR

Parashat Parah (Num. 19:1-22) is the third of
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3 6 16The word of the Lorp came to me:

1287 EZEKIEL 36:16 HAFTARAH FOR PARASHAT PARAH

four special Torah passages added to the regular
Shabbat portion in the weeks before Pesah. The
theme of each reading is different, yet rabbinic
tradition correlated each of the four readings with
prophetic selections that reinforce the main
theme of purification. (For details on the sched-
uling of the special Torah portions, see the in-
troduction to the haftarah for parashat Sh’kalim.)

Clear links exist between this special Torah
reading and the saftarah. Thematically speaking,
the Torah passage presents an ancient rite of de-
toxification whereby individuals who have be-
come impure through contact with the dead are
purified and restored to the community; the cor-

Y SRpI

responding prophetic passage announces Israel’s
revivification (a new heart and a new spirit) as well
as its purification by God. Meanwhile, both the
technical language of purity—impurity and the
terms for sacred ritual bathing (among others)
connect these two texts verbally.

Parashat Parah was recited at this season from
early Rabbinic times (M Meg. 3:4) and was un-
derstood to signal to the entire community that
the pesah sacrifice should be performed in ritual
purity (see Rashi on BT Meg. 29a). The haftarah
invigorates the present preparations for Pesah by
envisioning a new era of purification and of trans-
formed religious consciousness.

170 mortal, when the House of Israel dwelt on
their own soil, they defiled it with their ways and
their deeds; their ways were in My sight like
the impurity of a menstruous woman. 18So I
poured out My wrath on them for the blood
which they shed upon their land, and for the
fetishes with which they defiled it. 191 scattered
them among the nations, and they were dis-
persed through the countries: I punished them
in accordance with their ways and their deeds.
20But when they came to those nations, they
caused My holy name to be profaned, in that
it was said of them, “These are the people of the
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Ezekiel 36:17-19. The prophet’s priestly
orientation shows through his presentation of
moral sins as the cause of the Land’s ritual im-
purity. Similarly, the purification of the nation
in verse 25 is portrayed in cultic terms. (Like-
wise, the vocabulary of defilement, purification,
sprinkling, and pure water is employed in con-
nection with the rite of the heifer—the special
Torah portion read on this Shabbat; see Num.
19:11-13,17.) The punishment of exile is pre-
sented here as recompense for ritual and moral
crimes.

O mortal Hebrew: ben adam; literally, “O
son of man.” A common characterization in the
vocabulary of this prophet. Ezekiel’s mortal na-
ture is emphasized, perhaps counterpointing his

humanity to the divinity of the beings he com-
munes with; chapters 1, 8-11, 40-42).

like the impurity of a menstruous woman
Refers to her ritual impurity (see Lev. 15:19F).
Hebrew: ha-niddah; literally, “the menstruous
woman.” The definite article personifies the sim-
ile, rather than indicating a general state of im-
purity. The link between ritual impurity in this
verse and bloodshed in verse 18 suggests that
the figure here alludes to moral and ritual crimes
elsewhere denounced by the prophet (18:6,
22:3-13). For Ezekiel, the theme has real cultic
consequences. As a result of its “menstrual im-
purity,” the nation is banished from the Land.

20. they caused My holy name to be profaned

By referring to God in a demeaning way. The na-



EZEKIEL 36:21

Lorp, yet they had to leave His land.” 21There-
fore I am concerned for My holy name, which
the House of Israel have caused to be profaned
among the nations to which they have come.

22Say to the House of Israel: Thus said the
Lord Gop: Not for your sake will T act, O House
of Israel, but for My holy name, which you have
caused to be profaned among the nations to
which you have come. 231 will sanctify My great
name which has been profaned among the
nations—among whom you have caused it to
be profaned. And the nations shall know that
I'am the Lorp—declares the Lord Gop—when
Imanifest My holiness before their eyes through
you. 241 will take you from among the nations
and gather you from all the countries, and I will
bring you back to your own land. 251 will sprin-
kle pure water upon you, and you shall be pure:
I will purify you from all your impurities and
from all your fetishes. 26And I will give you a
new heart and put a new spirit into you: I will
remove the heart of stone from your body and
giveyouaheart of flesh; 27and I will put My spirit
into you. Thus I will cause you to follow My
laws and faithfully to observe My rules. 28Then
you shall dwell in the land which I gave to your
fathers, and you shall be My people and I will
be your God.

29And when I havedelivered you fromall your
impurity, I will summon the grain and make it
abundant, and I will not bring famine upon you.
30] will make the fruit of your trees and the crops
of your fields abundant, so that you shall never
again be humiliated before the nations because
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tions interpreted Israel’s exile as a sign of divine
impotence, not as punishment (Rashi, Radak).
22. Not for your sake Or: “Not on account
of your merits” (Abravanel). The motivation for
divine action is regard for God’s own name alone.
26. I will give you a new heart Along with
Ezek. 11:19, other prophecies contemplate a rad-
ical transformation of Israel’s religious spirit, after
the exile, through sovereign and unilateral divine
fiat (see Jer. 24:7, 31:32-33). In its focus on a

unilateral divine action, this image seems to re-
flect some of the despair in the exilic period over
the independent incapacity of the human spirit
to return faithfully to God, or at least a strong
feeling that without divine initiative true repen-
tance could not take place.

28. you shall be My people and I will be your
God A technical covenant formula (see Jer.
11:4). Also in 16:60 and 37:26, Ezekiel antici-

pates a new covenant after the exile.
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of famine. 31Then you shall recall your evil ways
and your base conduct, and you shall loathe
yourselves for your iniquities and your abhor-
rent practices. 32Not for your sake will I
act—declares the Lord Gop—take good note!
Be ashamed and humiliated because of your
ways, O House of Israel!

33Thus said the Lord Gop: When I have
purified you of all your iniquities, I will people
your settlements, and the ruined places shall be
rebuilt; 34and the desolate land, after lying waste
in the sight of every passerby, shall again be
tilled. 335And men shall say, “Thatland, once des-
olate, has become like the garden of Eden; and
the cities, once ruined, desolate, and ravaged,
are now populated and fortified.” 36And the na-
tions that are left around you shall know that
I the Lorp have rebuilt the ravaged places and
replanted the desolate land. I the Lorp have
spoken and will act.

37Thus said the Lord Gop: Moreover, in this
I will respond to the House of Israel and act for
their sake: I will multiply their people like sheep.
38As Jerusalem is filled with sacrificial sheep
during her festivals, so shall the ruined cities be
filled with flocks of people. And they shall know
that I am the Lorp.
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