
 
Selected Shorts: Ki Tissa 

Rabbi Eliot Malomet  March 6, 2021    22 Adar 5781 Shabbat Parah 
 

 ב״י:׳ל תומש
ֹר־תאֶ אשָּׂ֞תִ יכִּ֣ )בי(  …לאֵ֘רָשְׂיִ־יֵֽנבְּ שׁא֥

Exodus 30:12 
(12) When you take a census of the Israelite 
people…We have some unfinished mishkan 
business. Instructions for a half-shekel per person 
assessment; the copper washstand, the anointing 
oil, the aromatic incense, and the designation of 
Betzalel (his name is short for betzelem Elohim) 
as head “image of God” to oversee the project.  

 ז״י-ז״ט:א״ל תומש
 תבָּ֛שַּׁהַ־תאֶ תוֹשׂ֧עֲלַ תבָּ֑שַּׁהַ־תאֶ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִ־ינֵֽבְ וּר֥מְשָׁוְ )זט(
 םלָ֑עֹלְ אוהִ֖ תוֹא֥ לאֵ֔רָשְׂיִ ינֵ֣בְּ ן֙יבֵוּ ינִ֗יבֵּ )זי( ׃םלָֽוֹע תירִ֥בְּ םתָ֖רֹדֹלְ
 יעִ֔יבִשְּׁהַ ם֙וֹיּבַוּ ץרֶאָ֔הָ־תאֶוְ םיִמַ֣שָּׁהַ־תאֶ 'ה השָׂ֤עָ םימִ֗יָ תשֶׁשֵׁ֣־יכִּ
 ׃שׁפַֽנָּיִּוַ תבַ֖שָׁ

Exodus 31:16-17 
(16) The Israelite people shall keep the sabbath, 
observing the sabbath throughout the ages as a 
covenant for all time: (17) it shall be a sign for 
all time between Me and the people of Israel. For 
in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and 
on the seventh day He ceased from work and was 
refreshed. Shabbat is Judaism compressed in one 
mitzva. Why the need to insert a passage on 
Shabbat in the middle of the mishkan instruct-
tions? The mishkan consecrates space; Shabbat 
consecrates time. The mishkan represents the 
covenantal relationship in space; Shabbat repre-
sents the covenantal relationship in time. Shabbat 
re-enacts the drama of creation; the mishkan is the 
mirror of creation in seven stages. 

 ׳א:ב״ל תומש
  רהָ֑הָ־ןמִ תדֶרֶ֣לָ השֶׁ֖מֹ שׁשֵׁ֥בֹ־יכִּֽ םעָ֔הָ ארְ֣ יַּוַ )א(

Exodus 32:1 
The people saw that Moses delayed descending 
from the mountain Why does Moses delay? Does 
he want to remain up there? Is the catastrophe due 
to Moses’ indulgence or the people’s impatience?  
ן רֹ֗הֲאַ־לעַֽ םעָ֜הָ להֵ֨קָּיִּוַ  the people gathered against 
Aaron…We have had different kinds of assem-
blies, group movement, collective activity, com-
plaining, singing and war prior to this moment, 
but this is the first time that the people assembles 
by itself without an initiator. Bored, frustrated, 
angry, worried, fearful, the rumblings mount and 
the formation of a mob is inevitable and irresis-
tible. The primitive political instrument emerges 

to satisfy the deepest human needs. We have to 
appreciate what Aaron feels right now: “HELP!”  

םיקִ֗�אֱ וּנלָ֣־השֵׂעֲ ׀ םוּק֣ ו֙ילָאֵ וּר֤מְאֹיּוַ  and they said to him, 
“Come, make us a god” This declaration makes 
us recoil. We can empathize with their feelings of 
urgency and trauma, but not with their primitive 
yearnings for a comforting and reassuring idol. 
And yet, we all possess an idolatrous instinct: 
“idolatry is one resolution of the human dilem-
ma” (Zornberg). How else to understand the uni-
versal veneration of power, celebrity, nature, and 
beauty? How else to understand the challenge of 
an invisible God? Like a dream, this story asks us 
to take a leap of empathy into the lives of all the 
characters and imagine what they experience. 

וּנינֵ֔פָלְ וּ֙כלְיֵֽ רשֶׁ֤אֲ   who shall go before us…This is the 
deeply human desire to be led by a power.  

שׁיאִ֗הָ השֶׁ֣מֹ ׀ ה֣זֶ־יכִּ   for that man Moses…Do we 
detect a little anger here? They feel abandoned.  

םיִרַ֔צְמִ ץרֶאֶ֣מֵ וּ֙נלָ֨עֱהֶֽ רשֶׁ֤אֲ  who brought us from the 
land of Egypt— Ouch! This is the great theolo-
gical switch. The entire Passover Seder is the 
ritual inversion of this calamitous claim! 

ֹל   ׃וֹלֽ היָהָ֥־המֶ וּנעְדַ֖יָ א֥
We do not know what has happened to him.” The 
people does not have the emotional maturity to 
deal with his absence. They’ve already replaced 
God with Moses, and now want to replace Moses 
with a god.  

 ׳ה:ב״ל תומש
 'הלַ גחַ֥ רמַ֔אֹיּוַ ן֙רֹהֲאַֽ ארָ֤קְיִּוַ וינָ֑פָלְ חַבֵּ֖זְמִ ןבֶיִּ֥וַ ןרֹ֔הֲאַ ארְ֣ יַּוַ )ה(
 ׃רחָֽמָ

Exodus 32:5 
(5) When Aaron saw this, he built an altar before 
it; and Aaron announced: “Tomorrow shall be a 
festival of the LORD!” Having asked for and 
collected the gold earrings, having smelted them, 
and having poured the gold into the mold, having 
presented the finished product to the exaltation of 
the people, “This is your God, Israel!” it is clear 
that Aaron is running out of delaying tactics. 
Opposition would have meant death; but delay is 
now complicity. Aaron saw exactly what? That 
he could perhaps buy a little more time? That he 
might yet be able to deflect the people’s passion? 
If only my brother would hurry up already! What 
is he going to do? To do nothing invites suspi-



cion. As a priest, he does a priestly thing: he 
builds an altar and declares a ceremonial feast. He 
is now fully complicit. And, he trapped himself.  

 ׳ו:ב״ל תומש
 ם֙עָהָ בשֶׁיֵּ֤וַ םימִ֑לָשְׁ וּשׁגִּ֖יַּוַ ת֔�עֹ וּל֣עֲיַּוַ תרָ֔חֳמָּמִֽ וּ֙מיכִּ֙שְׁיַּוַ )ו(
 ׃קחֵֽצַלְ וּמקֻ֖יָּוַ וֹת֔שָׁוְ לכֹ֣אֱלֶֽ

Exodus 32:6 
(6) They got up early the next day and offered up 
burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of well-
being; they sat down to eat and drink, and then 
rose to make merry. The day starts with piety. 
They are eager to worship with dawn. Their sac-
rifices are solemn but they turn festive. Why not? 
They are simply imitating what Moses’ does with 
Yitro (prior) and with the leadership at Mount 
Sinai. We detect a hint of populist envy here: The 
elites have had their solemn feasts, and we’ve 
gotten what? Manna! Loosened by food and 
drink,  the people take the festivity to the next 
level. ְקחֵֽצַל  has a broad semantic range, but we can 
rule out volleyball and comedy shows. In their 
primal piety the private is public; sex, the most 
powerful human force, is channeled for worship.  

 ׳ז:ב״ל תומש
 ץרֶאֶ֥מֵ תָילֵ֖עֱהֶ רשֶׁ֥אֲ ֔£מְּעַ תחֵ֣שִׁ יכִּ֚ דרֵ֕־ לֶ השֶׁ֑מֹ־לאֶ 'ה רבֵּ֥דַיְוַ )ז(
 ׃םיִרָֽצְמִ

Exodus 32:7 
(7) The LORD spoke to Moses, “Hurry down, for 
your people, whom you brought out of the land of 
Egypt, have acted basely. We have to have 
empathy for God here as well. The sarcasm and 
irony reflect the depth of the divine hurt.  

 ׳י:ב״ל תומש
 יוֹג֥לְ ֖£תְוֹא השֶׂ֥עֱאֶֽוְ םלֵּ֑כַאֲוַ םהֶ֖בָ יפִּ֥אַ־רחַיִֽוְ ילִּ֔ החָינִּ֣הַ ה֙תָּעַוְ )י(
 ׃לוֹדֽגָּ

Exodus 32:10 
(10) Now, let Me be, that My anger may blaze 
forth against them and that I may destroy them, 
and make of you a great nation.” So great is 
God’s injury, that God is willing to deploy the 
Noah strategy: destroy and start over with one 
good man (is there a hint of Noah in the word 
haniha?). Moses, out of a sense of realism and 
responsibility, is not interested in entertaining 
this idea for a millisecond. He redirects God’s 
anger, and implores God to relent (vayenahem). 
Arguably, this is Moses’ finest hour.  

ו )טי(  ת֑�חֹמְוּ לגֶעֵ֖הָ־תאֶ ארְ֥ יַּוַ הנֶ֔חֲמַּהַֽ־לאֶ ב֙רַקָ רשֶׁ֤אֲכַּ יהִ֗יְַֽ
 ׃רהָֽהָ תחַתַּ֥ םתָ֖אֹ רבֵּ֥שַׁיְוַ תחֹ֔לֻּהַ־תאֶ ו֙ידָיָּמִ  לֵ֤שְׁיַּוַ השֶׁ֗מֹ ףאַ֣־רחַיִּֽוַ

Exodus 32:19 
(19) As soon as Moses came near the camp and 

saw the calf and the dancing, he became enraged; 
and he hurled the tablets from his hands and 
shattered them at the foot of the mountain. The 
letters flew off the tablets. Purged of the sacred 
words inscribed by God, all that remained was 
blank stone (Midrash). Thus they became too 
heavy for Moses to carry so he dropped them. Or 
did he cast them? Deliberate or impulsive? If it is 
an impulsive act it satisfies his anger. If it is 
deliberate, it subverts the idolatrous impulse and 
shatters the spell of the fetishized object.  

 ׳ד:ד״ל תומש
 ל֙עַיַּ֙וַ ר֙קֶבֹּ֨בַ השֶׁ֤מֹ םכֵּ֨שְׁיַּוַ םינִ֗שֹׁארִכָּ םינִ֜בָאֲ תחֹ֨לֻ־ינֵֽשְׁ לסֹ֡פְיִּוַ )ד(
 ׃םינִֽבָאֲ תחֹ֥לֻ ינֵ֖שְׁ וֹד֔יָבְּ חקַּ֣יִּוַ וֹת֑אֹ 'ה הוָּ֥צִ רשֶׁ֛אֲכַּ ינַ֔יסִ רהַ֣־לאֶ

Exodus 34:4 
(4) So Moses carved two tablets of stone, like the 
first, and early in the morning he went up on 
Mount Sinai, as the LORD had commanded him, 
taking the two stone tablets with him. This is the 
ultimate do-over. But whereas God fashioned the 
first set, Moses fashioned what would become the 
permanent set. The midrash places both sets, the 
broken and the whole, in the Ark, serving as a 
permanent reminder of the rupture of the relation-
ship, and an eternal symbol of its restoration.  

 ט״כ:ד״ל תומש
 השֶׁ֔מֹ־דיַבְּ ת֙דֻעֵהָֽ תחֹ֤לֻ ינֵ֨שְׁוּ ינַ֔יסִ רהַ֣מֵ ה֙שֶׁמֹ תדֶרֶ֤בְּ יהִ֗יְוַ )טכ(
ֹל השֶׁ֣מֹוּ רהָ֑הָ־ןמִ וֹתּ֖דְרִבְּ  ׃וֹתּֽאִ וֹר֥בְּדַבְּ וינָ֖פָּ רוֹע֥ ןרַ֛קָ יכִּ֥ עדַ֗יָ־אֽ

Exodus 34:29 
(29) So 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. The first set of tablets are 
engraved by God after a powerful spectacle of 
fire and thunder, accompanied by the blasts of 
trumpets. The second set are done by Moses 
himself without spectacles or fanfare. But his face 
radiates. Like the phosphorescent rock that glows 
after its exposure to high energy light, here the 
skin of a mere mortal becomes illuminated after 
being exposed to God!  

  ׃וֹתּֽאִ רבֵּ֥דַלְ וֹא֖בֹּ־דעַ וינָ֔פָּ־לעַ ה֙וֶסְמַּהַ־תאֶ השֶׁ֤מֹ בישִׁ֨הֵוְ…
Exodus 34:35 
…Moses would then put the veil back over his 
face until he went in to speak with Him. The 
people are terrified of Moses’ “radio-active” 
visage. Proximity to God has rendered Moses’ 
life a sustained drama of concealment while with 
the people and revealment while with God. 
Meditate on that one.  Shabbat Shalom! 


