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Moses Intercedes with God. (Exodus 32:11-14)         
When the people worship the Golden 
Calf, God is incensed. God said to 
Moses, ַילִּ֔ החָינִּ֣ה  - Let me be, ְםהֶ֖בָ יפִּ֥אַ־רחַיִֽו  
- that my anger may flare up against 
them, ַםלֵּ֑כַאֲו  - and I may destroy them,  

!לוֹדֽגָּ יוֹג֥לְ B֖תְוֹא השֶׂ֥עֱאֶֽוְ  - but you, I will 
make into a great nation! Moses 
understands immediately that he has to 
intercede, otherwise, God will destroy 
the people. So he has to figure out, on the 
spot, what will be the most effective way 
of calming God down, of getting God to 
relent. To us it seems so strange that God 
needs to be calmed down. We have been 
taught to think of God as all-knowing 
and all-powerful.  

  השֶׁ֔מֹ לחַ֣יְוַ
   ה ינֵ֖פְּ־תאֶ
 )אי:בל(  ויהLָ֑אֱ

Moshe soothed  
the face of God 
his God; (32:11a) 

in this moment of idolatry. But God forbid, you 
can't let your anger guide you now otherwise 
you will destroy them. 
When Moses intercedes on behalf of Israel, the 
moment is loaded with urgency. Despite the 
noise of the whole people below, the text subtly 
wants us to focus only on God and Moses in this 
moment. Moses soothed the face of ֱאLָ֑ויה  - ה׳ 
God his God, (not God our God, or  God the God of his fathers etc.) ie. God 
of Moses. But does God only belong to Moses?! 
God belongs to everyone! Only, in the urgency 
of this moment, the people are detached from 
God. Right now, God "belongs" exclusively to 
Moses. God's relationship with the people is 
broken. Moses is saying, God, right now this is 
between you and me.  

But here, instead, God is all-feeling.Or, 
to put it another way, God so intensely 
desires connection to Israel, that his 
experience of betrayal is beyond 
measure. In the verse above, the word   

לחַ֣יְוַ  means to soothe. Imagine then, that 
Moses is consoling God, getting God to 
change God's mind, as it were. If God 
were a person, Moses would be holding 
onto him, or standing bravely in front of 
him, saying: You're angry. You've 
been betrayed. After all you've done 
for them, they have betrayed you 

 
Moses' First Question.  Moses has just been on 
the top of the mountain with God for forty days 
and nights. Though he still has a lot to learn 
about God, (and, in a very short while, he will beseech 
God, 6֔עֲדָ֣אֵוְ 6כֶ֔רָדְּ־תאֶ א֙נָ ינִעֵ֤דִוֹה  - show me your ways and I 
will know you, (34:13)), it is fair to say that he has 
already learned a great deal about God's attri-
butes. That is what is underlying his question 
when he now turns to God: 

He knows God possesses godliness (for 
lack of a better word). In this intense 
moment, in which God threatens to 
destroy Israel and start the whole story 
over with him as head of a new people, 
Moses challenges God to be, godly.      
 
Why are you getting so angry, God? 
These are your people! You just freed 
them! What do you expect from 
them?!  
 
You took them out of Egypt in a night 
of terror. They went through the sea 
being chased by Pharaoh's army. They 
were starving. They were thirsty.  They 
then had to fight a war.  You then 
brought them to this mountain and 
scared them  

half to death so that they could barely 
make out what you were saying. And 
then I went up the mountain to be 
alone with you. For forty days and 
nights. Did you not consider that my 
absence would throw them into a state 
of turmoil?  
 
Of course, what they did was foolish, 
and repugnant, but why would you 
expect them to follow your rules, 
especially about idolatry, when they 
barely know how to be free? All they 
know of you is your power. Now is not 
the time for your anger. Now is the 
moment for you to be godly. Show 
them that you are more than power, 
that you have compassion for them.  

ֹיּוַ   רמֶא֗
  ה֙ המָ֤לָ
  B֙פְּאַ הרֶ֤חֱיֶ
  Bמֶּ֔עַבְּ
  תָ֙אצֵ֙וֹה רשֶׁ֤אֲ
  םיִרַ֔צְמִ ץרֶאֶ֣מֵ
  לוֹד֖גָּ חַכֹ֥בְּ
 ׃הקָֽזָחֲ דיָ֥בְוּ
 )אי:בל(

and he said:  
Why, O God,  
should your anger flare up  
against your people  
whom you brought out  
of the land of Egypt  
with great power,  
with a strong hand? 
(32:11b) 

 
Moses' Second Question. You wanted your name to be known by 

the world, and you specifically wanted 
to show Pharaoh that you were God, 
that you were in control of the 
universe.     Imagine what they are 
going to say when they find out that 
you took your people out of Egypt, and 
you subjected Egypt to all of that 
destruction, only to destroy your very 
own people in the desert! If you do 
this, you will undermine what it means 
to be God! You will destroy your 
reputation! Your great and holy name 
will always be associated with wanton 
cruelty and capricious destruction. Is 
that what you want God?! Who's 
going to want to have anything to do 
with you if one moment you rescue 
your people and the next moment you 
destroy them?  

Even if you went on to make a new 
people through me, God forbid, why 
would I want to subject my descen-
dants to the possibility of total annihi-
lation because of the possibility that, if 
they somehow do something wrong 
they will set off your destructive 
anger?   
 
You need to turn away from your 
anger and be the God that I know you 
are. If you want your name, your 
reputation, to be known as a force for 
good in the world, as opposed to a 
force of bad, ָהעָ֖ר  - destruction, then 
you are going to need us, your people. 
Turn away from your flaming anger,  
I pray, and relent of all the evil that 
you want to mete out against us! 

  ה֩מָּלָ֩
  םיִרַ֜צְמִ וּר֨מְאֹי
  רמֹ֗אלֵ
  העָ֤רָבְּ
  ם֙אָיצִוֹהֽ
  ם֙תָאֹ גרֹ֤הֲלַ
  םירִ֔הָבֶּֽ
  םתhָ֔כַלְוּ֨
  המָ֑דָאֲהָֽ ינֵ֣פְּ לעַ֖מֵ
  בוּשׁ֚
  Bפֶּ֔אַ ןוֹר֣חֲמֵ
  םחֵ֥נָּהִוְ
  העָ֖רָהָ־לעַ
 ׃Bמֶּֽעַלְ
 )בי:בל(

Why  
should the Egyptians say,  
yes, say:  
With evil intent  
he brought them out,  
to kill them  
in the mountains,  
to destroy them  
from the face of the earth?  
Turn away  
from your flaming anger,  
relent  
of the evil [intended]  
against your people! 
(32:12) 

You made a point during the Exodus to 
demonstrate to Egypt that you were powerful. 



 
  רכֹ֡זְ
  קחָ֨צְיִלְ ם֩הָרָבְאַלְ
  Bידֶ֗בָעֲ לאֵ֜רָשְׂיִלְוּ
  ם֮הֶלָ תָּעְבַּ֣שְׁנִ רשֶׁ֨אֲ
  n֒בָּ
  םהֶ֔לֵאֲ רבֵּ֣דַתְּוַ
  םכֶ֔עֲרְזַ־תאֶֽ ה֙בֶּרְאַ
 םיִמָ֑שָּׁהַ יבֵ֖כְוֹככְּ
ֹזּהַ ץרֶאָ֨הָ־לכׇוְ    תא֜

  יתִּרְמַ֗אָ רשֶׁ֣אֲ
  םכֶ֔עֲרְזַלְ ן֙תֵּאֶ
  וּל֖חֲנָוְ
 ׃םלָֽעֹלְ
 )גי:בל(

Recall  
Avraham, Yitzhak  
and Yisrael your servants,  
to whom you swore  
by yourself  
when you spoke to them:  
I will make your seed many  
as the stars of the heavens,  
and all this land  
which I have promised,  
I will give to your seed,  
that they may inherit [it]  
for the ages! 
(32:13) 

 Not only that, but you made a promise 
to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob that you 
would make their descendants as 
numerous as the stars of heaven and 
that you would give them a piece of 
land upon which they would live and 
constitute their nation. If you destroy 
them now, you will be breaking your 
promise. That's not good, God! 

Moses' strategy works. By appealing to 
God's godliness, and then to God's 
reputation, and finally to God's  
promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
Moses is able to console God and get 
God to contain his anger. What sheer 
audacity! What courage! What 
leadership! He speaks in imperatives:  

בוּשׁ֚ ם , חֵ֥נָּהִוְ , and ְרכֹ֡ז -Repent! Relent! 
Remember! (To God!) Having held 
back God's anger, Moses now turns 
towards the people. Moses acts with 
his own anger and destroys the tablets. 
But the people are saved.  (Better the tablets than the people. ) 

  ה םחֶנָּ֖יִּוַ
  העָ֔רָהָ֣־לעַ
  רבֶּ֖דִּ רשֶׁ֥אֲ
 ׃וֹמּֽעַלְ תוֹשׂ֥עֲלַ
 )די:בל(

And God repented  
of the evil  
that he had spoken  
of doing to his people. 
(32:14) 

 

 

I will not go up in your midst. In the 
aftermath of Golden Calf catastrophe, God 
resets his relationship with Israel. Given 
that the people will always provoke God's 
destructive anger, God decides to with-
draw his direct presence in their midst, and 
have a messenger lead them instead. God 
says this to Moses privately. But somehow, 
the people find out! Were they eaves-
dropping? Did they overhear Moses 
discussing this situation with Joshua? Or 
was their own intuition?  Whatever way 
they found out, the very notion that God 
has decided to not go up in their midst put 
them in a state of trauma. They mourn. 
They did not put on their ornaments. 
According to the Septuagint (the ancient 
Greek translation) it means they put on 
clothes of mourning, (another example of 
the prominence of clothing as a theme 
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throughout the exodus and beyond.  Recall 
that upon leaving Egypt they asked the 
Egyptians for clothing (Exod. 12:35), that 
they took the unbaked dough for matzah 
and wrapped it in their clothing (12:34), 
that they laundered their clothing prior to 
the revelation at Sinai (19:10, 14) and that 
in Moses' farewell address he says that 
their clothing did not wear out during the 
entire 40-year journey (Deut. 8:4)).     
Back to God threatening to not go up in 
their midst. Not only were the people 
deeply trauma-
tized by this, but 
Moses himself, 
was also con-
cerned. For him, 
not having God 
in Israel's midst 
during the jour-
ney would be 
nothing short of catastrophic. When God 
has Moses carve the second set of tablets, 
and then reveals to Moses his essential 
attributes of compassion and mercy, Moses 

first bows low to God and then beseeches 
God to relent and to go in our midst (see below). 
He further asks God to forgive the people. 
And therein lies the message. Forgiveness 
is the prerequisite for having God in our 
midst. When God forgives the people for 
their great transgression, he will then be 
able to dwell in their midst.  The worship 
of the Golden Calf was defiling. Only 
forgive-ness can remedy that pollution. It's 
not an accident that these words are found 
at the core of the Selihot services on Yom 

Kippur. Bottom line: only sincere repen-
tance can elicit God's forgiveness so that 
God's presence can be restored in our 
midst.                    Shabbat Shalom! 

  ה֙שֶׁמֹ־לאֶ ה רבֵּ֨דַיְוַ
  הזֶּ֔מִ הלֵ֣עֲ nלֵ֣
  תָילִ֖עֱהֶֽ רשֶׁ֥אֲ םעָ֔הָוְ התָּ֣אַ
  םיִרָ֑צְמִ ץרֶאֶ֣מֵ
  יתִּעְבַּ֠שְׁנִ֠ רשֶׁ֣אֲ ץרֶאָ֗הָ־לאֶ
  ב֙קֹעֲיַלְוּֽ קחָ֤צְיִלְ םהָ֨רָבְאַלְ
  ׃הנָּנֶֽתְּאֶ B֖עֲרְזַלְ רמֹ֔אלֵ
  nאָ֑לְמַ Bינֶ֖פָלְ יתִּ֥חְלַשָׁוְ
  י֙נִעֲנַכְּהַֽ־תאֶ יתִּ֗שְׁרַ גֵֽוְ
  יזִּ֔רִפְּהַוְ י֙תִּחִהַֽוְ ירִ֔מֹאֱהָֽ
  ׃יסִֽוּביְהַוְ יוִּ֖חִהַ
  שׁבָ֑דְוּ בלָ֖חָ תבַ֥זָ ץרֶאֶ֛־לאֶ
ֹל י֩כִּ   B֗בְּרְקִבְּ הלֶ֜עֱאֶֽ א֨
  התָּאַ֔ ף֙רֶעֹ֨־השֵׁקְ־םעַ יכִּ֤
  ׃nרֶדָּֽבַּ B֖לְכֶאֲ־ןפֶּ
  הזֶּ֖הַ ערָ֛הָ רבָ֥דָּהַ־תאֶ םעָ֗הָ עמַ֣שְׁיִּוַ
  וּלבָּ֑אַתְיִּוַ
 ׃וילָֽעָ וֹי֖דְעֶ שׁיאִ֥ וּתשָׁ֛־אֹלוְ
 )ד-א:גל תומש(

God said to Moshe:  
Go, up from here,  
you and the people that you brought up 
from the land of Egypt,  
to the land of which I swore  
to Avraham, to Yitzhak and to Yaakov, 
saying: I will give it to your seed.  
I will send a messenger before you  
and will drive out the Canaanite,  
the Amorite and the Hittite and the Perizzite, 
the Hivvite and the Yevusite—,  
to a land flowing with milk and honey.  
But: I will not go up in your midst,  
for a hard necked people are you,  
lest I destroy you on the way!  
[When] the people heard this evil word  
they mourned,  
and no man put on his ornaments [again]. 
(Exod. 33:1-4) 

and he said:  
Pray if I have found favor in your eyes,  
O my Lord,  
pray let my Lord go in our midst!  
Indeed, it is a hard necked people—  
so forgive our iniquity and our sin,  
and make-us-your-inheritance! 
(Exod. 34:9) 

ֹיּוַ   רמֶא֡
  B֙ינֶ֙יעֵבְּ ןחֵ֤ יתִאצָ֨מָ א֩נָ־םאִ
  ינָ֔דֹאֲ
  וּנבֵּ֑רְקִבְּ ינָ֖דֹאֲ אנָ֥־nלֶיֵֽ
  אוּה֔ ף֙רֶעֹ֨־השֵׁקְ־םעַ יכִּ֤
  וּנתֵ֖אטָּחַלְוּ וּננֵ֥וֹעֲלַ תָּ֛חְלַסָוְ
 ׃וּנתָּֽלְחַנְוּ
 )ט:דל תומש(


