Wendy Amsellem

Aharon and the Golden Calf: Art and Responsibility

1. Rashi on Exodus 32:2
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In the ears of your wives: Aharon said in his heart, “The women and children cherish their
jewelry, perhaps this will delay the matter and in the meantime Moshe will come but they did not
wait but rather removed them from themselves.

2. Rashi on Exodus 32:5
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And he built an altar - to delay them.
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And he said there will be a holiday for God tomorrow: and not today, perhaps Moshe would
come before they worshipped it. . . .And also he saw and said ‘if they build the altar, each will
bring a stone and the work will be done all at once, if T build it and am sluggish, Moshe will
-come in the meantime.’ '
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A hohday for God: in his heart [Aharon] was loyal to God and he was sure that Moshe would
come and [the people] would worship God.

3. Rashi on Exodus 32:4
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A molten calf: Once Aharon threw it into the furnace, the magicians of the mixed multitude that
had come out of Egypt with them came and made [the calf] with magic.

4, Ibn Ezra on Exodus 32
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And they were only asking for someone who would go before them to scout out a resting place
because they thought that Moshe died and that’s why he did not come down. And Aharon built
the altar for God and brought sacrifices on it. But it was done inappropriately, that is without
sanctity and some of Israel thought it was an idol.-




5. Vayikra Rabbah 7:1
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R. Asi said this teaches that [Aharon] took a goldsmith’s hammer and broke [the calf] open and
said “See there is nothing in it!” And this is why God said to Moshe, The one who has sinned
before me I'will erase from my book (Exodus 32:33) as it is said And God was very angry with
Aharon to destroy him. (Deuteronomy 9:20)

6. Talmud Bavli Sanhedrin 72
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And Aharon saw and built an altar before him: What did he see? R. Binyamin bar Yefet said in
the name of R. Elazar — he saw Chur lying slaughtered before him and he said “If I don’t Hsten -
to them they will do to me what they did to Chur and that would fulfill If'a priest or a prophet is
killed in the sanctuary and then there will never be atonement. Better that they worship the calf,
perhaps they can find atonement through repentance.”

7. Vayikra Rabbah 10:3
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Another explanation ‘And Aharon saw’: What did he see? He said ‘If they build it, the guilt will
hang on them, better that the guilt will hang on me and not on Israel.” R. Abba bar Yudan said —
it is like the son of a king whose heart became wanton and he took a spade to undermine his
father. His teacher said to him ‘Do not tire yourself give it to me and I will undermine.’ The king
saw [the teacher] and said ‘I know your true intentions; you said better that the guilt will hang on
you and not on my son. By your life, you will not leave my palace and you will eat from my
table...’




