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Chapter XXII: Vavakhel (Ex. 35:1-38:20)

Essay 7. Atoning for the Golden Calf
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Midrash Rabbah:

“[And Moses said to the Israelites:] See, the L-rd has called out by name
Bezalel [son of Uri son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah, endowing him with a divine
spirit of skill, ability, and knowledge in every kind of craft].”! This is [the meaning
of] that which is written, “I will heal their backsliding, I will love them freely.”>
What is written previously? “The Israelites brought a freewill offering to the
L-rd,” and afterward [it is written], “See, the L-rd has called out by name
Bezalel.” Rather, when they made the [Golden] Calf, the Holy One, Blessed be
He, said to Moses, “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].”* [Moses]| said to
Him: “Test them; let them make the Tabernacle.” What is written about that
iniquity [of the Golden Calf]? “Remove the gold rings [that are on the ears of
your wives, your sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me].”> What did
they bring? They brought rings. When they made the Tabernacle they brought
it as a freewill offering. What is written? “Everyone generous of heart brought
a bracelet, an earring, a ring, and a girdle.”® With rings they sinned and with
rings He was reconciled with them. The Divine Spirit called out through

: English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com
' Ex. 35:30-31.

2 Hosea 14:5.

3 Ex. 35:29.

4 Ex. 32:10.

S Ex. 32:2.

¢ Ex. 35:22.




Hosea: “Instead of it being said to them: You are not My people, it will be said
to them: Children of the living G-d.”’

- Ex. Rabbah 48:6
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This requires examination: If the main point of the commentary is about the verse,
“The Israelites brought a freewill offering to the L-rd,” why does [the author] begin his words
with the verse, “See, the L-rd has called out by name Bezalel” in order to say, “What is
written previously”?

What is the connection of “See, the L-rd has called out by name Bezalel” with the
verse, “I will heal their backsliding”?

How can it be said, “With rings they sinned and with rings He was reconciled with
them,” for isn’t it so that “a prosecutor cannot become an advocate.”® l.e., as the Gemara
explains in tractate Rosh Hashanah, the High Priest doesn’t enter the Holy of Holies with golden
garments, because that would bring to mind the sin of the Golden Calf. Thus, if rings were used
for sinning by fashioning the Golden Calf, how can other rings be used for reconciliation?

Also, what is meant by, “The Divine Spirit called out”?
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We need to check further this verse, “See, the L-rd has called out by name Bezalel.”
Why did it say “See”?

Aside from the explanation of the rabbis, of blessed memory, it can also be said that
it is brought there in the Midrash that when Israel made the Golden Calf, Hur stood and
protested and was murdered; thus, he gave his life for the sake of the Holy One, Blessed be He.’
[G-d] said to him: “By your life, all the descendants who emerge from you, I will elevate them
and grant them a good name in the world,” as it is stated: “See, the L-rd has called out by
name Bezalel, son of Uri son of Hur.”'°

7 Hosea 2:1.

8 Rosh Hashanah 26a.
9 Sanhedrin 7a.

10 Ex. Rabbah 48:3.
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It is known that the Tabernacle was made to atone for the sin of the Golden Calf. “The
Holy One, Blessed be He, said, ‘Let the gold in the Tabernacle atone for the gold of the [Golden]
Calf.’ ”'! In order that Israel wouldn’t despair, saying, “Even though the sin of the [Golden]
Calf was atoned for with the gold of the Tabernacle, we still have the grave sin of shedding
blood because we killed Hur,” therefore, to comfort them, it says, “See, the L-rd has called
out by name Bezalel [son of Uri son of Hur].” That is, since the Holy One, Blessed be He,
called his son by name, he has already received his reward, and there is no accuser against
you anymore. Just as Hur died because of the Golden Calf, so his son will be exalted by name
for the work of the Tabernacle, which serves to rectify the act of the Golden Calf. You are
assured that the Shechinah will dwell in the work of your hands.

Now, it is explained well: This is what is written, “I will heal their backsliding,”
because when the verse says, “See, the L-rd has called out by name Bezalel,” it proves that “I
will heal their backsliding.” I.e., the word “see” points out Hur’s reward, showing that the sin
has been atoned.
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Maybe you will say, how can the verse say, “See, the L-rd has called out by name
Bezalel,” which we say means that the sin of the Golden Calf has already been erased for
them, since the Tabernacle had not yet been made at that time?

Therefore, it said, “What is written previously? ‘The Israelites brought a freewill
offering to the L-rd,” and afterward [it is written], “See, the L-rd has called out by name
Bezalel.” Immediately upon them bringing the freewill offering, it atoned for them, then it
immediately said, “See, the L-rd has called out by name Bezalel.” By juxtaposing these verses,
we see that the atonement was achieved immediately when they brought the donations for the
Tabernacle.

Why, upon bringing the freewill offering, did it immediately atone for them? Because
when the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses, “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],” [Moses] said to
Him: “Test them; let them make the Tabernacle.” What is the meaning of this test? It is

' Midrash Tanchuma, Teruma, note 8:3.



because Israel worshiped the Golden Calf, but the primary culprits were the mixed multitude
(“the Erev Rav’) who sinned and who caused Israel to sin.
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Therefore, a test was needed to determine if this was true. That is, if Israel didn’t bring
the rings for the Tabernacle, it would prove that they were primarily responsible for the
making of the Golden Calf, and that they were embarrassed to bring the rings for the
Tabernacle, as was Saul when he rose Samuel from the dead to consult with him.'? That is, Saul
said to Samuel, “The Philistines are attacking me and G-d has turned away from me; He no longer
answers me, either by prophets or in dreams; so I have called you to tell me what I am to do.”"3
He did not say that he consulted the Urim VeTummim, because he had Killed all the residents of
Nob, the city of priests.!* Thus, he was ashamed to consult the Urim VeTummim, which required
the services of a priest.!
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However, if they had brought the rings, it would be proven that Israel was not
primarily responsible for the incident of the Golden Calf. Because of this, they were not
ashamed to bring the rings; rather, it was the mixed multitude who were the ones who
corrupted themselves and corrupted others, as Rashi explained on the verse, “The L-rd
spoke to Moses, “Go, descend, Hurry down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land
of Egypt, have acted basely,”'° and see there.!”

This is the meaning of “With rings they sinned,” referring to those that did sin, “and
with rings He was reconciled with them,” meaning to Israel.

Furthermore, with the Golden Calf, only a minority of Israel sinned, as the Yefeh To'ar
wrote on the verse, “When any party gives to another a donkey, an ox, a sheep or any other

121 Sam. 28.

131 Sam. 28:15.

141 Sam. 22.

15 Berachot 12b; Lev. Rabbah 26:7.

16 Ex. 32:7.

17 Rashi on Ex. 32:7: “It does not say ‘the people’ have corrupted but ‘your people’—the mixed multitude whom
you received of your own accord and accepted as proselytes without consulting Me. You thought it a good thing that
proselytes should be attached to the Shechinah—now they have corrupted themselves and have corrupted others.”
(Based on Ex. Rabbah 42:6).



animal to guard,”'® that with the Golden Calf, only a very small minority of Israel erred
because of it.!” But in the offering for the Tabernacle, all or most of the people donated.
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May you will say, wasn’t it obvious to the Holy One, Blessed be He, that Israel only
sinned because of the mixed multitude? What was the need for this test? It can be said that
the test was only to silence the attribute of strict justice and the nations of the world, so that
they wouldn’t say that the Holy One, Blessed be He, showed favor to Israel unjustly. Now,
when they saw this test, it was a compelling proof that Israel did not sin. Therefore, the Divine
Spirit cried out, in order to publicize this matter, to praise Israel, and to announce to
everyone that Israel did not sin.
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If you say, if for the Golden Calf, only a very small minority of Israel went astray, as
implied in the discussion of the 6™ chapter of tractate Yoma, regarding one who rejoiced
inwardly in celebration of idolatry, which was not subject to capital punishment by a human court,
[was Kkilled] by Divine punishment in the form of by the intestinal illness known as hidrokan.

Why did G-d’s anger burn against them, and why did He seek to destroy them all, as
it is written, “Now, let Me be [that My anger may blaze forth against them and that [ may destroy
them, and make of you a great nation.” It can be said that since the majority of them did not
sin, they were considered to have the ability to protest against the making of the Golden Calf,
but they did not protest.
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Alternatively, another way to explain this matter of the test is: “With rings they sinned
and with rings He was reconciled with them,” that Israel initially when they made the Golden
Calf, their intention was not to deny the fundamental principles of faith, G-d forbid, but
rather to make a leader to go before them in place of Moses.

18 Ex. 22:9.
19 Rabbi Shmuel Yaffe Ashkenazi, Yefeh To ar (1692), commenting on Lev. Rabbah 37:8.

5



This is as it is written, “Rise, make us a god who shall go before us, for that fellow
Moses—the man who brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know what has happened to
him.”?° This is like the generation of Enosh, who believed in the First Cause as the one who
created the universe, as is known.>! However, the nations believed that Israel had truly sinned
with complete idol worship and had denied the fundamental principles of faith. See the
commentators, of blessed memory.

But with the offering for the Tabernacle, it became clear in hindsight that their
intention was not, G-d forbid, to deny the fundamental principles of faith, but rather to seek
a leader to guide them on the path, the opposite of the belief of the nations.
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This is similar to what Rabbi Moshe Zacuto of blessed memory wrote in his
commentary on the Zohar (in Parashat Pekudei, page Zohar 224a), where it appears from
there that Israel gave all their gold for the Tabernacle before the incident of the Golden Calf.
This is the opposite of what the Zohar writes in other places, and also contrary to the plain
meaning of the verses and the words of the rabbis, of blessed memory. [Rabbi Zacuto]
answered there that certainly they were commanded about the work of the Tabernacle before
Moses ascended the mountain the first time. Immediately after, they set aside all their gold
and dedicated it to holiness. However, they had not yet been commanded about the details of
the matter of the Tabernacle and its utensils, as this command was only given after Moses
descended from the mountain on Yom Kippur. Therefore, Aaron said to them, “Whoever has
gold, take it off,”?? since they had all already set it aside for holiness, and it was not
appropriate to use it for other purposes or to lower it from holiness to impurity, G-d forbid,
as it had already been prepared for the perfection and rectification of the holy Gevurot, etc.
The klipot gain nourishment from the Gevurot, so rectifying the Gevurot will weaken the klipot.

20 Ex. 32:1.

2l Gen. 4:26: “And to Seth, in turn, a son was born, and he named him Enosh. It was then that they began to
invoke the name of the L-rd.” While Enosh believed that the L-rd had created the universe, they thought he had created
the stars and spheres to govern the world, and that led to idolatry. See Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Idol Worship
1:1.

22 Ex. 32:24.
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He has support for this from the words of the Zohar, for in the verse, “Moses alone
shall come near the L-rd,”? it is written that at that time it was announced that a sanctuary
would be established among them.?* In Parashat Vayakhel, it is written (on page 197a), “He
repeated all over again the instructions concerning the making of the Tabernacle,”?’ which
shows that they had started the work previously.

Also, there is proof from what is written in parashat Pekudei, “All the gold that was
used for the work, in all the work of the sanctuary—the elevation offering of gold—came to 29
talents and 730 shekels by the sanctuary weight,”?® where the word “used” means to say that it
had already been prepared and consecrated for the work.?” That’s because for the silver, it is
said, “The silver of those of the community who were recorded came to 100 talents and 1,775
shekels by the sanctuary weight,”?® and for the copper, it is written, “The copper from the
elevation offering came to 70 talents and 2,400 shekels,”?’ but for the gold, it is written, “used
for the work,” and see there.
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Now, even if we say that Israel made the Golden Calf, they certainly did so
unknowingly and without understanding, but their evil inclination enveloped them, that it
showed them Moses’ likeness on his deathbed,*® and their actions succeeded, so that the Golden
Calf arose and was living and speaking, as the commentators wrote.’' They were like coerced
people and had no intention to deny the fundamental principles of faith, G-d forbid. A proof
of this is that they did not take the gold they had prepared for holiness, but rather, “and all
the people took off the gold rings that were in their ears and brought them to Aaron,”*? and as
an offering for the Tabernacle, it was to the contrary, willing from “the beginning, the
middle, and the end.”>’

3 Ex. 24:2.

24 Zohar 11:126a (Mishpatim 29:575).
25 Zohar 11:197a (Vayakhel 3:42).

26 Ex. 38:24.

27 Zohar 11:223b (Pekudei 8:60).

2 Ex. 38:25.

2 Ex. 38:29.

30 Shabbos 89a.

31 Midrash Tanchuma, Ki Tisa, note 19.
32 Ex. 32:3.

33 Cf. Tosafot Bechorot 39a.
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Because of this, the gold of the Tabernacle, which they had already set aside and
dedicated for holiness, atoned for the act of the Golden Calf. This is the test by which Moses
tested them, if they had brought everything they had initially prepared, and whether they
brought the rings that had already been consecrated for holiness. This preparation serves to
show Israel that they had no intention to deny the fundamental principles of faith, G-d forbid,
since they did not misuse what had been set aside for holiness.
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In this way, we will solve what Rashi of blessed memory questioned, when he
explained the verse of Eliezer giving gifts to Rebecca, “the man took a gold nose-ring weighing
a beka, and two gold bands [that he placed] on her arms.”** Regarding the gold nose-ring, Rashi
wrote that this was “a hint of the shekels of Israel, a beka a head.”*> One may question Rashi’s
comment, as the Torah later explicitly says, “a beka a head, half a shekel by the sanctuary
weight.”*® Regarding the “two gold bands [that he placed] on her arms,” Rashi explains this as
“a hint of the two Tablets of stone, joined together.”

The Yefeh To’ar questioned this: What the connection is here to the half-shekel.
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It can be said that Rashi is coming to explain why [Eliezer| did not place the ring on
[Rebecca’s| nose, as he did with the bracelets, as it is written “and two gold bands [that he
placed] on her arms.” It cannot be said that he didn’t do this out of modesty, for if so, why
when he repeated his words to her family, did he say, “And I put the ring on her nose.”*’
Rather, certainly the reason is because the ring is a reminder of the half-shekel, and the half-
shekel only came about to atone for the making of the Golden Calf, as it is written “a ransom
for his soul.”*® It is said in the Midrash: Because [Israel] violated the Ten Commandments,

34 Gen. 24:22.

35 Rashi on Gen. 24:22.
36 Ex. 38:26.

37 Gen. 24:47.

3 Ex. 30:12.



therefore they were given the command of the half-shekel, for the shekel is twenty gerahs,”
and if Israel had not sinned, they wouldn’t have needed the half-shekel.*
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Eliezer wanted to hint to Rebecca that if she would marry Isaac, she would have the
merit of the Ten Commandments, which are destined to be given to Israel in the merit of
Isaac, as the Torah was given in the merit of Isaac, as it is said that Israel heard it directly
from the mouth of the Almighty (see Makkot page 24a), and also, it was given in fire. Also,
the blowing of the ram’s horn [shofar] at the Revelation of Sinai was that of Isaac,*! i.e., the ram
that was sacrificed in lieu of Isaac.*’ These hints were given in order that Rebecca would not
say, “What use is the giving of the Ten Commandments if afterwards they will sin with the
Golden Calf,” or be afraid that Israel would have no remedy, since the Torah was given
through the attributes of power [Gevurah]*’ and judgment. Because of this, he hinted to her
the ring that weighed a beka, like the half-shekel, about which it is written, “a beka a head,
half a shekel by the sanctuary weight,” etc.
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Therefore, [Eliezer] took out the ring and held it in his hand, as if to say, “Even if
Israel will sin with the Golden Calf, in any case it will be atoned for them through the earrings
and the ring,” as we wrote above. He did not place it on her nose as he did with the bracelets,
placing them on her hands, because it was not necessary for Israel to give the half-shekel, as
perhaps they would not sin and would not need the half-shekel. However, when he later
repeated the words, he said, “And I put the ring on her nose,” as he did not want to reveal
this esoteric secret. This is why Rashi was compelled to explain “a gold nose-ring weighing a
beka” was a hint to the half-shekel.

3 Ex. 30:13.

40 Midrash Tanchuma, Ki Tisa, note 10.
41 Tur, Orach Chaim 417.

4 Gen. 22:13.

43 Zohar 1I:81a (Yitro 286-87).



