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Chapter XXVI: Shemini (Lev. 9:1-11:47)

Essay 1. Aaron and the Golden Calf
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There is a verse: “[Moses] said to Aaron: ‘Take a calf of the herd for a sin offering and
a ram for a burnt offering, without blemish, and bring them before the L-rd.” ! Rashi explained:
“|This was] to announce that the Holy One, Blessed be He, granted him atonement by means
of this calf for the incident of the [Golden] Calf that he had made.”

The Zera Berach? (part 2), questioned this, that it’s necessary to check why [Rashi]
said “to announce,” etc., that he could have said simply, “a calf to atone for the incident with
the [Golden] Calf,” and he explained this according to his manner. It appears worthwhile to
check this further: What was the reason that these offerings differed, for Aaron brought the
calf as a sin offering, but Israel brought a calf as a burnt offering. It is brought in the 3"¢
chapter of tractate Rosh Hashana (page 26a):

Rav Chisda said: Why doesn’t the High Priest enter the innermost
sanctum [i.e., the Holy of Holies], with golden garments to perform the [Yom
Kippur] service? Because a prosecutor cannot become an advocate. [l.e., gold
serves as a prosecutor in that it is a reminder of the sin of the Golden Calf, and thus
it can’t become an advocate, i.e., be part of the High Priest’s garments as he prays
on behalf of the Jewish people.]

’ English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays available at https://zstorah.com
"Lev. 9:2.
2 Rabbi Berachia Berech ben R’ Yitzchak Izaak Shapiro, Zera Berach (Krakow 1646), commentary on the Torah.
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[The Gemara asks] But there is the Ark, the Ark cover, and the cherub
[all of which are plated with gold]. [The Gemara explains] What we are saying is a
sinner should not bring [gold] into [the Holy of Holies].
- Rosh Hashana 26a
Rashi explained [the meaning of the Gemara]: *“ A sinner shall not bring’— the person should
not bring an offering of that with which he sinned.”’

If so, Israel, who certainly sinned with the [Golden] Calf, cannot bring a calf as a sin
offering, because a prosecutor cannot become a defender. If Aaron too were considered a
sinner with regard to the Golden Calf, it would certainly be improper for him to bring a calf
as a sin offering, for a sinner should not bring an offering consisting of that by which he sinned.

Rather certainly, since he did bring a calf as a sin offering, we hear from this that his
act of making of the [Golden] Calf did not label him a sinner, but it was like an indirect cause,
or should be considered accidental, or that he was coerced. Therefore, [Rashi] wrote, “|This
was] to announce that the Holy One, Blessed be He, granted him atonement by means of this
calf for the incident of the [Golden] Calf that he had made,” and not simply, “to atone for the
incident with the [Golden] Calf,” for if he had said this, the meaning would be that Aaron
had sinned and needed atonement. For then there would be a question: If so, that he had
sinned and needed atonement, why did he bring a calf, for isn’t is so that a prosecutor cannot
become a defender? Rather, [Rashi] wrote “to announce that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
granted him atonement,” for the Scripture came to inform that [Aaron] is not considered a
voluntary sinner with regard to the Golden Calf.
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Furthermore, one can say that indeed Aaron did not sin at all in the making of the
Golden Calf. On the contrary, he is worthy of receiving reward, since he acted with good
intentions and for the sake of Heaven. That is, when he heard that Israel said, “Arise, make
us a god to lead us,”* it was clear that they had already entertained thoughts of idol worship.
For thoughts of idol worship, it is written, “Thus I will hold the House of Israel to account
for their thoughts.”” If Israel had received the Tablets while blemished with this bad thinking,
certainly they would not have survived, for the Torah would not have been fulfilled in their
hands, and they would have fallen with their many great sins.

3 Rabbi Berachia Berech ben R’ Yitzchak Izaak Shapiro, Zera Berach (Krakow 1646), commentary on the Torah.
4 Rashi on Rosh Hashana 26a.
5 Ezek. 14:5.



This is as [the rabbis] of blessed memory said in tractate Chagigah, chapter 2 (15b),
about Doeg, and Achitofel, and Acher, who despite being Torah scholars are said to have no part
in the World-to-Come, seeing that they had mud in their hearts. It is also said that that all wool
that enters a pot to be dyed does not emerge colored, i.e., that not everyone who learns Torah
emerges as worthy. One who was clean originally® will emerge worthy, but all who were not
clean originally will not emerge worthy.

Even after Moses’ return, had he rebuked them for their flaw, it’s certain that they
would not have regretted it properly, thinking that sinful thoughts are not truly sinful.
Therefore, Aaron facilitated their act of making the Golden Calf, for he knew that afterward
they would regret it and be ashamed. This is as we find, “And when the people heard these
evil tidings, they mourned; and no man did put on him his ornaments.”” We have also learned
that anyone who commits a transgression and is ashamed of it, all his sins are forgiven.®
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With this, we can understand the wording of Rashi, “This teaches that Aaron was
ashamed. Moses said to him, ‘Why are you ashamed? For this you were chosen.” ”° What is
the meaning of “for this you were chosen”? Rather, the matter is this: That if it is said that
Aaron sinned with the making of the Golden Calf, it is considered that he caused the
multitudes to sin and placed a stumbling block before them. If so, he is no longer suitable to
be a priest, let alone High Priest, since even a prayer leader is not initially named if he has
acted thus. Because of this, Moses said to him, “Why are you ashamed? That is, from your
shame, it appears that you sinned, but isn’t it so that you didn’t sin at all, that for this reason
you were chosen to be High Priest, because just as your intent was for the good, in order that
they would be ashamed and would have atonement. Because of this, measure-for-measure,
you were chosen to be High Priest, so that you would always atone for Israel by bringing
their sacrifices. This is the meaning of what is written, “Moses saw that the people were out
of control—since Aaron had let them get out of control—being disgraced before those who oppose
them.”!? That is, that the thoughts of their evil hearts were revealed and publicized openly,
“being disgraced before those who oppose them,” in order that they be scorned before the
prosecuting angels, for through that shame, they were granted atonement.

¢ Literally, “when with its mother.”
7Ex. 33:4.

8 Berachot 12b.

% Rashi on Lev. 9:7.

10 Ex. 32:25.
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By this, we can also understand the verse, “You know that this people is bent on
evil,”!! and a question is what defense was this for Aaron? How was this an answer to what
Moses said, “What did this people do to you that you have brought such great sin upon
them?”!2

Maybe it can be said that the defense is what he said afterward: “They said to me,
‘Make us a god to lead us . . .” They gave [gold] to me and I hurled it into the fire and out came
this calf!” ”!> That’s as if to say that it emerged on its own through their sorcery. If so, the
question is what need was there for him to preface with, “You know that this people is bent on
evil.”

Also, what is the meaning of this “you know”? He should have said, “we know,” for
what did Moses know more than Aaron about this?

It can be said what is brought in Ex. Rabbah on the verse, “I have marked well the
plight of My people in Egypt and have heeded their outcry because of their taskmasters; yes, I am
mindful of their sufferings.”!*

The Holy One, Blessed be He said to Moses: ‘You see one sight but I see
two sights. You see them arriving at Sinai and receiving My Torah. I see when they
arrive to Mount Sinai to receive the Torah, I descend in my Divine Chariot, and
they draw out the form of the [Golden] Calf from the Chariot, and thereby
anger Me.

- Ex. Rabbah 3:2

The Divine Chariot mentioned in Ezekiel 1:4-28 includes the form of four animals, one of them
being an ox. The intent of the Midrash is that the Israelites and Mixed Multitude unhitched the ox
from the Divine Chariot, and used it as a template to form the Golden Calf. See also Chapter XLVI,
Ekev, essay 10.

It appears from here that even initially, i.e., even before the long absence of Moses, they
had evil thoughts. Now they could not attain regret and atonement except through an action
of idolatry, for through this they would come to shame.

1M Ex. 32:22.

12 Ex. 32:21.

13 Ex. 32:23-24.
14 Ex. 3:7.
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However, there is still a question: if it is true that Aaron did not sin at all, why is it
written, “And the L-rd was angry enough with Aaron to have destroyed him; so I also
interceded for Aaron at that time.”! It can be said that it is indeed so that in the incident with
the Golden Calf, he did not sin at all. Rather, afterward Aaron took their idol and crushed it
before them, and said to them, “See that it has no substance,”'® and through this, he caused
them to become intentional sinners, as below. Because of this, his sons died — for although
they erred in their reasoning and should have been judged as coerced or inadvertent sinners,
since their hearts compelled them and they did not sin intentionally, and thus they should
not have been liable to death, nonetheless, they were judged as intentional sinners because of
the sin of their father.

oy? NI "9 YR ."07¥32 1921 QY 12pTNN A" L7 10K ,"ayg 7YY 9792 193)" PI09T 1) 121 A
22 238,239 Ay Y 0phy 1927 a7V 120P0Y TIE PRIIY XX .07V TIIN 127R N9 71X Y 0% n?
DY 192 1IN 2W 1379V T LD ORWYY 1IN APYW 0 o 01 17 12 7 1T Runo

With this, we can also understand the verse, “Come forward to the altar and sacrifice
your sin offering and your burnt offering, making expiation for yourself and for the people,”!’
and after this, “and sacrifice the people’s offering and make expiation for them.” '8 A question
is why do I need two atonements for the people? Also, what is the need for Aaron’s offering
to atone for them?

Rather, the people of Israel needed their own offering to atone for the sin of the Golden
Calf. However, that entire sin had the status of an inadvertent transgression, but what Aaron
did, which caused them to become intentional sinners, required that Aaron’s offering atone
for them.

% %k %

15 Deut. 9:20.

16T ev. Rabbah 7:1.
7Lev. 9:7.
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