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Chapter XXVI: Shemini (Lev. 9:1–11:47) 
 
Essay 2. The Golden Calf and the teaching of repentance 
 

קָרַעְתָּ   מִדְרָשׁ לָמָּה  הַשָּׁרֵת  מַלְאָכֵי  אָמְרוּ  אַהֲרֹן  בְּנֵי  שֶׁנִּשְׂרְפוּ  בְּשָׁעָה  נִבְחָר,  כֶּסֶף  בְּסֵפֶר  לִפְנֵיהֶם,  פְּלִיאָה הוּבָא  הַיָּם  אֶת   

וְכוּ' עכ"ל. וְהוּא פֶּלֶא.  " זַ   הֵשִׁיבוּ הַשְּׂרוּפִים "הֲשִׁיבֵנוּ ה' אֵלֶי "ל שֶׁבְּנֵי אַהֲרֹן מֵתוּ בִּשְׁבִיל חֵטְא אַהֲרֹן וְיוּבַן בְּמָה שֶׁאָמְרוּ 

לּוּי בָּנִים וּתְפִלָּתוֹ יוְאֵין הַשְׁמָדָה אֶלָּא כִ  רֵשׁ רַשִׁ"י עַל פָּסוּק "וּבְאַהֲרֹן הִתְאַנַּף ה' מְאֹד לְהַשְׁמִידוֹ".ישֶׁעָשָׂה אֶת הָעֵגֶל, כְּמוֹ שֶׁפֵּ 

נָתוֹ הָיְתָה לַטּוֹבָה כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ  ונַיִם וְנִשְׁאֲרוּ שְׁנַיִם עכ"ל. וּמָה הָיָה חֶטְאוֹ שֶׁל אַהֲרֹן, וַהֲלאֹ כַּוָּ וּמֵתוּ שְׁ   מֶחֱצָהשֶׁל מֹשֶׁה עָשָׂה  

  זַ"ל.

This essay continues the teachings from Chapter XXV, Tzav, essays 1 and 2. 

There is a wondrous midrash that is brought in the book, Kessef Nivchar1: “In the 

hour that the sons of Aaron, [Nadab and Abihu,] were burned [after offering strange fire], the 

ministering angels said to G-d, ‘Why did you split the sea before them?’ Those who died in 

the fire answered, ‘Return us, O L-rd, to Yourself.’ ”2 This is wondrous.  

A first question, then, is what is the connection between the splitting of the sea at time of 

the Exodus from Egypt and the deaths of Aaron’s sons?  

A second question is what is the meaning of Nadab and Abihu’s plea, “Return us.” 

This will be understood by what [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, that the sons of 

Aaron died because of the sin of Aaron, that he made the Golden Calf, as Rashi explained on 

the verse, “Moreover, the L-rd was angry enough with Aaron to have destroyed him.”3 The 

expression “destruction” means to finish off his sons, and the prayer of Moses created a 

division into two, and half of Aaron’s sons died, and half remained. Thus, Nadab and Abihu 

died, while Eliezer and Itamar survived. 

What was the sin of Aaron, and wasn’t his intention for good, as [the rabbis] of blessed 

memory said?  

 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Rabbi Josiah ben Joseph Pinto (c. 1565–c. 1648), Syrian rabbi and preacher, a disciple of Rabbi Chaim Vital. 

His books included Kessef Nivchar (Venice 1621), Kabbalistic sermons on the weekly parshayot. 
2 Lam. 5:21. 
3 Deut. 9:20. 
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פָּרָשַׁת   רֵישׁ  בַּמִּדְרָשׁ  דְּאִיתָא  אֶת־אַהֲרֹן"וְיֵשׁ לוֹמַר  יִשְׂרָאֵל  "צַו  בֵּין  אַהֲרֹן  שֶׁנָּתַן  שִׂנְאָה  מְדָנִים"  תְּעוֹרֵר  "שִׂנְאָה  לַאֲבִיהֶם  , 
שֶׁאֵין בּוֹ מַמָּשׁ, הוּא    לָהֶם רְאוּמְלַמֵּד שֶׁהָיָה אַהֲרֹן נוֹטֵל קָרְבָּנָם וּפוֹחֲסָן לִפְנֵיהֶם וְאוֹמֵר  .  שֶׁבַּשָּׁמַיִם הִיא עוֹרְרָה לָהֶם דִּינֵי דִּינִים

וְכוּ' כִּי־הֵבֵאתָ"  הַזֶּה  הָעָם  לְ  לְאַהֲרֹן "מֶה־עָשָׂה  אָמַר  דִּכְתִיב  .  שֶׁמֹּשֶׁה  הָדָא הוּא  מְזִידִים,  יִדּוֹנוּ  וְאַל  שֶׁיִּדּוֹנוּ שׁוֹגְגִים  מוּטָב 
 לּוּי בָּנִים וְכוּ' עכ"ל.י"וּבְאַהֲרֹן הִתְאַנַּף ה' מְאֹד לְהַשְׁמִידוֹ" וְאֵין הַשְׁמָדָה אֶלָּא כִ 

 
It can be said that it is brought in the Midrash at the beginning of parshat Tzav: 

“Hatred awakens judgments,”4 that the hatred that Aaron presented 
between Israel and their Father in Heaven awakened upon them judgment 
upon judgment.  Rabbi Asi said, this teaches that Aaron would take their 
sacrifice for the Golden Calf and squash it before them and say to them, “See 
that there is no substance to this,” i.e., the Golden Calf can’t do anything for you. 

This is the reason why Moses told Aaron, “What did this people do to 
you that you have brought such great sin upon them?”5 Moses meant: “It would 
have been better for them that they be judged as unintentional sinners 
[thinking there was some benefit to be derived from the Golden Calf] and not be 
judged as intentional sinners [knowing the truth]. . . .” This is as it is written, 
“Moreover, the L-rd was angry enough with Aaron to have destroyed him,”6 
and the expression “destruction” means to finish off his sons and daughters. 

- Lev. Rabbah 7:1 
 

 וְלאֹ עָשׂוּ אֶלָּא כְּדֵי לְהוֹרוֹת תְּשׁוּבָה לָרַבִּים.   ,רְאוּיִים לְאוֹתוֹ מַעֲשֶׂהיִשְׂרָאֵל עוֹד אָמְרִינָן בְּפֶרֶק קַמָּא דְּעֲבוֹדָה זָרָה לאֹ הָיוּ 
 

Also, it is said in the first chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah: 

Rabbi Yochanan says in the name of Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai: David was 
not fit to [act as he did in] that incident [involving Bathsheba], and the Jewish 
people were not fit to [act as they did in] that incident [of the Golden Calf]. . . . 
Rather, why did they perform [these sins]? 

. . .  If an individual has sinned, one says to him: Go to [that famous] 
individual [who sinned, King David, and learn from him that one can repent]. And 
if the community sinned, one says to them: Go to the community [that sinned, i.e., 
the Jewish people at the time of the Golden Calf.] 

It is necessary [to learn about repentance both in the case of an individual 
and in the case of a community]. For if we had learned [this idea only with regard 
to] an individual, [one might have thought that he has the option to repent only] 
because his sin is not publicized. But [in the case of] a community, whose sin is 

 
4 Prov. 10:12. 
5 Ex. 32:21. 
6 Deut. 9:20. 
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publicized, [one might] say [that the community] cannot [repent]. If we had learned 
[this idea only with regard to] a community, [one might have said that their 
repentance is accepted] because their prayers are more numerous [than those of an 
individual, and they are heard before G-d]. But [in the case of] an individual, whose 
merit is not as strong, [one might] say [that he is] not [able to repent]. [Therefore, 
it is] necessary [to teach both cases.] 

- Avodah Zarah 4b–5a 

 
Thus, we see that this incident with the Golden Calf happened only in order to instruct 

the community about repentance, i.e., that it is possible even for a publicized sin.  
 

וֹדָה עַל פָּסוּק "וְהַמַּיִם לָהֶם חֹמָה", עָמַד סַמָּאֵ"ל וְאָמַר לִפְנֵי הקב"ה, רִבּוֹנוֹ שֶׁל עוֹלָם לאֹ עָבְדוּ יִשְׂרָאֵל עֲב  עוֹד אִיתָא בְּיַלְקוּט
בֵּעָן, מִיָּד הֵשִׁיב לוֹ הקב"ה,  וּכְשֶׁשָּׁמַע זֶה שָׁר שֶׁל יָם נִתְמַלֵּא עֲלֵיהֶם חֵימָה וּבִקֵּשׁ לְטוֹ  זָרָה בְּמִצְרַיִם וְאַתָּה עוֹשֶׂה לָהֶם נִסִים,

וְכִי לְדַעְתָּם עָבְדוּ וְהַלּאֹ לאֹ עָבְדוּ אֶלָּא מִתּוֹ שִׁעְבּוּד וּמִתּוֹ טֵ  רוּף דַּעַת וְכוּ', וְאַתָּה דָּן שֹׁוגֵג כְּמֵזִיד אוֹנָם  ישׁוֹטֶה שֶׁבָּעוֹלָם 
 . כְּרָצוֹן וְכוּ' עכ"ל ועיי"ש

 
Further, it is brought in the Yalkut Shimoni on the verse: 

“The Israelites went into the sea on dry ground, the waters forming a wall 
for them on their right and on their left” (Ex. 14:22): [The angel] Samael stood 
and said before the Holy One, Blessed be He, “Master of the Universe, did 
Israel not worship idols in Egypt, so that You performed miracles for them?” 
When the ministering angel of the sea heard this, he became filled with wrath 
against them and requested to drown them. Immediately, the Holy One, 
Blessed be He, responded to him, “Fool, they worshipped idols only because of 
servitude and great anguish, and [yet] you judge an unintentional sinner as one 
who intentionally commits sins?”  

- Yalkut Shimoni, parshat Beshalach, remez 234 
 

אָמְרוּ  .  דִיםישְׂרָאֵל מִזֵּ עָשָׂה יִ וּמֵעַתָּה מַקְשִׁים הַמַּלְאָכִים בְּשָׁעָה שֶׁנִּשְׂרְפוּ בְּנֵי אַהֲרֹן דְּמוּכָח מִכָּאן שֶׁהקב"ה כָּעַס עָלָיו לְפִי שֶׁ 
א וַדַּאי צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁאֵין אַתָּה  מַלְאָכֵי הַשָּׁרֵת לָמָּה קָרַעְתָּ אֶת הַיָּם לִפְנֵי יִשְׂרָאֵל וְהַלּאֹ כְּבָר עָבְדוּ עֲבוֹדָה זָרָה בְּמִצְרַיִם, אֶלָּ 

תָּה מוֹחֵל עַל הַשְּׁגָגוֹת כְּדִכְתִיב "שְׁגִיאוֹת מִי־יָבִין", וְהַשְׁתָּא מִמָּה נַפְשָׁ קָשָׁה  וְאַדְרַבָּא אַ .  מַעֲנִישׁ עַל הַשֹׁוגֵג אֶלָּא עַל הַמֵּזִיד
בָּנָיו מִזֵּ   .לָמָּה כָּעַסְתָּ עַל אַהֲרֹן וּמֵתוּ  יִשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ הָיוּ  הָיוּ מוֹרִים הַתְּשׁוּבָה  יהַלּאֹ אִם  הִיא   , שֶׁעִקָּר הַתְּשׁוּבָהלָרַבִּיםדִים לאֹ 

וְאִם כֵּן מַה שֶׁעָשָׂה .  לָרַבִּיםדּוֹנִים כְּשׁוֹגְגִים וְכֵצַד הָיְתָה הוֹרָאַת הַתְּשׁוּבָה  יבּוּרוֹ שֶׁל אַהֲרֹן הָיוּ נִ ילְחוֹטֵא בְּמֵזִיד, וְאִם לאֹ הָיָה דִּ 
 . לַעֲשׂוֹת אוֹתוֹ מַעֲשֶׂה אַף עַל פִּי שֶׁלּאֹ הָיוּ רְאוּיִים חְתָּ הִנַּ אַהֲרֹן כָּ הָיָה רָאוּי לַעֲשׂוֹת, וְלאֹ עָשָׂה אֶלָּא כְּפִי רְצוֹנְ שֶׁ 

 
Now, the angels had a question, which we identified as the first question on our wondrous 

midrash, viz, the connection between the splitting of the sea and the death of Aaron’s sons: At the 



4 
 

time that the elder sons of Aaron were burned, this proved that the Holy One, Blessed be He, 
was angry at him because he made Israel into intentional sinners. The ministering angels 
said, “Why did you split the sea before Israel, for didn’t they already worship idols in Egypt? 
Rather, certainly it’s necessary to say that You don’t punish the unintentional sinner, but 
rather the intentional sinner. To the contrary, you forgive the unintentional sins, as it is 
written, “Who can be aware of mistakes? Clear me of unperceived guilt.”7  

Now, whichever way you look at it, there’s a question why You became angry at Aaron 
such that his sons died. If Israel had not been intentional sinners, [the incident with the 
Golden Calf] would not have taught repentance to the community, for the essence of 
repentance is for one who sins intentionally. [Of course, repentance is also required for 
unintentional sins,8 as one should have learned the halachot so that he wouldn’t sin, even 
unintentionally.9] If it were not for Aaron's speech, they would have been judged as 
unintentional sinners, and then how would there have been a teaching to the community of 
repentance, that it was possible even for publicized sins? If so, what Aaron did so was proper 
to do, and he acted only according to Your will, as You arranged the incident of the calf to 
occur, even though Israel were not fit to have acted in such a way, to be involved with such an 
idol. 

  
הֵינוּ, שֶׁהֲרֵי הקב"ה הִנִּיחַ שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל יַעֲשׂוּ הָעֵגֶל כְּדֵי לְהוֹרוֹת    קוּשְׁיָאהָשִׁיבוּ הַשְּׂרוּפִים "הֲשִׁיבֵנוּ" וְכוּ', כְּלוֹמַר בְּלאֹ זֶה יֵשׁ   לֵא

שָׁר שֶׁלּאֹ יַעֲשׂוּ תְּשׁוּבָה, שֶׁיִּהְיוּ טוֹעִים וְשׁוֹגְגִים בִּסְבָרָתָם  וְאִם לאֹ הָיָה מַעֲשֶׂה הָעֵגֶל הָיָה אֶפְ .  תְּשׁוּבָה לָרַבִּים וְלַדּוֹרוֹת הַבָּאִים 
אֲבָל לְאַחֵר מַעֲשֶׂה הָעֵגֶל אִי אֶפְשָׁר לָהֶם לִטְעוֹת עוֹד, וּמֵעַתָּה נִקְרָא שֶׁגַּם אַתָּה עָשִׂיתָ אֶת  .  לוֹמַר שֶׁאֵין תְּשׁוּבָה מוֹעֶלֶת לָרַבִּים

שֶׁבְּוַדַּאי יִהְיוּ נִקְרָאִים מִזֵּדִים וּפוֹשְׁעִים, וְאִם כֵּן לָמָּה    .ים, שֶׁאִם דּוֹרוֹת הַבָּאִים לאֹ יַעֲשׂוּ תְּשׁוּבָה אֵין לָהֶם מָנוֹסדִ ייִשְׂרָאֵל מִזֵּ 
  דִים, ידּוֹנִים כְּמִזֵּ יל כְּדֵי שֶׁדּוֹרוֹת הַבָּאִים יִהְיוּ נִ חָרָה אַפְּ עַל אָבִינוּ עַל שֶׁעָשָׂה יִשְׂרָאֵל מִזֵּדִים, הֲלאֹ אַף אַתָּה הִנַּחְתָּ לַעֲשׂוֹת הָעֵגֶ 

 דְּאִם לאֹ הָיָה זֶה הַמַּעֲשֶׂה יִהְיוּ נִידּוֹנִים כְּשׁוֹגְגִים וְאֲנוּסִים בִּסְבָרָתָם. 
 
Regarding our second question on the midrash, those who died in the fire answered, 

“Return us, O L-rd, to Yourself,” as if to say that without this, there is a question for our G-d. 
For the Holy One, Blessed be He, arranged that Israel would make the Golden Calf in order 
to teach the possibility of repentance for a publicized sin to the community and to the future 
generations. If not for the incident of the Golden Calf, it’s possible that they wouldn’t have 
repented for other publicized sins, that they would have been wrong and mistaken in their 
reasoning, saying that repentance is not effective for the community that has committed a 
publicized sin.  

But after the incident of the Golden Calf, it’s impossible for them to be mistaken again, 
to think that repentance is not effective for a community that has committed a publicized sin. Now, 
it’s considered as though You also made Israel intentional sinners, for they know that 

 
7 Ps. 19:13. 
8 Mishneh Torah, Laws of Repentance 1:1. 
9 Mishneh Torah, Laws of Sin Offerings 5:6. 
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repentance is available to them. If the future generations do not repent, they have no escape 
from punishment, for certainly they will be called intentional sinners and wicked. If so, asked 
Nadab and Abihu, that You arranged the incident of the Golden Calf, to teach the people that the 
community can repent from a publicized sin, then You too made them into intentional sinners, why 
did You become angry at our father because he made Israel into intentional sinners? 

Didn’t You also arrange for them to make the Golden Calf, in order that the future 
generations would be judged as willful sinners? For if not for this incident, they would have 
been judged as unintentional sinners and compelled by their reasoning.  

 
לְפִי שֶׁאַף אִם     תְּשׁוּבָה,זֶה הָעִנְיָן שֶׁיִּשְׂרָאֵל לאֹ יַעֲשׂוּ  יָבאֹוְהִנֵּה לְתָרֵץ קוּשְׁיָא זוֹ צָרִי לוֹמַר שֶׁגָּלוּי וְיָדוּעַ לְפָנָיו שֶׁלְּעוֹלָם לאֹ  

דִים. אֲבָל  ידִים, מַה שֶׁאֵין כֵּן אַהֲרֹן שֶׁהֱבִיאָם לִכְלָל מִזֵּ ילאֹ יִרְצוּ לַעֲשׂוֹתָהּ הוּא יַכְרִיחָם לַעֲשׂוֹתָהּ וְלאֹ יָבֹאוּ לְעוֹלָם לִכְלָל מִזֵּ 
כְּלוֹמַר וְלאֹ תּאֹמַר עוֹד "שׁוּבָה יִשְׂרָאֵל" דְּמַשְׁמָע שֶׁיָּשׁוּבוּ מֵעַצְמָם, אֶלָּא   ", אִם נְתָרֵץ כָּ צָרִי לוֹמַר דַּוְקָא "הֲשִׁיבֵנוּ ה' אֵלֶי

", שֶׁתִּהְיֶה אַתָּה הָרִאשׁוֹן לְסַיֵּיעַנוּ וּלְעוֹרֵר לִבֵּנוּ לָשׁוּב בִּתְשׁוּבָה שֶׁלּאֹ    וְאָז אַף אָנוּ נַצְדִּיק עָלֵינוּ אֶת הַדִּין,.  "הֲשִׁיבֵנוּ ה' אֵלֶי
  דִים, שֶׁהֲרֵי עַל כֹּל פָּנִים לַדּוֹרוֹת הַבָּאִים הקב"ה יַכְרִיחָם לָשׁוּב בִּתְשׁוּבָה.יהָיָה צוֹרֵ שֶׁאַהֲרֹן יַעֲשֵׂם מִזֵּ 

 
Here, to solve this difficulty, it is necessary to say that it is revealed and known before 

Him that such a thing would never happen, that Israel would not repent. That’s because even 
if they didn’t want to [repent], thinking it would be ineffective for a publicized communal sin, 
He would have forced them to do so. Thus, as far as G-d was concerned, telling the people that 
the Calf had no substance could have been delayed until after they had ceased bringing sacrifices 
to it, so that their sin would have remained unintentional. If so, they would never have come to 
the category of intentional sinners. That’s something that’s not the case with Aaron, who 
squashed their offerings and pointed out that the Calf had no substance, and who brought them 
to the category of intentional sinner by doing so, for they then continued to serve the Calf after 
knowing the truth.   

But if we solve thus, it’s necessary to specifically say, “Return us, O L-rd, to Yourself.” 
That is, one can no longer say, “Return, O Israel, to the L-rd your G-d, for you have fallen 
because of your sin,”10 which has the meaning that they would repent of their own accord.11 
Rather, “Return us, O L-rd, to Yourself,” using the imperative form, that You will be the first 
to assist us and to awaken our hearts to return in repentance. Then we too will justify the 
judgment on ourselves, that it was not necessary for Aaron to make them intentional sinners, 
for in any case, for the future generations, the Holy One, Blessed be He will force them to 
repent. 

 
* * * 

 
10 Hosea 14:2. 
11 Lam. Rabbah 5:21. 


