
1 
 

Zera Shimshon  

by Rabbi Shimshon Chaim Nachmani zt”l 

Published Mantua 1778* 

 

Chapter XXXI: Emor (Lev. 21:1–24:23) 
 
Essay 3. The Golden Calf was meant to be a bull 
 

"וְלאֹ יִהְיֶה־עוֹד לְבֵית יִשְׂרָאֵל לְמִבְטָח" וְכוּ', וְכִי שׁוֹר נוֹלָד וְהַלּאֹ   "שׁוֹר אוֹ־כֶשֶׂב אוֹ־עֵז" וְכוּ', הָדָא הוּא דִּכְתִיב  רַבָּה  מִדְרָשׁ

     . קָרְאוּ הַכָּתוּב שׁוֹר וְלאֹ עֵגֶל עכ"ל "עֵגֶל מַסֵּכָה"עֵגֶל נוֹלָד, אֶלָּא מִשּׁוּם עָשׂוּ לָהֶם 
  

Midrash Lev. Rabbah: 

“When a bull or a lamb or a goat is born, it shall stay seven days with its 
mother, and from the eighth day on it shall be acceptable as an offering by fire to 
the L-rd.”1 This is [the meaning of] what is written [of the Egyptians], “Never 
again shall they be the trust of the House of Israel, recalling its guilt in having 
turned to them.”2 

Now, is a bull born? Surely, a calf is born! But because they made for 
themselves “a molten calf,”3 Scripture [in Lev. 22:27] called [the newborn 
animal] a “bull” and not a “calf.” 

- Lev. Rabbah 27:3 
  

הָעוֹלָם וְכִי מָה רָאָה לַעֲשׂוֹת שׁוֹר ראֹשׁ לְכָל הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת, אָמַר ר' לֵוִי מָשָׁל לְמַטְרוֹנָה וְכוּ' כָּ˂ לְפִי שֶׁאֻמּוֹת    וְשָׁם בְּמִדְרָשׁ בְּסָמוּ˂
הקב"ה בַּדְּבָרִים וְלאֹ מָצָא  מוֹנִין אֶת יִשְׂרָאֵל לוֹמַר עֲשִׂיתֶם אֶת הָעֵגֶל לְפִיכָ˂ נַעֲשֶׂה שׁוֹר ראֹשׁ לְכָל הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת לוֹמַר שֶׁבָּדַק  

   בָּהֶם מַמָּשׁ. וְלָעַיִן הַמְּפָרְשִׁים הֵם תְּמוּהִים וְסוֹתְרִים זֶה אֶת זֶה.
 
There in an adjacent Midrash: 

And what did He see to make the bull the head of all the offerings? 
Rabbi Levi said: This is a parable of a noblewoman, regarding whom a bad 
rumor spread in connection with one of the prominent members of the royal court. 
The king investigated the matters and did not find them substantive. What did the 
king do? He made a banquet and seated that man at the head of those dining. Why 

 
* English translation: Copyright © 2025 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays at https://www.zstorah.com  
1 Lev. 22:27.  
2 Ezek. 29:16.  
3 Ezek. 32:4.  
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to that extent? It was to make it known that the king had investigated the matters 
and did not find them substantive.  

Thus, because the nations of the world taunt Israel, saying, “You made 
the calf,” therefore the bull was made the head of all the offerings to say that 
the Holy One, Blessed be He, examined the matter and found no substance in 
it. 

- Lev. Rabbah 27:8 
To the eyes of the commentators, these statements are puzzling and contradict each other. 
I.e., the first Midrash suggests that Israel sinned regarding the Golden Calf, and therefore Lev. 
22:27 intentionally did not refer to a “calf” being born, but to a “bull” being born. In contrast, the 
second Midrash suggests that there was no sin attributable to Israel with regard to the Golden Calf, 
and as proof, a bull was chosen as the highest level of sacrifice. 

 
וַאֲנִי רוֹאֶה    אֶחָדעַל פָּסוּק "רָאֹה רָאִיתִי אֶת־עֳנִי עַמִּי", אָמַר לוֹ הקב"ה לְמֹשֶׁה אַתָּה רוֹאֶה רְאָיָה  וּלְדִידַן נִיחָא, דְּאִיתָא בְּמִדְרָשׁ  

וְעוֹד רָאִיתִי זוֹ הִיא  ,  זֶהוּ רָאָה  ,וַאֲנִי רוֹאֶה אוֹתָן מְקַבְּלִין תּוֹרָתִי  .רְאָיוֹת. אַתָּה רוֹאֶה אוֹתָם בָּאִים לְסִינַי וּמְקַבְּלִים תּוֹרָתִי  שְׁנֵי
"וּפְנֵי־ שֶׁלִּי וּמַכְעִיסִים אוֹתִי בּוֹ דִּכְתִיב    מִטֶטְרוֹמוֹלִיןעַל הַר סִינַי לִיתֵּן לָהֶם הַתּוֹרָה שׁוֹמְטִין אֶחָד    אכְּשֶׁאָבֹ ת מַעֲשֶׂה הָעֵגֶל,  ירְאִיַּ 

  שׁוֹר מֵהַשְּׂמאֹול" וְכוּ' עכ"ל.
 
But according to us, it is understood, for it is stated in a Midrash on the verse, “I have 

surely seen the affliction of My people in Egypt”4: 

The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses, “You see one sight, but I 
see two sights. You see them coming to Sinai and receiving My Torah. I see 
them receiving My Torah, that is the first ‘seeing’; and the second ‘seeing’ is 
the sight of the act of the [Golden] Calf.5 For when I will come down on Mount 
Sinai to give them the Torah, they will detach one of My angelic figures and anger 
Me with it, as it is written, ‘Each of them had a human face [at the front]; each of 
the four had the face of a lion on the right; each of the four had the face of a bull 
on the left; and each of the four had the face of an eagle [at the back].’ ”6 

- Ex. Rabbah 3:2 
The Divine Chariot mentioned in Ezekiel 1:4–28 includes the form of four animals, one of them 
being a bull. The intent of the Midrash is that the Israelites and Mixed Multitude unhitched the 
bull from the Divine Chariot, and used it as a template to form the Golden Calf. See also Chapter 
XLVI, Ekev, essay 10. 
 

 
4 Ex. 3:7.  
5 Referring to Ex. 32:9, “I see that this is a stiff-necked people.” 
6 Ezek. 1:10  
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ל וֹצָרִי˂ לֶאֱכ  דּוּל וְזֶהיכְּדֵי שֶׁיִּרְאוּ בְּזִיּוּנָם שֶׁאִם הוּא אֱלוֹהַּ אוֹ מַנְהִיג לאֹ הָיָה צָרִי˂ גִּ   רֵשׁ הַשִׂפְתֵי כֹהֵןיוּמַה שֶׁלּאֹ הָיָה שׁוֹר, פֵּ 
אָמְנָם   .נִמְצָא שֶׁמַּה שֶׁהָיָה עֵגֶל לְפִי הָאֱמֶת הָיָה סִבָּה מֵאֵת הַמָּקוֹם כְּדֵי לְבַזּוֹתָם וּלְבַיֵּישָׁם  עֵשֶׂב עַד שֶׁיִּגְדַּל שֶׁיַּעֲשֶׂה שׁוֹר עכ"ל.

וְאִם הָיָה אוֹמֵר הַכָּתוּב עֵגֶל   .לָעַיִן הָרוֹאִים הַמַּעֲשֶׂה שֶׁהָיָה עֵגֶל סוֹבְרִים שֶׁאַף מַחְשַׁבְתָּן שֶׁל יִשְׂרָאֵל הָיְתָה לַעֲשׂוֹת עֵגֶל מַמָּשׁ
   .הָיָה לְבֵית יִשְׂרָאֵל לַמַּזְכִּיר עָוֹן שֶׁהֲרֵי בֶּאֱמֶת עָשׂוּ עֵגֶל, וּלְפִיכָ˂ אָמַר "שׁוֹר"

 
As to why [the statue that was formed] was a calf and not a bull, especially if they had 

planned to use the bull from the Divine Chariot as their template, the Siftei Kohen explained: In 
order that they should see their disgrace, for if it were a god or leader, it would not need to 
grow, and this one needs to eat grass until it grows to become a bull. 

That is, commentary on Ex. 32:4 states that Aaron threw the gold into the fire, and while 
the people called for a bull to arise, instead a calf arose.7 Thus, it’s found that the fact it was a 
calf, in truth, was a reason from the Omnipresent to disgrace and shame them.  

However, in the eyes of the observers, since the act resulted in a calf, they think that 
the intention of Israel was to actually make a calf. Thus, while G-d wanted those involved to be 
shamed, by confounding their plans to fashion a bull, He did not want future generations of Israel 
to be shamed. If the Scripture had said “calf,” it would serve as a reminder of sin for the house 
of Israel, since they did indeed make a calf. Therefore, it says “bull.” 

 
שֶׁה מַמָּשׁ,  בָּהֶם  מָצָא  וְלאֹ  בַּדְּבָרִים  שֶׁבָּדַק הקב"ה  לוֹמַר  הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת  לְכָל  שֶׁעֲשָׂאוֹ ראֹשׁ  אֶלָּא  נִתְקַיְּימָה וְלאֹ עוֹד  שֶׁלּאֹ  וֹאִיל 

שֶׁהָרֵי הַמַּ ,  מַחְשַׁבְתָּם זֶה,  בְּמַעֲשֶׂה  מַמָּשׁ  אֵין  כֵּן  נִתְבַּיְישׁוּ, אִם  עֵגֶל  וּבֶהֱיוֹתוֹ  עֵגֶל  וְעָלָה  אֵינוֹ חָשׁוּב שֶׁהָיוּ רוֹצִים שׁוֹר  עֲשֶׂה 
  .כְּשֶׁהוּא הֵפֶ˂ הַמַּחְשָׁבָה

 
Not only that, but [the bull] was made the head of all the offerings, as if to say that the 

Holy One, Blessed be He, examined the matter and found no substance in it, since their 
thought was not fulfilled. That is, they wanted a bull, and a calf came out, and they were 
shamed by it. If so, there is no substance in this act, for an act is not significant when it is the 
opposite of the thought.  

 
   

 
7 Rashi on Ex. 32:4: “As soon as he had thrown it into the fire in a melting pot, the magicians amongst the mixed 

multitude who had come up with them from Egypt came and made it by their magic art. There are some who say that 
Micah [the idolator mentioned in Judges ch. 17] was there, who had been drawn forth from the foundations of a 
building in Egypt where he was nearly crushed. He had in his hand a ‘supernatural name’ and a plate upon which 
Moses had written: ‘Come up, ox, come up, ox!’ in order to raise the coffin of Joseph who is compared to an ox [cf. 
Deut. 33:17] out of the Nile, and he cast [the plate] into the melting pot and the calf came out.” See also Midrash 
Tanchuma, Ki Tisa 19. 
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 דִּלְאַחַר וְעוֹד  ,  "וַיָּמִירוּ אֶת־כְּבוֹדָם בְּתַבְנִית שׁוֹר אֹכֵל עֵשֶׂב", דְּמַאי נָפְקָא מִינַּהּ אִם אוֹכֵל עֵשֶׂב אוֹ אֵינוֹ אוֹכֵל  וּבְזֶה יוּבַן הַפָּסוּק
וּ הַבִּזָּיוֹן שֶׁקִּבְּלוּ בּוֹ יִשְׂרָאֵל שֶׁאָמַר "יַעֲשׂוּ־עֵגֶל בְּחֹרֵב" מַהוּ שֶׁחָזַר לוֹמַר "בְּתַבְנִית שׁוֹר" אִם לאֹ הָיָה אֶלָּא עֵגֶל. אֶלָּא לְגַלּוֹת לָנ 

  .שֶׁיִּתְגַּדֵּלל עֵשֶׂב עַד וֹיָה צָרִי˂ לֶאֱכשֶׁלּאֹ בָּא שׁוֹר כְּמוֹ שֶׁהָיוּ סוֹבְרִים אֶלָּא תַּבְנִיתוֹ דְּהַיְינוּ עֵגֶל, וְהָ 
 
With this, we understand the verse, “They exchanged their glory for the image of a 

bull that feeds on grass.”8 What difference does it make whether it eats grass or does not eat 
grass? Furthermore, since it already said in the previous verse, “They made a calf at Horeb 
and bowed down to a molten image,”9 why return in the next verse to say, “the image of a bull,” 
if it was only a calf?  

Rather, the reason was to reveal to us the disgrace that Israel received, that a bull did 
not come out of the fire, as they had thought, but rather it’s likeness, meaning a calf, and it 
had to eat grass as it grew into a bull. Rashi on Ps. 106:20 explains, “There is nothing as 
disgusting and repugnant as a bull. When it eats grass, it produces much dung, with which it soils 
itself.” So the people expected a bull to emerge from the fire, but instead they got a calf. Even 
then, it wasn’t a cute newborn calf, which only drinks milk for the first three weeks of life. Instead, 
it was an older calf, weaned from milk at 8–12 weeks, but younger than 12–24 months, at which 
point it would be considered a full-fledged bull. So the Golden Calf was a poor imitation of the 
bull they had expected, yet it still had the disgusting nature of an older calf and mature bull. 

 
וְיָצָא לָהֶם עֵגֶל    ,צִים שׁוֹרוְאַף כָּאן הִתְחִיל הַכָּתוּב "שׁוֹר אוֹ־כֶשֶׂב אוֹ־עֵז" כְּדֵי לְהַשְׁמִיעֵנוּ הַטַּעַם שֶׁמָּחַל לָהֶם, לְפִי שֶׁהָיוּ רוֹ

, וּמִשּׁוּם הָכִי עָשָׂה שׁוֹר ראֹשׁ לְכָל הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת, שׁ בָּהּ מוֹחֲלִין לוֹ מִיָּד כְּמוֹ שֶׁאָמְרוּ זַ"לירָה וּמִתְבַּיֵּ יוְכָל הָעוֹשֶׂה עֲבֵ   .וְנִּתְבַּיְישׁוּ בּוֹ
  .נוֹתלְפִי שֶׁמִּזֶּה הַשֵּׁם שֶׁל שׁוֹר נוֹדָע שֶׁנִתְחָרְטוּ וְנִּתְבַּיְישׁוּ בְּוַדַּאי שֶׁהוּא רָאוּי לִהְיוֹת ראֹשׁ לַקָּרְבָּ 

 
Even here, Scripture begins, “When a bull or a lamb or a goat is born,” in order to 

inform us of the reason that He forgave them: because they wanted a bull, but a calf came 
out, and they were ashamed of it. Anyone who sins and is ashamed of it is forgiven 
immediately, as our sages said.10  

For this reason, a bull was made the head of all the offerings, because from this name 
“bull” it is known that they regretted and were surely ashamed; therefore, it is fitting to be 
the head of the offerings. 

 
* * * 

 
8 Ps. 106:20.  
9 Ps. 106:19.  
10 Berachot 12b.  


