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Chapter XXXI: Emor (Lev. 21:1-24:23)

Essay 3. The Golden Calf was meant to be a bull
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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.”! 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.”?

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

- Lev. Rabbah 27:3
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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
'Lev. 22:27.

2 Ezek. 29:16.

3 Ezek. 32:4.




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.
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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”*:

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.’ 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].” ™

- 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, Ekeyv, essay 10.

4Ex. 3:7.
5 Referring to Ex. 32:9, “I see that this is a stiff-necked people.”
¢ Ezek. 1:10
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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.” 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.”
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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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With this, we understand the verse, “They exchanged their glory for the image of a
bull that feeds on grass.”® 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,”’

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.
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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.'’

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



