Golden Calf Conspiracy: What Really Happened at Sinai?
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When at Sinai the word of God was about to
be voiced, a call for holiness in man was
proclaimed: “Thou shall be unto me a holy
people." It was only ofter the people had
succumbed to the temptation of worshipping
a thing, a golden calf, that the erection of a
Tabernacle, of holiness in space, was
commanded. The sanctity of time came first,
the sanctity of man came second, and the
sanctity of space last. Time was hallowed by
God; space, the Tabernacle, was consecrated
by Moses.

Abraham Joshua Heschel

“The biblical text is not a single univocal story but a chorus; we must learn to listen for
the strains that run counter to the surface argument — the unexpected, dissenting
voices that change how the whole text speaks...
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The Golden Calf is a symptom of a ‘collapse of the imagination. Unable to sustain the
anxiety of Moses’ absence, the people created a solid object to fill the vacuum of their
fear.

Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg

"Goddess worship, feminine values, and women's power depend on the ubiquity of the
image. God worship, masculine values, and men's domination of women are bound to
the written word. Word and image, like masculine and feminine, are complementary
opposites. Whenever a culture elevates the written word at the expense of the image,
patriarchy dominates. When the importance of the image supersedes the written word,
feminine values and
egalitarianism flourish.

o Conceiving of a deity who has no
concrete image prepares the way
for the kind of abstract thinking
that inevitably leads to law
codes, dualistic philosophy, and

objective science, the signature

triad of Western culture. |
propose that the profound impact these ancient scriptures had upon the development
of the West depended as much on their being written in an alphabet as on the moral

lessons they contained.’

Leonard Shlain, The Alohabet Versus the Goddess
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When the people saw that Moses was so
long in coming down from the mountain,
the people gathered against Aaron and
said to him, “Come, make us a god who
shall go before us, for we do not know
what has happened to Moses—the man
who brought us from the land of Egypt.”

Aaron said to them, “Take off the gold
rings that are on the ears of your wives,
your sons, and your daughters, and
bring them to me.”

And all the people took off the gold rings
that were in their ears and brought them
to Aaron.

This he took from them and cast in a
mold, and made it into a molten calf. And
they exclaimed, “This is your god, O

Israel, who brought you out of the land of
Egypt!”

When Aaron saw this, he built an altar
before it; and Aaron announced:
“Tomorrow shall be a festival of GOD!"

Early next day, the people offered up
burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of
well-being; they sat down to eat and
drink, and then rose to dance.

Thereupon Moses turned and went down
from the mountain bearing the two
tablets of the Pact, tablets inscribed on
both their surfaces: they were inscribed
on the one side and on the other.

The tablets were God's work, and the
writing was God's writing, incised upon
the tablets.

As soon as Moses came near the caomp
aond saw the calf and the dancing, he
became enraged; and he hurled the
tablets from his hands and shattered
them at the foot of the mountain.

He took the calf that they had made and
burned it; he ground it to powder and
strewed it upon the water and so made
the Isroelites drink it.

Moses stood up in the gate of the camp
and said, “Whoever is for GOD, come
herel” And all the men of Levi rallied to
him.

He said to them, “Thus says the
ETERNAL, the God of Israel: Each of you
put sword on thigh, go back and forth
from gate to gate throughout the camp,
and slay sibling, neighbor, and kin."

The men of Levi did as Moses had
bidden; and some three thousand of the
people fell that day.

The next day Moses said to the people,
“You have been guilty of a great sin. Yet |
will now go up to GOD; perhaps | may win
forgiveness for your sin.”

Exodus 32
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Thus Israel revolted against the House of David, as is still the case.

When all Israel heard that Jeroboom had returned, they sent messengers and
summoned him to the assembly and made him king over all Israel. Only the tribe of
Judah remained loyal to the House of David.

Jeroboam said to himself, “Now the kingdom may well return to the House of David.

If these people still go up to offer sacrifices at the House of GOD in Jerusalem, the heart
of these people will turn back to their master, King Rehoboaom of Judah; they will kill me
and go back to King Rehoboam of Judah.”

So the king took counsel and made two golden calves. He said to the people, “You have
been going up to Jerusalem long enough. This is your god, O Israel, who brought you up
from the land of Egypt!"

He set up one in Bethel and placed the other in Dan.

That proved to be a cause of guilt, for the people went to worship [the calf at Bethel
and] the one at Dan.



He also made cult places and appointed priests from the ranks of the people who were

not of Levite descent.

| Kings 12

SOURCE 7

It is easy to forget how much our own experiences
and point of view influence how we understand
passages that were written in a different time oand
place. Of course, the story's ability to be
meaningful to diverse audiences is what makes it

timeless.

And so a story that was originally a Judean
critique of Northern Israel has come to be the
prototype of idolatry, thereby making its
presentation of the various characters—Aaron,

the people, God, and Moses—all the more striking.

The implication in both Kings and the Pentateuchal account of the golden calf is that

the Isroelites worshiped the calf as an idol representing a deity other than YHWH. Is this

what worshippers at the northern temples would have said about their own practice?

Were the calves representations of God or gods? Evidence from ancient Near Eastern

material culture would lead us to question such an assumption.



Archeologists have found that ancient Near Eastern deities were often portrayed atop
animals. Exodus describes cherubs, which appear to have been winged animals, on top
of the ark where God appeared. The book of Psalms describes them as God's steeds and

Numbers tells of God speaking from between them.

The Ten Commandments prohibit depictions of God, so ancient Israelite temples may

have depicted only animals on which

God stood- whether the cherubs (in
Jerusalem) or the calves (in Dan and

Bethel).

The book of Kings describes

Jeroboam’s construction of these
shrines, which were located in the

northern and southern regions of his

new kingdom, as intended to keep
the people in his “breakaway” nation from being drawn to the Temple in Jerusalem, which
was now the capital of his enemy Judah. In other words, his motivation was primarily
political, not religious. But the idolatrous sounding phrase “this is your god" implies

that Jeroboam meant to replace the God of Israel with these calves.

In other words, the book of Kings, which quite clearly regards the Judean monarchy as
the only legitimate one and Jerusalem as the only legitimate Temple, is emphasizing the
religious aspect (idolatry) of what was probably a political act (providing a place where

the Northern Israelites could worship God outside of Jerusalem.)
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A careful reading of Moses' command shows that the Levites here cannot be a tribe. In
v. 27, Moses states that these Levites must be willing to kill their brothers and their
relatives; in v. 29, he states that they must be willing to kill their brothers and their sons.
But if the Levites as a whole answered Moses’ call and did not worship the golden calf,
then, by definition, neither did their brothers or sons! Thus, it seems clear that the
author of this text is not picturing Levites as a tribe but as a class of people, likely, as |
suggest, the later-born sons of all the Israelites who were dedicated to YHWH. If this
group was to kill Israelite sinners, then within the boundaries of the tale, they may have,

in fact, needed to kill their brothers and sons.

In this story, Moses instructs the Levites to go “from gate to gate” throughout the
community to purge those who have transgressed against YHWH (Exod 32:27). This is
the only time we find the mention of gates in the wilderness encampment. The phrase
“gate” is a description that befits a settled, sedentary society with walled cities and
towns, not a nomadic group of tent dwellers. By using the term “gates," the narrative
reveals its origins in an Israelite culture already settled in the land - the tale has been
transposed into the legendary past, but betrays itself with the use of language and

imagery of a later era.

ProfMark Leuchter, Who Were the Levites?

The Aaronites were apparently another quite separate priestly line. Moreover, Aaron is
presented in a negative fashion in certain stories that themselves seem to anticipate
and serve as polemic against the sanctuary of Jeroboam | at Bethel. Specifically,
Exodus 32 depicts Aaron as an apostate priest who builds a golden calf for worship


https://www.thetorah.com/article/who-were-the-levites

while Moses is away from the camp. The Levites stand over against Aaron in the
narrative, siding with Moses and executing vengeance on the people who had
participated in the calf worship. Leviticus 10, on the other hand, relates how Aaron’s
two songs, Nadab and Abihu, were killed because of improper ritual activities. Note
that Jeroboam |, in addition to being accused of introducing golden calves at Bethel
and Dan, had two sons who also met untimely deaths. Moreover, their names
correspond to the names of Aaron’s wayward sons (compare Nadab and Abihu in Lev.
10 with Nadab and Aijah in | Kings 14-15). All of this seems to suggest a connection of
sorts between the Aaronites and the Bethel sanctuary...

Jeroboam'’s cultic reformation was apparently oriented to Aaronite priestly lines,
traditions and iconography... At an earlier stage, the tradition or traditions behind
these related passages in Ecosus -Levitus and Kings may have presented both Aaron
and Jeroboam in a favorable light. The passages as they stand now, however, clearly
show the importance of anti-Aaronite circles that were hostile to both. As the likely
sources for such hostility, one thinks first of the southern, Jerusalemite, cultic circle

committed to Zadokite and Levitical priestly interests.

J. Maxwell Miller & John H. Hayes, A History of Ancient Israel and Judah

Over the past few decades, the bigger

worldly picture has reversed. After the
Where do we go from here? Toward a

. twentieth century, the most secular in
theocratic state where God becomes a

) human history, God has returned to the
cabinet member or towards a secular

: - , political arena. Not only in Israel but
republic envisioned once by Israel's

o across the world, religion has
founders? The slow and cold civil war

) o ) reemerged as a central force in public
over the country's identity is heating up

. . life. In the United States, evangelical
toward a boiling point, unless we find

. Christianity has become the backbone
the courage to finally disentangle

. of the Republican Party, shaping policy
religion from the state.

on issues from abortion to foreign
To understand this moment, one must aoffairs. In Turkey, Erdogan restored
look back to its roots. Islam to its place as a pillar of national
identity, dismantling decades of

Kemalist secularism. In India, Hindu



nationalism under Modi has
transformed faith into an instrument of
majoritarian rule. In Poland and
Hungary, Catholicism
provides moral cover for
authoritarian populism. In
Russiaq, the Orthodox
Church has become a full
partner in state corruption

and imperial war. And in

)

Israel, belief in the chosen
people has evolved from a
spiritual concept into a

political supremacy.

In the monotheistic world, two distinct
models emerged for governing the
relationship between heaven and earth.
Both derive from the lives of their
founders: Jesus and Muhammad.
Jesus, executed by Roman authorities
as a potential opposition to the
imperial order, left behind a principle
that would eventually reshape Western
politics: Render unto Caesar the things
that are Caesar’'s and unto God the
things that are God's. Whether he
intended it or not, this planted the seed
for what would later become the

separation of church and state.

Muhammad, by contrast, was both a
prophet and a statesman. The unity he
forged between faith and governance
became the
foundation of
the Islamic
political order,
where divine
authority and
civil law
became

inseparable.

Israel stands
on the fault

“ line between
these two traditions. A modern state
built on Enlightenment foundations, it
nonetheless leans heavily on religious
myth and biblical claim. It speaks the
language of civil rights while thinking in
terms of destiny and divine chosenness.
It maintains a secular legal system yet
submits identity, marriage, divorce, and
conversion to extreme religious
institutions. It insists on being both
Jewish and democratic, even when the

two definitions collide.

The tension is not only ideological but
sociological. Half of Jewish society

descends from Western cultures that

10



internalized the Christian principle of schools to the courts. The question is

separation between religion and state no longer whether Israel can balance
as natural and necessary. The other these contradictions, but whether it still
half hails from Muslim regions where wants to try.

faith and politics were intertwined for
centuries. This internal split runs
through every institution of Israeli life,

Avrum Bur
from parlioment to the army, from

SOURCE 11

Within the history of Israel, the story of the Golden Calf functions as an epic fail. Israel’s
failure is almost inexplicable. It is difficult to imagine a more brazen act of rebellion
than attributing Israel’'s miraculous deliverance from Egypt to an idol produced in
deliberate violation of the Ten Commandments.

But the fact that even the grossest transgression in Israel’s history can receive God's
forgiveness provides grounds for hope that the subsequent failures of Israel and
Judah can also be forgiven. For the inhabitants of the Persian provinces of Judah and
Samairia, the story of the Golden Calf promises that Jeroboam's sin can be
transcended, and a new start contemplated.

The message of the story to the post-exilic reader is: If punishment for such failure can
be forgiven by YHWH, even the sins that led to the catastrophic fall of the northern and
southern kingdoms can be absolved and a fresh start contemplated.

11
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