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Today, the Shabbat of Hol Hamoed (the intermediate days) of Pesach, we return in the Torah reading to Parashat Ki Tissa, which we 

read almost exactly two months ago. But in today’s portion we do not replay the central episode of Ki Tissa, the story of the Golden Calf. 

That would indeed be an odd choice of reading for Pesach, the festival when we celebrate our birth as a free people under the 

protection and authority of the one God! Rather, today’s passage comprises the text’s reaction to the Golden Calf episode. In the first 12 

verses of the reading, the author brilliantly places in Moses’ mouth the central problem encapsulated by the Calf: namely, the problem 

(so well expressed by another author who dealt with similar questions in a very different way) of “Life, the Universe and Everything”. Put 

simply, if we are to progress beyond primitive notions of how the world works – what makes the rain fall and crops grow, ensures that 

day gives way to night and night to day, and endows us poor scraps of bone and gristle with conscious thought – then we must, 

perforce, seek to comprehend that which is incomprehensible. In his encounter with God that begins today’s reading Moses begs for a 

number of favours, not least God’s promise that He will not abandon His chosen people. But most poignantly, Moses asks for what we 

all want and cannot have: to know, to see, to understand. “Let me behold Your presence!” Of course, we all know how that plea must be 

answered: “You cannot see My face, for man may not see Me and live.” Do not try to grasp the measure of the infinite. You may 

succeed – but the effort will break you. 

Actually, even “primitive” understandings of the world recognize the same truths expressed so powerfully in these few verses at the end 

of Exodus 33. More than 50 years ago, the philosopher and scholar Yehezkel Kaufmann argued that the Torah based its polemic 

against idolatry on a misunderstanding of pagan religion. According to Kaufmann, the Biblical portrayal of paganism is based on the 

notion that idolaters worshipped the images of wood, stone, or precious metals that they constructed with their own hands. In fact, as 

scholars of pagan religion understood, fetishistic beliefs in idols as themselves having magical powers or control over events were the 

province of only the most unsophisticated folk religion – if even that. For thinking believers among the Egyptians, Babylonians, 

Canaanites, and other peoples of the time, the images they constructed served as symbols or representations by which human beings 

could approach the living and unseeable god. In this they differed only in form, not function, from examples in our own tradition – e.g., 

the Tent of Meeting described in Exodus 33: 7-11 (just before the start of today’s reading), where Moses would go to speak with God; or 

even Mt Sinai itself. Even in reference to Moses, the only person to speak with God “face to face” (metaphorically of course), the notion 

of addressing the infinite (or better: the Infinite) by simply speaking into the void was either too frightening or simply too bizarre to 

contemplate. 

During Pesach, we recommit to our tradition and our national story of deliverance and redemption. Today, we also accept our inability to 

grasp the infinite, and agree to be satisfied with an understanding of reality that will inevitably and forever be only partial. Let us temper 

our fervour regarding the first with humility derived from the second, and soothe our grief about the second with passion derived from 

the first.  
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