
5774 – Exo 30-34 - Ki Tissa (When you take) 
 
What’s Good about Failing1 
 
I remember when my young daughter willfully did something against my 
explicit instruction. She averted her gaze trying to deny her act or perhaps 
trying to take it back. She feared anger, rejection, and disappointment. But 
most of all, she feared that this small misdeed would create a separation 
between us-an end to the loving relationship she cherished.  
So we sat down and talked about mistakes, about owning up to them and 
moving forward. We discussed how perfection is an impossible goal, and 
how she is so much more than the sum total of her choices.  
And then we talked about our relationship, and how my love for her is not 
dependent on her actions. The love is constant, unconditional. Even when 
I'm displeased, the love may be hidden, but it is just as strong. Most im-
portantly, we spoke about how facing mistakes together helps us grow 
closer. 
 
In this week's Torah portion, Ki Tissa, the Jewish people committed the 
grave sin of worshipping the Golden Calf after having witnessed G-d's 
greatest revelations at Sinai.  

Moses turned and descended from the mountain with the two Tablets 
of Testimony in his hands. As he drew near the camp, he saw the calf 
and the dances. Moses' anger burned, he threw down the Tablets from 
his hands and shattered them.—EXODUS 32:19  

Only after Moses's excessive supplications and the nation's repentance 
was he commanded to carve out the second set of tablets. So serious was 
the Jewish people's transgression that the Talmud (Sanhedrin 102) de-
clares: "There is no misfortune that doesn't have in it something of the 
Golden Calf"  
Yet, the name of this portion, Ki Tissa, literally means"when you raise up" 
(referring to a census of "raising heads"), implying that the Jewish peo-
ple were actually elevated through this episode.  
How is it possible for a grave sin to elevate?  
The paradox of sin is that teshuvah, repentance, makes it possible to 
forge a greater connection with G-d.  
Before sinning, our relationship with G-d need only be strong enough to 
keep us on track. After we sin, we realize that the enticement of sin 
meant more to us than our commitment. We then must search deeper 

 
1 Chana Weisberg, Shabbat deLights, Bereishit/Shemot, (Chabad.org), pp. 241-243.  

within ourselves to develop a stronger relationship with G-d whereby He 
means more to us than our indulgence.  
Through teshuvah, our failings can be exploited and redirected positively.  
The Talmud (Nedarim [Vows] 22b) states:  

Had Israel not sinned with the Golden Calf, they would have received 
only the Five Books of Moses and the book of Joshua. Why? Because 
"Much wisdom comes through much grief."—ECCLESIASTES 1:18  

Though we strive to have a relationship with G-d in which we do not fail, 
mistakes are inevitable. Let's use our mistakes to "to raise ourselves up" 
and develop an even deeper connection with G-d.  
The sin of the Golden Calf teaches us that mistakes—with G-d and with 
our loved ones—can be opportunities to carve out "second tablets," 
second chances, replete with even greater potential. 
 
32:1When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the 
mountain, they gathered around Aaron and said, "Come, make us gods 
who will go before us. As for this fellow Moses who brought us up out of 
Egypt, we don't know what has happened to him." 2Aaron answered them, 
"Take off the gold earrings that your wives, your sons and your daughters 
are wearing, and bring them to me." 3So all the people took off their ear-
rings and brought them to Aaron. 4He took what they handed him and 
made it into an idol cast in the shape of a calf, fashioning it with a tool. 
Then they said, "These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of 
Egypt." 5When Aaron saw this, he built an altar in front of the calf and 
announced, "Tomorrow there will be a festival to the LORD." 6So the next 
day the people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented 
fellowship offerings. Afterward they sat down to eat and drink and got 
up to indulge in revelry. 
 
1. 32:1"Come, make us gods who will go before us ...  

a. After the dramatic events of the revelation at Mount Sinai we see a 
deterioration spreading in the midst of the people of Israel. Moshe 
leaves them to receive the Torah and his absence is painfully felt. 
On the 16th of Tammuz the people come to the mistaken conclu-
sion that Moshe is overdue and that perhaps he has died.2  
Suddenly they find themselves in a situation wherein Moshe be-
comes absent. As a result their “connection” and intermediary with 
the Divine seems to have gone missing. They are forced to confront 
a gap in their spiritual reality and began to feel lost and frightened. 
They create and celebrate a physical representation of an interme-
diary, the golden calf, to substitute for Moshe. That curtain over 

 
2 www.shorashim.com/blog/2014/02/understanding-the-gap/ 



reality, this gap in awareness can, become the ultimate obstacle 
between meeting and relating to G-d.  
This Divine “hiding” is more than a response to man’s actions in 
this world, but is rather a critical and vital step in the plan for the 
fashioning of mankind’s purpose. It is in that gap that man is mo-
tivated to yearn and search. That perhaps is the basis of Moshe’s 
question to Hashem when he declares: “Show me, I pray Thee, Your 
glory’ ... you shall see My back; but My face shall not be seen’ (Exo 
33:17-23). Moshe is yearning to see beyond the veil and across the 
gap. G-d tells him that that is not possible. Yet G-d offers the key to 
deeper understanding; “And it shall come to pass, while My glory 
passes by, that I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and will cover 
you with My hand until I have passed by. And I will take away My 
hand, and you shall see My back.” That is to say G-d is telling 
Moshe that though you may not see me “face to face” you will 
have experienced the impact of My passing over you, and the 
impact of My being. Therein you will find the answers to your 
questions. Though we may be finding ourselves at times alone in a 
“gap” in our spiritual corporate or personal lives, the key is to 
look into what has passed over us. G-d cannot be seen directly at 
times because He is purposefully hidden Yet His impact is all 
around us. It is in that impact that we will find the truth behind 
the gap and as a result not fall into the trap of “small idols.”  

b. When the (Jews) finally gathered at Sinai, they were in an elevated 
frame of mind, spiritually evolved, and prepared for the most in-
credible event in all of history: G-d’s giving of the Torah.3  
But that’s what makes it so difficult to understand what happened 
next. A mere forty days after the Great Experience, the Jews collab-
orated to fashion a Golden Calf, saying, “This is your god, O Israel 
... who brought you up from Egypt.” Sounds insane. After such an 
interface with the Divine, how could they have transferred their 
loyalty to an idol? So what happened? G-d set them up. G-d gave 
them the “perfect storm,” bringing together a precise collusion 
of human weakness and incredibly alluring self-interest so that 
they would make the wrong choice.  
It was a set-up. But the critical question is: why? Because they 
needed to taste failure, and they needed to experience the beau-
ty that comes from turning failure into growth. It was the only 
way to complete the Sinai experience. They needed to experience 
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the beauty that comes from turning failure into growth. The expe-
rience of failure. And the experience of choosing to grow from our 
mistakes. Because Torah is life. And that’s life. 
1) James 1:13-15 

13When tempted, no one should say, "God is tempting me." For 
God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone; 14but 
each person is tempted when they are dragged away by their 
own evil desire and enticed. 15Then, after desire has conceived, 
it gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to 
death.  

c. After the terrible sin of the Golden Calf (Chet Ha'egel) Moses pleads 
greatly for God to forgive the Jewish people. After granting His for-
giveness, God then informs Moses of His Thirteen Attributes of 
Mercy. He tells Moses that whenever the Jewish people are in need 
of mercy they should cry out this prayer. One of these traits is that 
God is "noseh avon v'pesha v'chata’at"; this is normally translated 
as meaning that God forgives iniquity, willful sin and error. Howev-
er, the literal translation of the word 'noseh' does not mean 'for-
give', rather it means, 'carries'. What does it mean that God 'carries' 
sin?4  
One of the most fundamental aspects of a person's spiritual growth 
is to emulate God's Attributes, because by being 'like' God, so to 
speak we become closer to him. How can a person emulate God's 
trait of 'carrying sinners'? There are many occasions in a person's 
life when he will encounter people who suddenly experience a sig-
nificant deterioration in their behavior. Experience proves that a 
heavy handed approach is often unhelpful and on many occa-
sions can be harmful. It fails to take into account the reason for 
this person's sudden deterioration. A more constructive approach 
may be to accept that there is some mitigating circumstance 
which has caused the change in behavior and to treat him with 
patience and understanding until the cause has been discovered. 
In this way, one can emulate God's trait of 'carrying sinners' by 
avoiding immediate punishment and facilitating an improvement.  
Through the course of a person's life he inevitably encounters 
friends or colleagues who experience a sudden deterioration in 
their behavior. By emulating God's trait of 'carrying sinners' a 
person can avoid a damaging response to such behavior and in-
stead help the person stem the decline. May we all merit to help 
each other in times of difficulty. 
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1) Galatians 6:1-2 
1Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live 
by the Spirit should restore that person gently. But watch your-
selves, or you also may be tempted. 2Carry each other's bur-
dens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Messiah.  

d. It is hard to sustain a spiritual high. Those of us who are committed 
to religious observance know that long periods of successful ad-
herence to our standards are sometimes rudely interrupted by 
sudden, seemingly inexplicable lapses. Long-enduring spiritual ex-
periences yield to momentary temptations and vanish in a flash. 
Experts in the psychology of religion, some of them within our own 
Jewish tradition, understood this. They have warned us that the 
experience of closeness to God waxes and wanes, comes and goes. 
It is a process of advance and retreat, of approach and withdrawal.5  
In this week’s Torah portion, Ki Tissa, we have a dramatic example 
of this puzzling phenomenon. For the past many weeks, we have 
read of a people making political and spiritual progress. They are 
freed from slavery. They witness wonders and miracles. They expe-
rience the revelation of the Almighty and the giving of the Law. 
They donate generously to the construction of the Tabernacle. They 
enjoy the manna, the “bread of heaven.” And then, one fine day, 
their leader Moses returns a little late from his rendezvous with 
the Lord Himself, and the bubble bursts. Gone is the exhilaration 
of freedom, and gone are their cries of commitment to a new way 
of life. Yesterday: “We will do and we will heed.” (Exodus 24:7) To-
day: “Let us make for ourselves a Golden Calf.” (Exodus 32:1) In all 
of my years of Torah study, of carefully reading the weekly parsha, 
it is this sudden backsliding that confounds me more than any 
other narrative. A few weeks ago, on January 8, 2011, the Wall 
Street Journal carried an essay by one Amy Chua. The essay was 
entitled Why Chinese Mothers Are Superior. The author describes 
her own experience as a Chinese mother, in her article, she makes 
an astute remark that I find to be memorable and useful, despite, 
or perhaps because of, its simplicity.  

“Chinese parents understand that nothing is fun until you are 
good at it. And you can only be good at it if you work at it.”  

We all would like our activities to be fun and our lives to be enjoy-
able. But the roads to fun and the paths to joy are effortful ones. 
Hard work and persistence are necessary in all fields of endeavor, 
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and religion and spirituality are no different. They too require dili-
gence and toil. No wonder, then, that we are capable of many 
months of perfect religious behavior, of adherence to the highest 
moral standards, and of spiritual edification. But it’s hard work, as 
promises of “easy fun” often surround us and seduce us. There is 
also a profound lesson here for those who look for an explanation 
of the Golden Calf episode in this week’s Torah portion. The way 
of life that the Jewish people were just beginning to learn is a 
wonderful and rewarding one. But the wonder and the rewards, 
the fun, come only when we are “good at it,” when we work hard to 
perfect our lives. Amy Chua teaches us that that’s not fun. Having 
real fun in life requires that “you be good at it,” good at life. And 
that takes work. 
 

34:1The LORD said to Moses, "Chisel out two stone tablets like the first 
ones, and I will write on them the words that were on the first tablets, 
which you broke. 2Be ready in the morning, and then come up on Mount 
Sinai. Present yourself to me there on top of the mountain. 3No one is to 
come with you or be seen anywhere on the mountain; not even the flocks 
and herds may graze in front of the mountain." 

4So Moses chiseled out two stone tablets like the first ones and went 
up Mount Sinai early in the morning, as the LORD had commanded him; 
and he carried the two stone tablets in his hands. 

5Then the LORD came down in the cloud and stood there with him 
and proclaimed his name, the LORD. 6And he passed in front of Moses, 
proclaiming, "The LORD, the LORD, the compassionate and gracious God, 
slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, 7maintaining love to 
thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not 
leave the guilty unpunished; he punishes the children and their children 
for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation." 
 
1. The Thirteen Attributes of God (or God’s Nature):   

1) The LORD, the LORD 
—The LORD denotes God in His attribute of mercy.  

2) God 
—the Almighty Lord of the Universe, ruler of Nature and mankind.  

3) merciful 
—full of loving sympathy, i.e., understanding the suffering and 
miseries of human frailty.  

4) gracious 
—assisting and helping, consoling the afflicted and raising up the 
oppressed.  

 



5) long suffering 
—or, “slow to anger”—not hastening to punish the sinner, but af-

fording him opportunities to repent.  
6) abundant in goodness 

—or, plenteous in mercy—granting gifts and blessings beyond what 
we deserve.  

7) abundant in truth 
—eternally true to himself, pursuing His inscrutable (enigmatic) 

plans for the salvation of all mankind.  
8) keeping mercy to the thousandth generation 

—remembering the good deeds of the ancestors to the thousandth 
generation, and reserving reward to the remotest descendants.  

9) forgiving iniquity 
—bearing with indulgence the failing of man, and by forgiving, re-

storing him to the original purity of the his soul. Heb. avon—sins 
committed from an evil disposition.  

10) forgiving transgression 
—Heb. pesha—evil deeds springing from malice and rebellion.  

11) forgiving sin 
—Heb. cha-ta-ah—shortcomings due to negligence and error.  

12) will by no means clear the guilty (i.e., the unrepentant) 
—i.e., He will not allow the guilty to go unpunished. God cannot 

leave repeated wickedness and obstinate persistence in evil en-
tirely unpunished. His goodness cannot destroy justice.  

13) visiting … upon the children 
—relates only to the consequences of sin. Pardon is not the remis-

sion of the penalty, but the forgiveness of the guilt and the re-
moval of the sinfulness. 

 


