Matan — A Tradition of Machloket: Great Debates in Jewish Philosopy, History and
Halakha
Part 3 — Moshe and Hashem

Rabbi Francis Nataf, Redeeming Relevance - Exodus

On some level, Moshe’s first dialogue with God sets the tone not only for Moshe’s religious life but for the Jewish tradition as a
whole. With this in mind, we might have expected the scene at the burning bush to be full of religious consecration and bliss.
Instead, we are confronted with discord and disagreement, as the striking main feature of the story here is Moshe’s arguing with
God.

Moshe presumably learned that it was proper to argue with God from his own family tradition about Avraham, who most
famously mounted a vigorous defense of the wicked city of Sodom. Still, the scene at the burning bush is informingly
distinctive. It is different from what we see in Avraham’s arguments in both content and tone. It is equally different from the
more mature Moshe’s arguments when he would defend the Jewish people time after time before God. At the burning bush,
Moshe is particularly unyielding, refusing God’s call to assume national leadership. In fact, given that it is God with Whom he is
arguing, his behavior seems out-and-out audacious. Furthermore, as this is Moshe’s first reported prophecy, we would expect
him to be just the opposite: more cautious and less assertive.
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Part 1 — The sin
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Part 2 — Hashem’s First Response
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Part 3 — Moshe Beseeches
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Part 4 — Moshe Descends
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Part 5 — Moshe Returns to Hashem
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What Was Moshe’s Argument to God?
32:11 — Why be so angry with your people?
32:12 — what will the Egyptians say?
32:13 — You made a promise to the Avot
32:31 — Forgive them or else erase me
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Did God Want Moshe to Argue with him?
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The Sin of the Golden Calf in Religious Polemics

Alhatorah.org — Sin of the Golden Calf - Polemics and Parshanut

The sin of the Golden Calf was one of the spiritual nadirs of the early history of the Children of Israel, and it was seized upon
by Christianity in its attempt to both demonstrate the stiff-necked nature of the Jewish people and rationalize that fulfillment of
the Torah’s commandments was required only for those who had sinned with the Calf. Given the centrality of the story for
religious doctrine, it is not surprising to find that Jewish exegetes attempt to relate and respond.

While Jews living in Islamic lands were less affected by the national aspect, they encountered the Muslim doctrine of prophetic
infallibility, and this may have impacted their readings of Aharon’s actions. In Approaches, we will survey how Biblical
commentators living in different countries and eras interpreted the sin, and explore some of the impact of these polemical
factors.

Breaking of the Luchot

¢ Intentional — Shadal posits that Moshe might have wanted to shock the nation back to their senses, while Ralbag
suggests that this was a nullification of the covenant since the people had turned the Calf into a deity.

« Unintentional — Rashbam, in contrast, asserts that upon seeing the Calf, Moshe’s strength left him and he dropped the
Tablets. E. Touitou® suggests that Rashbam’s difficult read of the verse3 might have polemical
motivations. Christianity believed that the due to the sin, the Sinai Covenant was nullified and subsequent
commandments were given to punish the nation for their betrayal of Hashem. As such, Rashbam goes out of his way
to show that the sin was not a rejection of Hashem and that it did not involve breaking the Covenant.
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Avraham vs Moshe

Rav Tamir Granot, Revelation to Avraham vs. Revelation to Moshe

The linguistic and thematic similarity that we have pointed out in the requests of the two personalities now
assumes new significance: Moshe asks that God go amongst the nation —i.e., that He "personally" fulfill the covenant,
and not just send an angel. This request should be viewed as a re-establishment of the nation as God's nation. God's
Tent of Meeting (Mishkan) is built in the midst of the camp only by virtue of the prayer offered by Moshe from the Tent
that is outside of the camp. Similarly, Avraham asks God not to pass by, and he thereby merits God telling him and Sara
that the nation will be established through the descendant that will be born to them.
We may therefore summarize by saying that the revelation to Moshe is described as a mirror image of the revelation to
Avraham, so as to link their respective status and to tell us that Moshe is the forefather of the nation, like Avraham
before him. Just as we are told concerning Avraham, "For | KNOW HIM," we are told concerning Moshe, "I KNOW YOU
BY NAME." In both cases we see that the two personalities are uniquely chosen. In this regard, the concept of the "way
of God" is also linked. Avraham is chosen in order that he will command his children and household after him to keep
the way of God, to perform righteousness and justice. He immediately proves that he is worthy of this mission by
arguing with God for justice on behalf of Sodom. Moshe asks God to make His ways known to him, so that he will
possess the wherewithal to plead before Him in the future. And God indeed reveals His ways, and Moshe goes on to
offer (after the sin of the spies) the prayers of the nation. Thus, the characteristic common to both personalities —
nullifying personal interest for the sake of the community, for the nation of Israel, or even for Sodom —is the reason
for the Torah attaching such importance to them.
And this point may also serve to complete the picture: Avraham stands before God and demands justice: "Shall the
Judge of all the earth not do justice?!" From him we learn that we may demand justice from the Master of the
Universe. Moshe demands a different principle: compassion and forgiveness, and God reveals these new ways to him.
From Moshe we learn that we may demand of God not only justice and righteousness, but also compassion and
kindness.

All of the above gives rise to yet another central connection between the two narratives. Both revelations — that
of God at the entrance to the tent, to Avraham, and that of God at the entrance of the Tent and in the crevice of the
rock, to Moshe — take place in the context of the prophet's request for mercy towards a sinful group of people about
to be destroyed. Avraham prays for the wicked Sodom, while Moshe begs for mercy on behalf of Israel, who have
sinned concerning the Golden Calf. Perhaps the text is hinting to us, through all the parallels, something about the
reason for God's selection of Avraham and Moshe as forefathers of the nation. They share a special ability to
negotiate with God and to ask for mercy by invoking their personal merit on behalf of the collective — even if this be a
sinful collective.




