Religious and Political Conflict:  Biblical and Talmudic Stories
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Golden Calf Story in Exodus
	Exodus Chapter 32
	

	וַיַּ֣רְא הָעָ֔ם כִּֽי־בֹשֵׁ֥שׁ מֹשֶׁ֖ה לָרֶ֣דֶת מִן־הָהָ֑ר וַיִּקָּהֵ֨ל הָעָ֜ם עַֽל־אַהֲרֹ֗ן וַיֹּאמְר֤וּ אֵלָיו֙ ק֣וּם ׀ עֲשֵׂה־לָ֣נוּ אֱלֹהִ֗ים אֲשֶׁ֤ר יֵֽלְכוּ֙ לְפָנֵ֔ינוּ כִּי־זֶ֣ה ׀ מֹשֶׁ֣ה הָאִ֗ישׁ אֲשֶׁ֤ר הֶֽעֱלָ֙נוּ֙ מֵאֶ֣רֶץ מִצְרַ֔יִם לֹ֥א יָדַ֖עְנוּ מֶה־הָ֥יָה לֽוֹ׃ 


וַיִּקַּ֣ח מִיָּדָ֗ם וַיָּ֤צַר אֹתוֹ֙ בַּחֶ֔רֶט וַֽיַּעֲשֵׂ֖הוּ עֵ֣גֶל מַסֵּכָ֑ה וַיֹּ֣אמְר֔וּ אֵ֤לֶּה אֱלֹהֶ֙יךָ֙ יִשְׂרָאֵ֔ל אֲשֶׁ֥ר הֶעֱל֖וּךָ מֵאֶ֥רֶץ מִצְרָֽיִם׃ 


וַיְדַבֵּ֥ר יְהֹוָ֖ה אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ה לֶךְ־רֵ֕ד כִּ֚י שִׁחֵ֣ת עַמְּךָ֔ אֲשֶׁ֥ר הֶעֱלֵ֖יתָ מֵאֶ֥רֶץ מִצְרָֽיִם׃ 

וַיֹּ֥אמֶר יְהֹוָ֖ה אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ה רָאִ֙יתִי֙ אֶת־הָעָ֣ם הַזֶּ֔ה וְהִנֵּ֥ה עַם־קְשֵׁה־עֹ֖רֶף הֽוּא׃ 

וַיִּנָּ֖חֶם יְהֹוָ֑ה עַל־הָ֣רָעָ֔ה אֲשֶׁ֥ר דִּבֶּ֖ר לַעֲשׂ֥וֹת לְעַמּֽוֹ׃ {פ}

וְהַ֨לֻּחֹ֔ת מַעֲשֵׂ֥ה אֱלֹהִ֖ים הֵ֑מָּה וְהַמִּכְתָּ֗ב מִכְתַּ֤ב אֱלֹהִים֙ ה֔וּא חָר֖וּת עַל־הַלֻּחֹֽת׃ 

וַיַּֽעֲשׂ֥וּ בְנֵֽי־לֵוִ֖י כִּדְבַ֣ר מֹשֶׁ֑ה וַיִּפֹּ֤ל מִן־הָעָם֙ בַּיּ֣וֹם הַה֔וּא כִּשְׁלֹ֥שֶׁת אַלְפֵ֖י אִֽישׁ׃ 
וַיַּֽעֲשׂ֥וּ לָהֶ֖ם אֱלֹהֵ֥י זָהָֽב׃ 

וַיֹּ֥אמֶר יְהֹוָ֖ה אֶל־מֹשֶׁ֑ה מִ֚י אֲשֶׁ֣ר חָֽטָא־לִ֔י אֶמְחֶ֖נּוּ מִסִּפְרִֽי׃ 
	1. 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 that fellow Moses—the man who brought us from the land of Egypt—we do not know what has happened to him…. 
4. (The gold rings) he took from them and fashioned it with a graving tool, 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….
7.  יהוה spoke to Moses, “Hurry down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt, have acted basely. (corruptly) …
9. יהוה further said to Moses, “I see that this is a stiff-necked people. 
14. … (After Moses’ intercession) Hashem renounced the punishment planned for God’s people….
16. The tablets were God’s work, and the writing was God’s writing, incised upon the tablets. 

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

33.  But יהוה said to Moses, “Only one who has sinned against Me will I erase from My record….



Rashi and Ramban’s Disagreement:
Rashi:  אשר ילכו לפנינו [MAKE US GODS] THAT SHALL GO BEFORE US — They wished to have many gods (the words אלהים is to be taken as plural since the verb ילכו is plural; cf. Sanhedrin 63a). 

Ramban:  But his language does not fit [the verse, since Scripture indicates only that they wanted a leader in place of Moses, but not gods]. Rather, this verse is the key to understand the incident of the golden calf, and the thought of those who made it. For it is known that the Israelites did not think that Moses was a god, and that he did for them the signs and wonders through his own power. So what sense is there in their saying, “since Moses is gone from us, we will make ourselves gods?” 

Some Additional Context:

 At the end of Parashat Yitro, importance of objects?  (Exodus 20:20-22)
	לֹ֥א תַעֲשׂ֖וּן אִתִּ֑י אֱלֹ֤הֵי כֶ֙סֶף֙ וֵאלֹהֵ֣י זָהָ֔ב לֹ֥א תַעֲשׂ֖וּ לָכֶֽם׃ 

מִזְבַּ֣ח אֲדָמָה֮ תַּעֲשֶׂה־לִּי֒ וְזָבַחְתָּ֣ עָלָ֗יו אֶת־עֹלֹתֶ֙יךָ֙ וְאֶת־שְׁלָמֶ֔יךָ אֶת־צֹֽאנְךָ֖ וְאֶת־בְּקָרֶ֑ךָ בְּכׇל־הַמָּקוֹם֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ר אַזְכִּ֣יר אֶת־שְׁמִ֔י אָב֥וֹא אֵלֶ֖יךָ וּבֵרַכְתִּֽיךָ׃

וְאִם־מִזְבַּ֤ח אֲבָנִים֙ תַּֽעֲשֶׂה־לִּ֔י לֹֽא־תִבְנֶ֥ה אֶתְהֶ֖ן גָּזִ֑ית כִּ֧י חַרְבְּךָ֛ הֵנַ֥פְתָּ עָלֶ֖יהָ וַתְּחַֽלְלֶֽהָ׃

	With Me, therefore, you shall not make any gods of silver, nor shall you make for yourselves any gods of gold. 
Make for Me an altar of earth and sacrifice on it your burnt offerings and your sacrifices of well-being, your sheep and your oxen; in every place where I cause My name to be mentioned I will come to you and bless you. 
And if you make for Me an altar of stones, do not build it of hewn stones; for by wielding your tool upon them you have profaned them.



 Importance of the written word on an object?
	––Look at lines 4 and 16 (with a graving tool – a stylus ––  חרט
	---See Isaiah 8:1 וּכְתֹ֤ב עָלָיו֙ בְּחֶ֣רֶט אֱנ֔וֹשׁ – as translated by the commentator Ibn Ezra – fashioned in the form of Man
Covenantal Relationship?  Exodus 14:7
(ז) וַיִּקַּח֙ סֵ֣פֶר הַבְּרִ֔ית וַיִּקְרָ֖א בְּאָזְנֵ֣י הָעָ֑ם וַיֹּ֣אמְר֔וּ כֹּ֛ל אֲשֶׁר־דִּבֶּ֥ר ה' נַעֲשֶׂ֥ה וְנִשְׁמָֽע׃
And he (Moses) took the book of the covenant and read in the hearing of the people: and they said, All that the Lord has said will we do, and obey. 

Golden Calf Story in Kings
First Some Background on the Decline of King Solomon – Chapters 9-11 of I Kings
1. Impermissible relationships with Pharaoh's daughter – Moabite, Ammonite, Edomite, Phoenician and Hittite women
2. Idolatry:  built shrines to Kemosh, the idol of Moav, on the hill near Jerusalem, and one for Molech, the idol of Ammon and for all of his foreign wives.
3. As a result: “Because you have done this and you have failed to keep my covenant and the laws I commanded you, I will tear the kingdom away from you and give it to one of your servants…”
4. Shlomo’s Punishments:
a. Hadad, who escaped from David’s conquest of Edom and went to Egypt under Pharaoh’s protection.  After death of David and General Yoav, he returned to his land with military aid from Pharaoh
b. R’zon, who escaped from David and fled with an army to Damascus and provided threats to Solomon during his reign
c. Yerovam (ירבעם), fight of the people, of the Tribe of Ephraim (from Joseph) rebelled against Solomon, but first Yerovam was placed in charge of forced labor that focused on repair of the City of David.  Leaving Jerusalem, in short Yerovam gets the 10 Tribes of the Northern Kingdom and Solomon retains Judah out of respect for David.
d. Shlomo dies and is buried in Jerusalem and his son R’chavam (an ironic name:  broad people) inherits Judah.

I Kings Chapter 12
	1. R’chav’am went to Shechem, for all Israel had come to Shechem to acclaim him as king. 
2. Y’rov’am son of Nebat learned of it while he was still in Egypt; for Y’rov’am had fled from King Solomon and had settled in Egypt. 
3. They sent for him; and Y’rov’am and all the assembly of Israel came and spoke to R’chav’amas follows: 
4. “Your father made our yoke heavy. Now lighten the harsh labor and the heavy yoke that your father laid on us, and we will serve you.”
5. He answered them, “Go away for three days and then come back to me.” So the people went away. 
6. King R’chav’am took counsel with the elders who had served his father Solomon during his lifetime. He said, “What answer do you advise [me] to give to this people?” 
7. They answered him, “If you will be a servant to those people today and serve them, and if you respond to them with kind words, they will be your servants always.” 
8. But he ignored the advice that the elders gave him and took counsel with the young men who had grown up with him and were serving him. 
9. “What,” he asked, “do you advise that we reply to the people who said to me, ‘Lighten the yoke that your father placed upon us’?” 
10. And the young men who had grown up with him answered, “Speak thus to the people who said to you, ‘Your father made our yoke heavy, now you make it lighter for us.’ Say to them, ‘My little finger is thicker than my father’s loins. 
11. My father imposed a heavy yoke on you, and I will add to your yoke; my father flogged you with whips, but I will flog you with scorpions.’” 
12. Y’rov’am and all the people came to R’chav’am on the third day since the king had told them: “Come back on the third day.” 
13. The king answered the people harshly, ignoring the advice that the elders had given him. 
14. He spoke to them in accordance with the advice of the young men, and said, “My father made your yoke heavy, but I will add to your yoke; my father flogged you with whips, but I will flog you with scorpions.” 
15. (The king did not listen to the people; for GOD had brought it about to fulfill the promise that GOD had made through Ahijah the Shilonite to Y’rov’am son of Nebat.) 
16. When all Israel saw that the king had not listened to them, the people answered the king:
“We have no portion in David (Kingdom of Judah), No share in Jesse’s son!  To your tents, O Israel!
Now look to your own House, O David.”
So the Israelites returned to their homes. 
17. But R’chav’am continued to reign over the Israelites who lived in the towns of Judah. 
18. King R’chav’am sent Adoram (called Adoniram in the Book of Samuel), who was in charge of the forced labor, but all Israel pelted him to death with stones. Thereupon King R’chav’am hurriedly mounted his chariot and fled to Jerusalem. 
19. Thus Israel revolted against the House of David, until this day. 
20. When all Israel heard that Y’rov’am 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. 
21. On his return to Jerusalem, R’chav’am mustered all the House of Judah and the tribe of Benjamin, 180,000 of the best warriors, to fight against the House of Israel, in order to restore the kingship to R’chav’am son of Solomon. 
22. But the word of God came to Shemaiah, the agent of God: 
23. “Say to King R’chav’am son of Solomon of Judah, and to all the House of Judah and Benjamin and the rest of the people: 
24. Thus said GOD: You shall not set out to make war on your kindred the Israelites. Return to your homes, for this thing has been brought about by Me.” They heeded the word of GOD and turned back, in accordance with the word of GOD. 
25. Y’rov’am fortified Shechem in the hill country of Ephraim and resided there; he moved out from there and fortified Penuel. 
26. Jeroboam said to himself, “Now the kingdom may well return to the House of David.
27. 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 Rehoboam of Judah; they will kill me and go back to King Rehoboam of Judah.” 
28. 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!” 
29.  He set up one in Bethel and placed the other in Dan. 
30. That proved to be a cause of guilt, for the people went to worship [the calf at Bethel and] the one at Dan. 
31.  He also made cult places (bamot) and appointed priests from the ranks of the people who were not of Levite descent. 
32.  He stationed at Bethel the priests of the shrines that he had appointed to sacrifice to the calves that he had made. And Y’rov’am established a festival on the fifteenth day of the eighth month; in imitation of the festival in Judah, he established one at Bethel, and he ascended the altar [there]. 
33.  On the fifteenth day of the eighth month—the month in which he had contrived of his own mind (אשר בדא מליבו – asher b’da m’libo) to establish a festival for the Israelites—Y’rov’am ascended the altar that he had made in Bethel.  As he ascended the altar to present an offering, 



Comparative Analysis
	שמות Exodus
	Kings מלכים

	The figure of a Molten Golden Calf
	Same

	Proclamation of Aaron:  These are your Gods, O Israel, who brought out from the Land of Egypt.
	Proclamation of Yerovam:  Enough for you to go up to Jerusalem.  This is your God, O Israel, who brought you up from the Land of Israel.

	Aaron’s Sons:  Nadav and Avihu
	Yerovam’s Sons:  Nadav and Aviya

	Aaron becomes the high priest
	Yerovam seeks to preside as Priest on the new Altar



Talmud Material on Internecine Violence

Yerushsalmi Shabbat 17
HALAKHAH: Mishnah: “These are of the practices that were pronounced at the upper floor of Ḥananiah ben Ḥizqiah ben Garon, when they came to visit him,” etc. “This day was hard for Israel like the day on which the Golden Calf was made. Rebbi Eliezer said, on that day they filled the bushel to overflow. Rebbi Joshua said, on that day they filled the bushel to the rim. Rebbi Eliezer said to him, if it was deficient and they filled it it would have been reasonable, as with an amphora full of nuts; if you fill it with sesame seeds it will be strengthened. Rebbi Joshua said to him, if it had been full and they diminished it, it would have been reasonable, as with an amphora filled with oil; if you add water to it it dilutes the oil.” Rebbi Joshua from Ono stated: The students of the House of Shammai were standing downstairs and killing the students of the House of Hillel. It was stated, six of them went up; the rest were standing around them with swords and lances. It was stated, eighteen things they decided, in eighteen they were a majority and in eighteen they were divided 

But, in the Bavli:

Hillel, quite innocently, asked Shammai why he ruled that juice that emanates from grapes being transported to a wine press causes impurity, whereas similar liquid from olives do not. 
For unexplained reasons, Shammai did not take kindly to the question. “He said to him: ‘If you provoke me, I will decree impurity on the gathering of olives as well’. A sword was stuck in the study hall, and they said: ‘Let the enterer enter, yet the one who [seeks to] leave may not leave’. That day, Hillel sat submissively before Shammai like one of the students. And it was grievous to Israel as the day the [Golden] Calf was made!” (Shabbat 17a). 
Various commentaries:
Those who say deaths actually occurred:
-P’nei Moshe:  Hillel had to sit subjugated before Shammai while Beit Shammai Killed students of Bet Hillel, which is how Bet Shammai acquired the majority in the Beit Midrash.

-Meiri –The 18 laws were enacted and will live forever because lives were lost on that day.  He also suggests that the murders went beyond Beit Hillel and were quite widespread.

-Evidence from the Cairo Ganiza says that a fast day was established in Adar due to the death of the students of Beit Hillel. The evidence from the Cairo Ganiza says the 4th of Adar.  The Shulchan Aruch lists this as an additional fast that some have observed but says it was on the 9th of Adar.

Those who say there was no murder:
-Korban HaEidah (:  Beit Shammai only threated Beit Hillel to stay downstairs so that Beit Shammai could have the majority in the Beit Midrash.

-Saadia Gaon: The Sages taught in a Baraita: A person should always be patient like Hillel and not impatient like Shammai.
Talmud Bavli 30b
        
A proof-text from Bavli Shabbat 88b:
And the Sages taught: About those who are insulted and do not insult, who hear their shame and do not respond, who act out of love and are joyful in suffering, the verse says: “And they that love Him are as the sun going forth in its might” (Judges 5:31)

Some historical perspective from R. Avraham Zacuto of the 15th and 16th Centuries:
These events took place around the time of the Jewish King Herod (173BCE- 4BCE) who maintained good relations with Rome, sent his children to be educated there, and who was dubbed by the Romans as the ‘friend and ally of Rome’.
This gave Herod a period of tranquillity in which he had time to build great structures including renovating the Second Temple. According to R. Avraham Zacuto (1452-1515), who writes in one of the first Jewish books on history, Sefer Yochasin:  
“Herod built the Temple of a beauty that exceeded that of Solomon”  

--Connection to time of Solomon?

But this expansion into the aesthetics brought with it some mixed feelings amongst the rabbis because they were fearful of this new secular Greek influence.
It appears, however, that Hillel was quite supportive of Herod while Shamai felt threatened by the secular cosmopolitanism. 
R. Zacuto continues: “Indeed, Herod greatly respected Hillel, for they supported his rule...The disciples of the School of Shamai were killing the disciples of the School of Hillel and threatened their lives.” 


R. Binyamin Lau, nephew of the former Chief Rabbi, head of the Bet Midrash at Bet Morasha and head of the 929 website:
“At this stage the Jewish forces were split and turned against each other in a civil war between the supporters of Herod and the supporters of the Hasmoneans.” 

Besides their political differences, Shamai was always stricter than Hillel. 

 Shamai, for example, taught that children should not eat on a Fast Day, as apparently, the custom had always been. Hillel’s leniency and innovation was that fasting should only be observed after puberty. 
Another example is that Shamai only believed in teaching ‘respectable people’ while Hillel believed in teaching all people.  When Hillel first arrived in Israel, he found the Torah world to closed and elitist and we all know the story of him having to climb onto the roof in the freezing snow to listen to Torah because he could not afford the entrance fee to the Beit Midrash.

Hillel and Shamai were the last of the five Zugot (Pairs of leaders), who led Jewish people for two hundred years (170 BCE-30 CE). The Zugot filled the positions of Nasi (President) and Av Beit Din (Head of the Court) respectively. Hillel was the Nasi, while Shamai was the Av Beit Din.
Under the leadership of Hillel and Shamai, the Sages “became immersed in halachik matters” more than in previous generations, and this sparked “the emergence of the phenomenon of dispute”.
Hillel and Shamai became symbols for characteristic Talmudik and Halachik dispute and debate.
[bookmark: _ftnref27]However, “Our sources indicate that their disputes were filled with tension, and at times even danger:” 

How do we reconcile this with the famous Mishna from Pirkei Avot 5:17 as well as Elu v’Elu Divree… in Talmud Eruvin 13b?
[image: A screenshot of a computer
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How do we reconcile the violence or at least threatened violence of this matter with that?
Why do the two Talmuds decide to include these stories of either violence or threatened violence?
How do we connect the Biblical story referenced in both Talmuds – the Golden Calf story
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cease. What is an example of love that depended on a something? Such
was the love of Amnon for Tamar. And what is an example of love that

did not depend on anything? Such was the love of David and Jonathan.
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Every dispute that is for the sake of Heaven, will in the end endure; But
one that is not for the sake of Heaven, will not endure. Which is the
controversy that is for the sake of Heaven? Such was the controversy of
Hillel and Shammai. And which is the controversy that is not for the
sake of Heaven? Such was the controversy of Korah and all his

congregation.
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