
Story Number 49

A GOLDEN CALF

After God gave the Ten Commandments from Mount Sinai, Moses went

up the mountain and came down with the ‘Contract Document’, then went

up again, leaving Aaron and Hur in charge, to whom the people should

turn if they had any problems. Part of the way he was accompanied by

Joshua. Finally he entered the cloud, stayed for forty days and nights with

neither food nor water, and was given the instructions for the Tabernacle.

But just before the forty days were up, the people grew restless. ‘Moses

has disappeared, what has happened to him? By now he must be dead and

he will not come back.’ They had lost him, leaving them without a leader,

which was bad enough. Aaron was a first-rate deputy, helping Moses, but

he was not himself a leader. Worse than that, Moses was their link with

God, without him they felt that the connection was somehow broken.

They then remembered how the Egyptians worshipped cattle as gods,

and had models of bulls and calves made of gold, which they worshipped

as idols. The people had feelings of nostalgia – something like this, they

felt, was what they now needed. They could only contact God through

Moses, who was no more, but could contact a golden image themselves

directly! And this only a few weeks after they had experienced God’s

descent on Mount Sinai, telling them among other things that they were

in no circumstances to make any images for worship! Short memories.

So all the people ‘congregated’ on Aaron, who was temporarily in

charge – not, note, on Aaron and Hur, but just on Aaron – and demanded

of him, since Moses who had brought them out of Egypt had disappeared,

to make them a god who would lead them.

[The following clarifies Aaron’s behaviour, which is generally misunderstood.]
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With thousands of people pressing on him, Aaron was a little frightened

and did not know what to do. We would have expected him to first

consult with Hur, but Hur is not mentioned again anywhere, ever at all,

after Moses appointed him in charge jointly with Aaron. Perhaps he was

on the other side, with those who were pushing Aaron.

Now the fact that the people turned to Aaron to make them an idol,

instead of just making it themselves, meant that Aaron had a lot of

support among the people, and if he had stood firm and said ‘No!’ the

majority might have supported him. But he was taken suddenly by surprise

and did not know what to do. Still he had an idea.

‘Alright’ he said, ‘Bring me all the gold that your wives and children

are wearing as ornaments – rings, bracelets and so on.’ He was sure that

this was safe, the wives and children would not let them take them, so

without the gold he could not make a gold idol! A good way out.

But he was wrong, they brought their own gold, lots of it.

So he had another idea. He melted down all the gold, then put it into

a mould, and chiseled it into shape, so that it came out as a calf, just like

the Egyptians used to have. The people seeing it would know that he had

made it from their own ornaments, they had seen him do it. There could

be nothing holy or divine about it, certainly they could not worship their

own bits of gold. People are not utterly stupid.

Again he was wrong, they were. They shouted with joy ‘Here are your

gods, Israel, who brought you out of Egypt!’

Aaron was flabbergasted. He knew that God had forbidden making any

idols, let alone worshipping them, but he had felt that in this case he made

it not for them to worship, but the reverse – to make fun of it, to ridicule

it, for them to see how stupid it was to worship a thing like that. So he

built a toy altar in front of it, but the people took the idol seriously.

One thing was left for Aaron to do. He announced ‘Tomorrow, there is

a festival to God!’ He said, and meant, God, but realised that the people

would think he meant the idol. Never mind, he said ‘Tomorrow’. They
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were all excited, give them a good night’s sleep and they will wake up

next day and see how stupid they had been the day before.

Here too Aaron failed. They got up especially early in the morning and

started a festival to the idol, offered sacrifices to it, sat down to eat and

drink, and were about to start an orgy, as idolaters did in those days.

Meanwhile, Moses on the mountain had just been given the Two Stone

Tablets on which God himself had engraved the Ten Commandments. God

then told him ‘Go down quickly, hurry, your people have broken all rules

and made themselves a gold idol which they are worshipping!’ (Moses

found this hard to believe. Could God be exaggerating a bit?) God said he

would wipe out the people and make a new one from Moses’s family, but

Moses would not accept this, and pleaded for the people. Then he went

down, carrying the two heavy stone tablets on his arms. Halfway down he

picked up Joshua, who had been waiting faithfully for him all the time.

As they went down they heard a lot of noise. ‘There is a sound of

battle in the camp’ said Joshua. ‘No’ said Moses, ‘it is neither the cry of

victory nor the cry of defeat, but the sound of singing!’ Only when they

got nearer did they see what was actually happening, the Calf and the way

people were behaving. Moses had a terrible shock – God had certainly not

exaggerated, it was even worse! The first thing he did was to throw down

the Tablets and smash them to pieces. They were the evidence of the

Contract between the people and God, which the people had now openly

and flagrantly broken, so there was no point in keeping them.

Understandably he was in a furious temper. He charged in, grabbed the

idol and ground it into fine gold dust which he threw into the water and

made the people drink! Then he turned on Aaron and asked him what the

people had done to him that he had helped them to sin so horribly. Aaron

was very frightened and gave a feeble excuse ‘You know what the people

are like, they said “Moses has disappeared, make us an idol”; all I did was

to throw the gold into the fire and this calf came out.’
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Moses then called for support. ‘Who is for God - come to me!’ and the

entire tribe of Levi came to support him. He gave them orders: ‘Take your

swords, go through the camp from end to end, and kill everyone who

worshipped the calf, even your own brothers, sons, friends and relatives.’

They did this, and three thousand people died. 1 Moses then gave the

Levites a blessing, and began to calm down.

‘You have committed a terrible sin’ he told the people ‘and God wants

to destroy you all and wipe you out. I will now go back and plead with

him to see if he will spare you.’

God was not annoyed at Moses for breaking the Tablets, but told him

to prepare two new stone tablets as replacements. Moses did this and went

back up the Mountain, staying another forty days and nights without food

or water, pleading with God for the people. God said ‘Your people have

become corrupt’, and Moses retorted ‘They are your people!’ He also

pleaded for Aaron, stressing that whatever Aaron did wrong, he at least

meant well.

Finally God gave Aaron a reprieve, he would live and even still be

High Priest, but his punishment would come later. The new Tablets were

engraved, and the people too were given a reprieve: they would not be

wiped out, but in future every time they did wrong and were punished,

extra punishment would be added for the sin of the Calf – we have never

been forgiven!

At the end of this second period of forty days Moses took down the

new Tablets, and a change was made among the people. Instead of the

firstborns helping the priests in the Tabernacle as originally intended, they

were exchanged for the tribe of Levi, who had ‘stood by’ God and without

fear eliminated the sinners even among their own sons and brothers.

1. Only one half per cent of the population, so why were all the people punished?
Because they were silent and while not actively worshipping the Calf they did not
oppose it.
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