Yom Kippur 5770
Rabbi Michael Balinsky

1. Bavli Avoda Zara 4b

Rabbi Joshua b. Levi further said: The Israelites made the calf only in order to place a good
argument in the mouth of the penitents, as it is said, "0 that they had such a heart as this always, to
fear Me and keep all My commandments. . . . (Deuteronomy 5:20)

2. Sanhedrin 102a

R. Isaac said: No retribution whatsoever comes upon the world which does not contain a slight
fraction of the first calf [i.e. the molten calf in the wilderness], as it is written, nevertheless in the day
when I visit, I will visit their sin upon them.

3. Sifre Hazzinu 320

You stood at Mount Sinai and said, All that the Lord hath spoken will we do, and obey (Exod. 24:7),
(whereupon) I said: reare godlike beings (Ps. 82:6); but when you said to the (golden) calf, This is thy
god, 0 Israel (Exod. 32:4), I said to you, Nevertheless, ye shall die like men (Ps. 82:7).

7195 DY 0937 NN NOY
[yon]

TP DM PIDAA 573 Y7 N DHYN RLN MNYDD 12 YN VI HHD NYXNNY NN DY DI NAIN DY
N2V DTN 19 19D . OIXLVNN I 57NN 122DI I7OYY 295 DYV THYN XONN 1A PRY NTIPO PRY INTP)
52 55N MINYDDN D) THRN PYIY ¥)H2W NMAIVWNN DD OXT YYD NN 12 PRY NNYDD PRY 121N
95195 . N2WVWN NYINY YT P RONT IMND PINT PN ROY 5710 W7D 927070 N'T DY DNYODM N2IVNN
95 )PINN HTY PNYD TY XONN I NP PNNI NIV DI2) 92700 NT MDY IIYNN NIVN PYIY >7IaY I3
POIT 57112 19D .ONN OIPON ONINN V71N ROND OTIP NPNY PIRT PIY 119D 9732191 RONN
N IOITAD NIND DXANNY IMID NNNYA PIYNN DRI 2)2) . DXVITP NPNY PTNYY MX NI D¥ININD
991 NNODN YW 13D : DXINDINI NIV PIN DM NPNY P HINYI NDIIND TIVX) RO NNYNRIN
MY TN INT MDY P TON TY INIT WND 9757 INN MDD MXN 199 927HN NT OV NIy
NPY NY RYN 21092 N2IWN MYV D73 3790 W75 MIDTHN 97NN 1NN N2IVNN 7Y NIDT N30 ROVNN
(WY 20

Yom Kippur is a day of selichah and mebilah for the individual and the community. There is also
forgiveness for the sin of the Golden Calf as it says (Sanhedrin 102a): “nevertheless in the day when
I visit, I will visit their sin upon them. No retribution whatsoever comes upon the world which does
not contain a slight fraction of the first calf.”

The reason is that all others sins are emergent through this sin. And since “a measure for good is
greater than a measure for punishment” there is no forgiveness that does not entail forgiveness for
the sin of the golden calf. All the repenting Israel does on an ongoing basis and all the se/chot, all of
this is on the power of repentance and forgiveness of the wilderness generation as the sages say
Avoda Zara 4b: “R. Joshua b. Levi further said: The Israelites made the calf only in order to place a
good argument in the mouth of the penitents, as it is said, "0 that they had such a heart as this
always, to fear Me and keep all My commandments. . . . (Deuteronomy 5:26)”.

Therefore when Israel repents, this awakens the merit of the generation of the wilderness. Each
year, a portion of the sin of the golden calf is erased until in the future there will be a complete




tikkun of the sin. Israel will then merit the status they were in before the sin as it says (Psalm 82:0) I
said, "You are godlike creatures, and all of you are angels of the Most High.

Therefore on Yom Kippur we are like angels and this is the sign that in the future we will all be holy.
Israel fasts in a spirit of rejoicing which signifies they envision returning to this original level where
they did not need to eat or drink; rather they were nourished through the radiance of the sheghinah
like angels. Through forgiveness, the praiseworthy level of the wilderness generation is recalled.
Therefore the command of sukkot follows immediately after Yom Kippur as it says (Jeremiah 2:2) “I
remember to you the loving-kindness of your youth”, this refers to the merit of the wilderness
generation. Through the sin of the golden calf, their merit was extinguished and through repentance
their merit is awakened and returns.

Translation Rabbi Michael Balinsky

Underlying this teaching of the Sefaz Emet is the idea, expressed in many sources and reflected in the
mahzor, 1s that Yom Kippuris the day Moses came down from Mount Sinai with the second set of
tablets, signifying the restoration of the covenant which was broken through the sin of the golden
calf. He also cites two different amoraic traditions. One asserts that the sin of the golden calf was
forgiven, but not fully erased. In this, he distinguishes between two terms, selichah and mebilah. There
was selichah after the golden calf, the people were restored to God, but there was not mebilab,
complete erasure of the sin. As a result, the sin of the golden calf lingers to this very day. He then
takes this idea one step further; our sins may be emergent because of golden calf, but similarly our
repentance also acts as part of the forgiveness of the golden calf. Our repentance will result in the
erasure of that sin.

It should also be pointed out that the Talmud passage in Sanhedrin 102a speaks of retribution for
the sin of the golden calf. The Sefat Emet moves away from retribution and only applies it to the
area of sin, not punishment.

The second amoraic passage quoted, Avoda Zara 4b, is quite striking. David Flatto, in an article
from Tradition (Winter 2001) says the following:

Rabbi Joshua b. Levi further said: The Israelites made the calf only in order to place
a good argument in the mouth of the penitents, as it is said, "0 that they had such a
heart as this always, to fear Me and keep all My commandments. . . . (Deuteronomy
5:26)" The subtext of the passage is one of the great mysteries that looms behind the
sin of the golden calf -how could a nation sin with idolatry at the footsteps of Mount
Sinai? In response to this question the midrashim again divide into two broad
groups. Some state that indeed Israel did commit this grave sin, and they underscore
the extent of the offense. Others mitigate the sin, either by arguing that the calf was
not really idolatry, or by defending the people, depicting them as innocently
confused or tempted by a shrewd antagonist. The above passage belongs to the latter
group, but employs an entirely different strategy.

The people of Israel did sin, even deliberately, the passage boldly asserts. However,
their sin was for the sake of heaven! The proof of the midrash is a verse in
Deuteronomy that emphasizes the unparalleled spiritual height that Israel attained at
Sinai. If sin emerges in this context, the passage argues, it must be of a different
nature. The nation sinned as a form of spiritual self-sacrifice for all future sinners




who would see this generation as a model for the possibility of repentance! The
passage thus appropriates the midrashic trope of self-sacrifice, including the more
radical relinquishing of one's spiritual attainments, by extending it even to the nation
as a whole. According to various midrashim, Moses, Aaron and even Israel sinned by
their own volition, as a form of sacrifice for the greater good of others. In one great
midrashic stroke, the passage totally revises the nature of Israel's sin with the golden
calf. The heroic role of self-sacrifice in the sin of the golden calf constitutes a
leitmotif in the collective midrashim surveyed above. The primary source for the
theme can be traced to a single verse (Exodus (32:32)), wherein Moses makes a
striking offer to forfeit his life alongside the people of Israel. The midrash, however,
senses the singular significance of the verse, and refuses to allow it to be lost upon
the reader. In the wake of mortal sin, and with divine fury lurking in the background,
Moses bravely challenges destiny, despite the uncertain outcome-"perhaps God will
forgive Israel's sin" (Exodus 32:30). At this most critical of hours, the posture that
Moses assumes is one of complete surrender, and ultimate sacrifice. When Moses
and his people narrowly escape destruction, and emerge triumphant, the midrash
desires to immortalize and replicate this spiritually precious moment. Thus, the
midrash poignantly reproduces this posture and exposes it as the subtext of various
loci within this narrative and beyond. As a result, the midrash stretches this theme
both vertically (in the career of Moses) and horizontally (to Aaron, the Levites and
even Israel). Undeterred by its problematic dimensions, the midrash boldly displays
self-sacrifice as a remarkable spiritual achievement.

For the Sefar Emet, he sees these two Talmudic passages as not mutually exclusive, but as
complementary. The same generation that caused the golden calf also introduced repentance. Our
acts of repentance can ultimately undo and restore ourselves to the level of the wilderness
generation before they sinned. We can perform the tikkun for the sin of this earlier generation.

In making these assertions, the Sefar Emet follows in the thought of others, that our repentance and
forgiveness on Yom Kippur has much greater significance than only applying to ourselves. We are
part of something much larger and past, present and future can come together through our actions.
The fasting on Yom Kippur is really rooted in joy. We become like angels, requiring neither food nor
drink. In a way, it is an anticipation of the joy of Swkkot, a return to the wilderness generation who
journeyed under the protective cloud of God’s presence.




