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Perashat Ki Tissa

I t would create a black mark that would forever 
taint the Jewish people. Only a few months after 
witnessing the greatest miracle in history, the 

nation would fall prey to their vulnerabilities and 
create the Golden Calf. Exactly what their sin entailed, 
whether idolatry in the absolute sense, or an attempt 
to replace their conduit to God, would become a 
debate amongst the sages that would forever frame 
that notorious episode. Nonetheless, Parashat Ki Tissa 
records the sin of the Golden Calf and the ramifications 
thereof. More specifically, it records a most intriguing 
plea by Moshe Rabbenu to help clear the reputation of 
his people. 

After receiving 
the thirteen 
attributes of mercy 
from Hashem, 
Moshe continues to 
plead for exoneration 
from het ha’egel (sin 
of the Golden Calf ). 
In doing so, he says, 
“If I have found favor 
in your eyes my 
God, let my God go 
amongst us – for it is 
a stiff necked people 
and you should 
forgive our iniquity 
and our error and 
our mistake and 
you should make us your heritage” (Shemot 34:9). 
How strange it is that in asking for absolution, Moshe 
mentions that the Jewish people are a stiff-necked 
nation. Is that not the very same term that God used 
earlier in the parasha in disparaging the people and 
stating it as the reason why they sinned in the first place 

(Shemot 32:9)? God accuses the Jewish nation of being 
so utterly stubborn and difficult. Inasmuch, they have 
sinned. Moshe is now using that very same character 
trait to plead for their forgiveness. The question is 
evident – why, Moshe, are you calling upon the accuser 
to be the defendant? 

The answer lies in understanding the stubborn nature 
of the Jewish people. While it is true that their obstinacy 
would cause them to sin on multiple occasions, it is that 
self-same determinedness that would hold them true 
to their identity and values throughout history. Moshe 

was noting that 
while they may have 
been stubborn now, 
they would, in fact, 
be stubborn in the 
future, but for the 
opposing cause. And 
so it has proven true, 
that the inf lexibility 
of the Jews to give 
up who they are, 
has bound them 
eternally to God. 

During the time 
of Purim, it was 
Mordechai whose 
stubbornness kept 
him from bowing 
to Haman and 

compromising who he was. At the time of the Spanish 
Inquisition, it was the tenacity of many Jews living 
there that caused them to hold on to their values despite 
surrounding hostilities. In the throes of Stalin’s Russia 
and Hitler’s Germany, it was the perseverance of the 

A Stubborn People Indeed
Rabbi Richard Tobias

Continued on page  5

Rabbi Tobias AddressesYoung Adults During the Sca Rabbincal Panel
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Jewish victims and their refusal to give in that allowed 
them to stay strong in the face of the most violent anti-
Semitism that the world has ever seen. 

Yes, Moshe used 
the very accuser as the 
defendant and so poetically 
and appropriately so. It 
was the stubbornness of 
the Jewish people that may 
have led them towards the 
sin of the calf, but it is that very same stubbornness 
that has kept them committed to Haqadosh Baruch Hu 
ever since. Our refusal to shed our identity despite the 
pressures of the outside world has proven so tenacious, 
that to call us stubborn has become not only common 
place, but complimentary. 

In pleading for absolution from a sin that would 
haunt us forever, Moshe was noting that the people who 
perpetrated it, were in fact stiff necked. However, it 
is in the merit of that stubbornness that they would 
be excused. That unwillingness to compromise would 

speak volumes of the Jewish nation in the future and 
would be the very reason why they do not give in to 
idolatry or foreign deities throughout history. What an 
intriguing argument to make on behalf of our nation, 

but how apropos it was. Moshe 
was foretelling of a people that 
would forever hold dear to 
their God, his Torah, and their 
commitment to both. How 
wonderfully stubborn we have 
been!

Rabbi Tobias is the Rabbi of Young Beth Torah and 

teaches Judaic Studies in Magen David Yeshibah 

High School.

“... the inflexibility of the Jews 
to give up who they are, has 

bound them eternally to God.”

Maqam of the Week
www.pizmonim.com

Continued from page 4

On Shabbat Ki Tissa (Exodus 30:11- 34:35), 
we read about the tragic episode of the Golden Calf. 
Therefore, the morning prayers are conducted in maqam 
Hijaz, according to all Aleppo sources, and maqam Saba 
according to all Damascus sources. Damascus custom 
is apply Saba to indicate a mood of pain, and to only 
apply maqam Hijaz for extreme sadness, such as Shabbat 
Ekha, when we mourn over the Bet Hamiqdash. Gabriel 
A Shrem used to mix maqam Bayat with Hijaz in order 
to dilute the sadness of the maqam. 

For Shabbat Vayaqhel (Exodus 35:1-38:20), 
the morning prayers are conducted in maqam Bayat-
Hosenu according to Shir Ushbaha Hallel Vezimrah 
(Red Pizmonim Book) and most other Aleppo sources. 
Maqam Hoseni (Arabic for “beautiful”) is applied, 
because we read about the culmination of the building 
of the mishkan (tabernacle); a place of great “beauty.” 
The melody of Hoseni is often described as a higher 
version of maqam Bayat. Damascus sources cite maqam 
Ajam or MAHOUR for this Shabbat. PIZMON SEFER 
TORAH: Miqdash Bene Bo (page 171).

Sephardic Pizmonim Project, www.pizmonim.com
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Perashat Ki Tissa

“My music is the spiritual expression of what I am — my 
faith, my knowledge, my being…” — John Coltrane

We are barely a fortnight out of our Egyptian 
bondage when we experience our first major 
fall-out with God. Moses leaves us for forty 

days and nights only to be thrown out of God’s mountain-
top “office” and told to return to his people as they have 
made a serious transgression.

“Get out! Get down! For your 
nation that you took out of 
Egypt have become corrupt.” 
(32:7)

They created a 
supplemental god out of gold and they bowed to it,1 
offered sacrifices to it,2 and danced around it.3 In their 
first instance of weakness, the people fell back upon 

1 32:8
2 Ibid.
3 32:19

what they knew — idol worship. The response is harsh,4 
but they are given a chance by God to grow from their 
failure.5 Much of the allowance is negotiated by Moshe, 
yet, he does not simply leave it at forgiveness. He asks 
God for a manner in which He can be known. The people 
failed because they had no physical connection to God, 
and to a nation that was wrought in pagan Egypt, the idols 
and imagery of worship were ubiquitous. It was not an 

easy jump from a plethora of 
godly forms and symbols to 
a completely intangible God. 
As long as there was a physical 
connection through Moshe, 
they managed. However, 
with that gone, it was back to 
the need for physical imagery. 

Moshe, therefore, in his negotiations for the future, and 
knowing that to have direct physical experience with God 
was out of the question, asked for the next best thing: to 
know God through His “ways.”

4 32:10
5 32:14

The Art of Being God
Rabbi Joseph Dweck

“The world is not a place 
that was arbitrarily put 

together by God...”

Rabbi Dweck Addresses The
Community at the Sca Tisha’ be’Ab Program
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Perashat Ki Tissa

Moshe said to God… “Please show me Your ways so that I 
might know you”…and [God] said: “I shall pass all of My good 
before you…” (33:13,19)

How was God answering Moshe’s question? Rambam 
writes6 that all this “good” that God was speaking of was 
His masterpiece — the universe that He had created. 
Like any artist whose identity can be, in a certain and 
meaningful way, ascertained through his or her creative 
output, God was to be discovered in the same manner. 
Artists, as opposed to technicians and mechanics,7 do not 
simply develop products that are utilitarian, but products 
that, while perhaps serving a useful purpose, are also 
elements of self-expression and self-sharing with the 
world. The universe, God’s opus, was God’s response to 
Moshe’s request of “Show me Your ways.”

[God’s] statement of “all my good” hinted to the 
entirety of creation. For about creation it is written: 
“And God saw all that He made and it was exceedingly good.” 
[Moshe] was shown each detail, its meaning and their 
interrelationships. He perceived God’s running of it all 
generally and specifically. (Moreh Nebukhim)

6 Moreh Nebukhim, I:54.
7 That is not to say that technicians and mechanics cannot be artists in what they do, but that 
technical and mechanical work is not focused on expression, but function and utility

The matrix of creation in all of its interrelated detail 
is the way that the shapeless, spiritual God expresses His 
identity to Moshe and ultimately, to all who wish to know 
Him. 

From this we learn an essential lesson about God and 
the world. The world is not a place that was arbitrarily 
put together by God in order to incubate human life, nor 
is it merely a stage in which God interacts with humanity. 
Rather, the world is the personal expression of God. 
Not only is every leaf and rock expressive of the nature 
of His being, every natural and scientific law reveals to 
us another element of the nature of Being, and in each 
discovery we uncover more about the Power of Existence 
that is behind it all and that runs through it. The more of 
its details and their interrelationships that we know, the 
more we come to know Him. Perashat Ki Tissa teaches 
that if we are to look for God, we look at His creation. 
Through the artwork, we come to know the artist.

Shabbat Shalom

Rabbi Dweck is the Senior Rabbi of the Spanish and 

Portuguese Sephardi Community of the United Kingdom.

Enjoy Qol Ha-Qahal?

Sponsor an issue in honor or in memory 

of a loved one by contacting 

Qahalnewsletter@gmail.com
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Perashat Ki Tissa

I f Hashem came to you in a prophetic dream and 
offered to grant you a single wish, what would you 
ask for? Many of us would wish to be the next $1.5 

billion Power Ball Lottery winner. Others would wish to 
have a long and healthy life devoid of any suffering. And 
some would wish to have unlimited power to be able to 
control the world around 
them. We all want to 
have unlimited wealth, 
health and power. But 
are these things that 
we SHOULD wish for 
if we were granted this 
opportunity? What 
would the Torah say to 
wish for? 

U n b e k n o w n s t 
to many, the 
aforementioned scenario is not just an exercise, it is a 
recorded event in Tanakh that happened to Shelomo 
Hamelech (King Solomon). The Navi records the story 
of Hashem appearing to Shelomo in a dream in Gibon. 

ְּבגְִבעֹון נְִרָאה ה ‘ֶאל־ְׁשלֹמֹה 

וַּיֹאֶמר  ַהּלָיְלָה  ַּבֲחלֹום 
ֱאלֹקים ְׁשַאל ָמה ֶאֶּתן־לְָך:1

In Gibon the Lord 
appeared to Solomon in 
a dream by night; and 
God said, “Ask what I 

shall give you.”

Shelomo’s response to this opportunity, an 
opportunity that all of us would only dream of, is 
astonishing and holds with it one of the greatest lessons 
in our holy Torah:

וְנַָתָּת לְַעְבּדְָך לֵב ׁשֵֹמַע לְִׁשּפֹט ֶאת ַעְּמָך לְָהִבין ֵּבין טֹוב לְָרע ּכִי 

'מלכים א': ג':ה 1

ִמי יּוכַל לְִׁשּפֹט ֶאת ַעְּמָך ַהּכֵָבד ַהּזֶה:2

Shelomo asks for the knowledge to tell the difference 
between right and wrong. Instead of asking for unlimited 
power, riches and stature, he asks for the wisdom to be 
able to judge the nation correctly. Shelomo realizes that 

despite his wisdom, he 
needs more of it to be able 
to judge such a difficult 
group of people. Hashem 
is pleased with Shelomo’s 
request and grants him 
his wish:

‘ּכִי  ה  ַהּדָָברְּבֵעינֵי  וַּיִיַטב 

ָׁשַאל ְׁשלֹמֹה ֶאת־ַהּדָָבר ַהּזֶה: 

יַַען  ֵאלָיו  ֱאלֹקים  וַּיֹאֶמר 

ֲאֶׁשר ָׁשַאלְָּת ֶאת־ַהּדָָבר ַהּזֶה 

יִָמיםַרִּבים  ּלְָך  וְלֹא־ָׁשַאלְָּת 

וְלֹא־ָׁשַאלְָּת ּלְָך עֶֹׁשר וְלֹא ָׁשַאלְָּת נֶֶפׁש אֹיְֶביָך וְָׁשַאלְָּת ּלְָך ָהִבין 
לְִׁשמַֹע ִמְׁשָּפט:3

And the speech pleased the Lord, that Solomon had asked 
this thing. And God said to him, (I will grant your wish) 

Because you have asked 
this thing, and have not 
asked for yourself long 
life; neither have you 
asked riches for yourself, 
nor have you asked the 
life of your enemies; but 
have asked for yourself 
understanding to discern 

judgment.

Shelomo was the wisest of all men, and yet, he still asked 
for more wisdom and knowledge to be able to connect 
to the people and be able to judge them effectively. No 
matter how much wisdom Shelomo actually possessed, 

'מלכים א': ג':ט 2

'מלכים א': ג': י'-יא 3

“Instead of asking for unlimited 
power, riches and stature, he asks 

for the wisdom to be able to
 judge the nation correctly.

The Sin of the Golden Calf: 
What Went Wrong?

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
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Perashat Ki Tissa

he realized that he would always be lacking and could 
gather more wisdom, attain more insight and always have 
something to learn from everyone. It was only because of 
this realization that his wish for even more wisdom was 
granted. 

With this lesson in hand, we can gain a true 
understanding of the sin of the Golden Calf. The most 
perplexing aspect of this sin is trying to fathom how it was 
possible that the nation of Israel, who experienced the 
myriad of miracles 
and wonders in Egypt 
with the Eser Makkot 
(the ten plagues) 
and the splitting of 
Yam Suf were able 
to rebel by make a 
molten image of God 
(or intermediary 
to replace Moshe)? 
They were on such 
a high level coming 
out of Egypt that 
the Talmud states 
that this generation 
was “on the level of 
angels” and emulated 
them when they 
said the words “נעשה 

 we will– ”ונשמע
do and then we will listen.4 It was precisely this high 
level that brought upon the sin of the Golden Calf. Benei 
Yisrael thought they knew it all! The people thought that 
they had reached their zenith and could do no wrong! If 
THEY thought that this was the right decision, then it 
must be the correct way of proceeding. 

This one massive f law was spelled out by Hashem 
when he attaches the newly coined term of “קשה  עם 

 a stiff necked people” to Benei Yisrael. The Seforno“—”עורף
comments5 as to the meaning of “a stiff-necked people” 
and says it does not just mean to be stubborn in a broad 
sense. Rather it means that it is as if their necks are made 
of iron specifically with regard to listening to the words 

'מסכת שבת: דף פח': עמוד א 4

'ספורנו: שמות: לב': ט 5

of others who try to give them rebuke. In contrast to 
Shelomo Hamelech, once Benei Yisrael thought they knew 
it all and had all the answers, it was as if their fates were 
already sealed. 

The prophet Daniel crystalizes this idea for us. In his 
praise of Hashem, Daniel states:6 

יֵָהב ָחכְְמָתא לְַחּכִיִמין ּוַמנְּדְָעא לְיָדְֵעי ִבינָה:

“He gives wisdom unto the wise, and knowledge to them 
that know understanding.” 

If Hashem only gives 
wisdom to those who are 
already wise, then where 
did they get their original 
wisdom from? There are 
two stages of wisdom; 
the concrete wisdom 
formed of one’s abilities, 
acquired knowledge, and 
intellectual capacity. The 
second stage is knowing 
one’s limitations and 
realizing they need 
others, Hashem’s help 
and humility to always 
add to that first stage of 
wisdom. It was the lack 
of this second stage of 

wisdom that led the nation to sin with the Golden Calf. 
We need to learn this tremendous lesson and follow in 
the footsteps of Shelomo Hamelech. Let us always realize 
that no matter how much we think we know, we need to 
always ask Hashem to grant us more wisdom and guidance 
to make the right decisions. Let us be opened to learning 
from others and commit ourselves to the lifelong journey 
of acquiring the wisdom of our holy Torah.  

Rabbi Tawil is the Rabbi of Congregation Kol Israel in 

Brooklyn, NY.

'דניאל: ב': כא 6

From Right to Left: Rabbi Isaac Tawil, Rabbi Moshe Shamah 
and Rabbi Dr. Elie Abadi at arecent SCA event 

with Ambassador Michael Oren.
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According to the plain sense of the text, we know 
what punishment was given the people who sinned 
in the matter of the Golden Calf: at Moses’ order, 

close to three thousand people were slain by the Levites. 
Although Scripture does not say explicitly that these sinners 
were tried in court, the Oral Law spells this out explicitly 
and furthermore, hints about the sinners being tried can be 
found in the text. Let us examine what the Oral Law has to 
say about the trial of the sinners in the affair of the Golden 
Calf. 

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan remarks on the verse, “Moses 
stood up in the gate of the camp and said, ‘Whoever is for 
the Lord, come here!’ And all the Levites rallied to him” 
(Ex. 32:26) as follows: “And 
Moses arose in the Sanhedrin 
at the gate of the camp.” In 
other words, Moses stood 
up in his court (so Midrash 
Ha-Gadol), which was the 
High Court (Meor Ha-Afelah), 
and invited all God-fearing 
people who had not taken 
part in the sin of the Golden 
Calf to join him and serve 
as judges and magistrates in 
order to try the offenders. 
Therefore, the Levites rallied to Moses, because they had 
not taken part in the sin of the Golden Calf (Yoma 66b). 
Moreover, the Levites apparently remonstrated against the 
offenders prior to Moses’ arrival in the camp, so that when 
Moses arrived he found the people in two opposing camps, 
pitted against one another (Ibn Ezra, on Ex. 32:26). 

In this context Targum Pseudo-Jonathan continues with 
verse 27, in which Moses instructed the Levites as to the 
action they should take against the offenders: “He said to 
them: ‘Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: Each of you 
put sword on thigh, go back and forth from gate to gate 

1 The original article can be found on the Bar-Ilan parasha website: http://www.biu.ac.il/
JH/Parasha/eng/kitisa/aru.html

throughout the camp, and slay brother, neighbor, and kin.’” 
In the Aramaic translation: 

So said the Lord, all who sacrificed to idolatry shall 
be put to death by the sword, therefore let each man 
gird his sword on his loins and now go back and forth 
from the gate of the Sanhedrin to the gate of the 
lower court in the camp and pray to the Lord that he 
forgive you this sin, and you avenge the sinners who 
worshipped idolatry.

The Levites were not enjoined to kill people 
indiscriminately, rather they were requested to follow 
standard legal procedure: to leave the Supreme Court (Great 

Sanhedrin) and go to lesser 
courts of 23 members (that 
adjudicate capital offenses), 
which, in the conditions 
pertaining in the wilderness, 
were tribal courts (Meor Ha-
Afelah). In other words, the 
Levites were instructed to 
have many courts to hear 
the cases of the offenders 
(Midrash Ha-Gadol), and were 
to judge the offenders by 
the law that applies to idol 

worshippers, sentencing them to death by the sword (one 
of the four types of death penalty meted out in Jewish Law). 
They had to realize that as long as the offenders had not paid 
retribution, a great sin lay over the people for not judging 
the offenders and punishing them, and that sin incurred 
the danger of God punishing the people on this account. 
Therefore the Levites were requested to overcome their 
emotions and judge truthfully, then to carry out the verdict 
even if those who had to be slain were their own relatives. 

Was the punishment meted out to the idolaters who 
sinned by worshipping the Golden Calf - being slain by the 
sword - an emergency order or a standard practice of the 
halakhah? When Moses was instructing the Levites what 

“Was the punishment meted out 
to the idolaters who sinned by 
worshipping the Golden Calf - 
being slain by the sword - an 

emergency order or a standard 
practice of the halakhah?”

The Trial of Those Who Worshipped 
the Golden Calf1 

Rabbi Dr. Ratzon Arussi 



11

Perashat Ki Tissa

action to take against the offenders he saw fit to say to them, 
“Thus says the Lord.” The Mekhilta (Bo, ch. 12) asks in this 
regard: “Where did the Lord say this?” And the Mekhilta 
answers, “In the words, ‘whoever sacrifices to a god other 
than the Lord alone shall be proscribed’” (Ex. 22:19). Rashi 
ad loc. also mentions this idea. 

Maimonides, however, includes idol worshippers in 
the list of those who are punished by stoning, not by the 
sword (Hilkhot Sanhedrin 15.10). However a person who is 
subverted to idolatry, Maimonides includes in the category 
of those to be executed by the sword (loc. sit. 12; also cf. 
Avodah Zarah 3.1; and Rashi on v. 20, who says they are to 
be judged like the people of a city subverted to idolatry). 
In Nahmanides’ opinion, the offenders’ punishment was 
decreed by emergency order.  

For those who are of the opinion, contrary to 
Nahmanides, that the 
offenders’ trial was not 
held under emergency 
order, the question 
remains whether the 
legal proceedings 
satisfied the 
elementary halakhic 
requirements in cases 
of capital offenses, 
such as the rules of 
procedure regarding 
witnesses and giving 
due warning. Yoma 
66b relates to these 
issues in the context of 
a question that a wise 
woman asked of R. 
Eliezer, namely why 
the offenders in the 
sin of the Golden Calf were punished in different ways even 
though they all committed the same offense? The Talmud 
responds, 

It is an argument between Rav and Levi. One says, 
he who offered sacrifices and incense, was killed by 
the sword; he who embraced and kissed the Golden 
Calf--by death; he who was happy in his heart, by 
the waters. And the other says, in cases where there 

were witnesses and warning was given, [they were 
punished] by the sword; where there were witnesses 
but no warning, by putting to death; where there 
were neither witnesses nor warning, by the waters 
[hidrokan, ordeal of drinking a potion of water mixed 
with pulverized powder of the Golden Calf]. 

According to one opinion just cited, those who were 
executed by the sword were the major offenders who had 
been warned by witnesses but nevertheless persisted in 
sinning by worshipping the Golden Calf. 

According to the Jerusalem Talmud, Sotah 3, 4, 

Where there were witnesses but no warning, the 
accused were tried in the same manner as a sotah 
(namely, hidrokan). Where there were neither 
witnesses nor warning, they died in the plague. Who 

gave the warning? The 
Levites who not only 
had not sinned, but 
also had remonstrated 
against the sinners to 
prevent them from 
sinning (cited by 
Nahmanides, loc. sit., 
v.27). 

In his commentary on 
Yoma 66b Rashi remarks on 
the three ways in which the 
offenders died, each being 
punished according to the 
severity of his actions: 

There were three ways 
in which they died: by 
sword, “each of you 

put sword on thigh”; by plague, “then the Lord 
sent a plague upon the people”; and by hidrokan 
[ordeal of drinking a potion of water mixed with 
pulverized powder of the Golden Calf], as it is 
written, “and [he] strewed it upon the water.” As we 
said in Tractate Avodah Zarah 44a, Moses intended 
to submit them to the ordeal as a sotah is tried, by 
administering a potion and observing whether it 

Continued on page  12

The Golden Calf
before 1903, James Tissot
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“causes the belly to distend.” 

According to his commentary, the courts only sentenced 
to death by the sword those people who had been properly 
forewarned and against whom there were witnesses. These 
individuals were sentenced as the inhabitants of a city 
subverted to idolatry, namely to death by the sword. Those 
whom witnesses had testified against but who had not been 
properly forewarned were punished by the Lord by means 
of the plague. However some sinners were punished by 
hidrokan, namely those who secretly took pleasure in the 
sin of the Golden Calf. Since this is something that cannot 
be verified, for it is a matter of inner feelings, Moses tried 
them the way a sotah is tried, for her guilt or innocence is 
likewise a matter of the heart, 
and they were punished the 
way a sotah is punished. Rashi's 
approach is similar to that of 
the Babylonian Talmud, and 
for the sake of brevity we will 
deal with his interpretation. 

Sotah refers to a woman 
whose husband suspects her 
of infidelity, but who herself 
denies the charges and against 
whom there are no witnesses. 
She is suspected on the 
grounds of having spent time 
in private with another man, notwithstanding her husband’s 
admonishing her before witnesses not to see that person 
in private. In other words, there is good reason to suspect 
her of infidelity. Therefore the Torah commanded that the 
woman be brought to the Sanctuary and given a potion 
into which the name of God has been rinsed off. If she did 
not commit adultery then the water would not harm her; 
quite the contrary, she would be blessed. If she committed 
adultery the water would affect her health and she would 
die in pain and disgrace. Accordingly, as Rashi says, the 
Talmud meant to say that Moses burned the Golden Calf and 
pulverized it, then strew its ashes over the water and gave it 
to the Israelites to drink. Those who were implicated in the 
sin of the Golden Calf died of hidrokan. 

According to Targum Jonathan, the water caused a mark 
to emerge on the offender’s face, identifying those who were 

guilty. By this approach, however, if the sign was intended 
to identify the guilty persons to the court so that the court 
could put those people to death, it follows that the court 
must have been acting under emergency orders; for a court 
may not put someone to death on the basis of omens but only 
on the basis of witnesses’ testimony. 

Thus we see that the Oral Law viewed the sin of the 
Golden Calf as idolatry, a very serious crime punishable by 
the death penalty, generally through stoning but in the case 
of a city subverted to idolatry, by the sword. According to 
the Mishnah and Talmud, Moses invoked the legal system 
and put the offenders on trial. One view is that the legal 
system acted under emergency orders, and another that 
they followed usual legal procedure. Scripture, as we have 
observed, has elements that hint at the approach taken by 

the rabbis in the Mishnah and 
Talmud. 

Whether the legal system 
was acting under emergency 
orders or whether it was 
following legal procedure, 
Moses cannot be accused of 
vengeful punishment, without 
due legal process, of the people 
who took part in worshipping 
the Golden Calf. In our 
tradition upholding justice is 
essential to the survival of the 

world; for the world is founded on three things: “On Justice, 
Truth, and Peace” (Avot 1.18), and even the descendants of 
Noah are commanded to maintain courts. Thus, according 
to Maimonides, the men of Shechem were lawfully killed 
by Simeon and Levi, because they did not bring Shechem 
son of Hamor to justice for kidnapping Dinah and raping her 
(Hilkhot Melakhim 9.10). We who are commanded to obey 
the Torah must be all the more scrupulous in maintaining 
our legal system, both with respect to offenses between one 
person and another and with respect to offenses against the 
Lord, since “by justice a king sustains the land” (Prov. 29:4). 

Rabbi Arussi is the Chief Rabbi of Kiryat Ono in Israel and the 

headmaster of Machon Mishnat haRambam (Maimonides 

Institute)

Continued from page 11
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How does one begin to understand the Golden Calf 
narrative? 

We read in our perasha that Aharon himself 
leads the charge to forge the idol. How is it possible that 
the nation who witnessed the Exodus could have such 
a deterioration and worship the Golden Calf almost 
immediately after witnessing the law giving at Sinai? 

Many of the commentators such as the Meir Tob (2001) 
and Don Isaac Abrabanel 
(1437–1508) remark that the 
Israelites were certainly not 
“stupid” or “crazy,” so why 
would they believe such a 
statement of Aharon “This 
is thy god, O Israel, which 
brought thee up out of the 
land of Egypt”(Shemot 32:4). 
Is there perhaps a deeper 
symbolism and message 
behind the Golden Calf that 
caused the Israelites to stray? 

The Talmud, Targum, 
Midrash, Rashi (1040-1105), 
and Rabbi Obadyah Seforno 
(1475-1550) take a literal 
approach and felt that the 
Israelites worshipped the 
Golden Calf as a true deity. 
Many of the commentators 
are bothered by this leap 
to deification. Rabbi Isaac 
Samuel Reggio (1784-1855) in his commentary on Shemot 
reminds his readers that this calf came from the people’s 
jewelry, so to think that their donation became divine 
is absurd. Rabbi Saadia Gaon (882-942), Rabbi Yehudah 
ha-Levi (c.1075 – 1141), Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra (1089-
1167), Rambam (1135-1204), Ramban (1194-1270), Don 
Isaac Abrabanel and Rabbi Samuel David Luzzato (1800-
1865) felt the incident was a pseudo- idolatry known 
in Hebrew as a masecha in which God was worshipped 

through the medium of the Golden Calf. This latter camp 
of scholars point to the language of the text which calls 
the actual calf a masecha and the subsequent party that 
Aharon claimed was for God specifically, and not to any 
other deity as the verse itself emphasizes “a feast to the 
LORD”(Shemot 32:5). 

The Golden Calf episode is repeated again in a lesser 
known incident in Melachim I 12:28: 

Whereupon the king 
[Yaroba’am] took 
counsel, and made two 
calves of gold; and he 
said unto them: “Ye have 
gone up long enough to 
Jerusalem; behold thy 
gods, O Israel, which 
brought thee up out of 
the land of Egypt.” 

Here again, not one 
but now two golden calves 
are set up and proclaimed 
the gods responsible for 
taking the Israelite tribes 
out of Egypt.1 This story is 
remarkably similar to the 
story in Shemot,2 and again 
seems to point to a more 
complex reality on both 
accounts. Surely the newly 
freed slaves were aware that 
man-made golden bulls were 

not responsible for the Exodus. What is clear is that both 
episodes were not part of the monotheistic covenant.

Bull Symbolism

We know from other places in Tanakh3 and extra-

1 In the haftarah of Mishpatim we read just how upset God was from this incident.
2 In fact the language the Tanakh uses is almost identical!
3 See below note 14 which begins skimming the surface of bull symbolism in the Tanakh

Bull Symbolism in the Golden Calf Narrative
Mr. Murray S. Mizrachi

Picture 1: The Assyrian god Hadad riding a bull
Photo Courtesy of Ferrell Jenkins 2010
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biblical sources that domesticated animals held religious 
status in ancient society. For example Vayikra 17:7 states 
“and they shall no more sacrifice their sacrifices unto the 
goats (seeirm) that you chase after.” In pagan societies such 
as Greece, Satyrs (seeirm) and the constellation Aries were 
commonly worshipped. 

Bulls held special status 
in ancient society. They were 
the largest domesticated 
animals4 with the greatest 
physical strength and 
therefore the most revered 
in ancient civilization. The 
bovine provided direct 
sustenance to the farmer 
who relied on the cow for 
daily milk, and the bull to 
plow the fields from which 
all food came from. Even 
the excrement of a bull 
provided the farmer a benefit 
as fertilizer. The shape of 
the bull’s horns was viewed 
as resembling the moon, and was therefore regarded as 
the agent of the moon god on earth. In Greek mythology, 
Zeus- the most powerful god often takes the form of a bull 
to seduce women.5

The Bible itself is replete with references in almost 
every book to the special status of the bull.6 Other ancient 

4 Wild animals were revered as well, but not nearly as much as domesticated animals as they 
did not provided direct sustenance.
5 For example- the famous abduction of Europa in which Zeus trans-mutates, kidnaps, and 
rapes the human woman Europa. In classical Greece offenders were thrown into the brass Sicil-
ian Bull to roast offenders in a cruel form of public execution.
6 “The strength of the bull” (Proverbs 14:4) is stressed numerous times throughout the Scrip-
tures. Strong individuals are associated with bulls such as Simeon and Levi who Jacob curses “in 
their anger they slew men, and in their self-will they houghed oxen” (Genesis 49:6). In Deuter-
onomy we find Moses giving a blessing of power and virility to Joseph “his firstling bullock, maj-
esty is his; and his horns are the horns of the wild-ox; with them he shall gore the peoples all of 
them, even the ends of the earth; and they are the ten thousands of Ephraim, and they are the 
thousands of Manasseh” (Deuteronomy 33:17). Later in Psalms the psalmist uses the imagery of 
bulls to depict powerful enemies that have come to harm him “many bulls have encompassed me; 
strong bulls of Bashan have beset me round” (Psalms 22:13). In the famous Psalm 92, recited 
every Sabbath by practicing Jews, the psalmist is saved by God and the imagery of the bull is 
depicted once again: “but my horn hast Thou exalted like the horn of the wild-ox; I am anointed 
with rich oil” (ibid 92:10). Most striking is a reference to bulls in Numbers where God himself 
is compared to an ox by Balaam: “God who brought them forth out of Egypt is for them like 
the lofty horns of the wild-ox” (Numbers 23:22). One chapter later during the same narrative 
Balaam conjures the symbolism of the bull once more: “God who brought him forth out of Egypt 
is for him like the lofty horns of the wild-ox; he shall eat up the nations that are his adversaries, 
and shall break their bones in pieces, and pierce them through with his arrows. He couched, he 

societies7 surrounding ancient Israel also had strong bull 
symbolism. For example the Canaanite god Baal was 
personified as a bull, as was the Assyrian chief deity Hadad. 
Picture 1 portrays a statue of the Assyrian god Hadad 
riding a bull in the History of Syria Museum in Aleppo.8 

In other instances from the 
ancient world bulls with 
human heads were carved 
into the facades of temples 
and palaces to symbolically 
guard the entranceways. 
Examples of this type of 
architecture are found in 
any major museum with 
a Near-Eastern collection 
throughout world. Picture 
2 depicts a famous example 
from the Persian palace of 
Cyrus the Great now found 
in the Louvre. In nomadic 
societies such as Midian- the 
sun was a harsh deity that 
caused drought, starvation 
and suffering. The moon, 

represented through the bull, was the benevolent light 
giver who allowed respite from the suns cruelty.

Ancient Egyptian Bull Worship

Perhaps the civilization with the most reverence 
for the bull was none other than the Egyptian Empire- 

lay down as a lion, and as a lioness; who shall rouse him up? Blessed be every one that blesseth 
thee, and cursed be every one that curseth thee” (Numbers 24:8-9). Here the association of the 
bull is with strength capable of destruction, comparing God/bull to a lion, the most powerful 
wild animal. In perhaps a more familiar context every Friday night in Jewish services the power 
of a bull, specifically an egel (young bull) in comparison to God’s power is depicted: “He maketh 
them also to skip like a calf; Lebanon and Sirion like a young wild-ox” (Psalms 29:6). Finally 
the cryptic vision of the chariot in the book of Ezekiel once more includes the image of a bull: 
“as for the likeness of their faces, they had the face of a man; and they four had the face of a 
lion on the right side; and they four had the face of an ox on the left side; they four had also 
the face of an eagle.” The book of Ezekiel, as in Numbers, the reader finds the bull compared to 
the most powerful of beasts: the lion and eagle. Later in the rabbinic mystical traditions the bull 
came to symbolize the Kabalistic concepts of Geburah and Yesod.
7 The strong symbolism that the bull represented carried over into modern times. Present 
Hindu culture continues to deify bulls as a source of sustenance, virility and strength. Spanish 
bullfighter are exonerated as courageous for standing up to power of the bull. The expression 
of a brave person “taking the bull by the horns” is widely understood throughout the world and 
in several languages. The astrological Taurus is an idolatry vestige still prevalent in modern 
popular culture that also glorifies the bull.
8 It is unclear the fate of these archeological relics, but most are assumed destroyed during the 
current Syrian war.

Picture 2: Persian palace of Cyrus the Great 
featuring bulls with man head

Photo Courtesy of WikiCommons/ Creative Commons 
Attribution-Share Alike 3.0

Continued on page  16



16

Perashat Ki Tissa

which the new Israelite nation was all too familiar with. 
Rabbi Eliyahu ben Amozeg (1833-1900) in his Shemot 
commentary Em L’miqra cites the prominence of the Apis 
Bull in the Egyptian idolatry canon. This Egyptian bull 
worship sounds very similar to the concept portrayed 
by many of the traditional commentators who stressed 
that the Golden Calf was a masechah. The Apis was an 
extremely rare genetic bull variation. This unique 
bull featured markings that had to be identified and 
confirmed by Egyptian cult priests. Once the Egyptian 
priest established the bull as an Apis, a great celebration 
ensued. This bull would now be considered the physical 
manifestation of the Egyptian chief god Osiris on earth.9 
If the bull moved left as 
opposed to right or took 
seven steps instead of eight, 
the priest would declare 
this significant prophecy. 
The Apis bull was kept 
in a temple where it was 
well fed, patronized with a 
harem of cows and visited by 
pilgrims.10 During holiday 
times, the bull was adorned 
with f lowers and jewels 
and paraded through the 
street to be worshipped by 
all. Even after death, the 
Apis was mummified and 
consecrated to elaborate 
tombs. Although ridiculous to a modern western society- 
this was the civilization that the young monotheistic 
nation was surrounded by in ancient Egypt.

View of Maimonides

Maimonides (as quoted by his son Rabbi Abraham) 
finds it more than a coincidence that the Exodus narrative 
occurred historically during the astrological constellation 
Taurus (April 20 - May 20). Rabbi Saadia Gaon echoing 
the narrative of 32:2 writes that “when the people saw 
that Moses delayed to come down from the mount” it was 
assumed that Moses died, and therefore a new medium 

9 Osiris was the god of the afterlife of which the Egyptians were upset. His consort Isis was the 
goddess of health, marriage, and wisdom and was symbolized by a sun disk with cow’s horns.
10 By contrast most of the Egyptian population lived on a much lower living standard.

was necessary to aid in religious observance. The most 
obvious choice for the people would be the idolatry they 
were accustomed to in Egypt. 

In light of world attitude towards bovine at the time, 
the picture becomes clearer. Here was a new nation 
struggling to divorce itself from its Egyptian/ idolatrous 
ways. The Bible recognizes this resistance and in fact 
takes extraordinary measures to counteract the Egyptian 
influence on the new Israelite nation. Leviticus explicitly 
prohibits Egyptian practices and worship: “after the 
doings of the land of Egypt, wherein ye dwelt, shall ye 
not do” (Leviticus 18:3). Maimonides even considered it a 
biblical prohibition to return and live in Egypt physically. 

Maimonides writes that 
it was the intention of the 
ritual laws known as huqqim 
to separate the new nation 
into a distinct monotheistic 
culture by counteracting the 
influence of the prevalent 
idolatry of the time. He 
writes in his Guide (3:48-
39) that he was limited in 
his understanding of ancient 
idolatry, due to a lack of 
ancient sources available to 
him, but insisted that many of 
the huqqim share an unknown 
idolatry connections.11 

Thanks to modern archaeology and our Hakhamim such 
as R’ Eliyahu ben Amozeg, we now understand more of 
the context which Israel needed to separate from. 

Although there are still many questions revolving 
around the golden calf incidents in the Torah, both in our 

11 Although well beyond the scope of this article, the scapegoat and red heifer show a symbolic 
antithesis to the idolatry practices of Egypt. This fits well with Maimonides’ explanation of the 
role of huqqim. The Apis Bull mentioned above was so revered that the ground that this bull 
stepped on was literally worshipped by ancient Egypt. It is highly significant that Jewish law 
also appoints a priest to seek out and confirm the rarest of bovine in its own tradition- the red 
heifer. In contrast to the animists of Egypt, the Jewish priest must remove the beast from the 
temple grounds and burn the animal until it is reduced to ashes. This seems to directly foil the 
holiday parade and enshrining of the mummified remains of the Egyptian Apis cult worship. In 
fact all parties including the priest who participated in the red heifer ceremony were considered 
ritually unclean (tameh) and not allowed into the holy camp of Israel. In a similar fashion the 
scapegoat was thrown off a cliff. Yet another example is how the Israelites are commanded to 
sacrifice a lamb just before the exodus, during the constellation of Aries.

Picture 3: A Hindu holy man accompanying a calf in 
modern India

Continued from page 15
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perasha and in Sefer Melakhim, it seems that the whole 
episode reflects the monotheistic struggle to separate 
from pagan culture and ideas. The Golden Calf was an 
attempt to fill the void of an abstract God with a familiar 
Egyptian and pagan symbolism. As humans we often have 
the urge to attribute our successes to something other 
than God- our sturdy cow, our fuel efficient car, or a 
new dynamic phone app. The message of the Torah is to 
remove these foreign ideas and worship and appreciate 
God directly as prescribed in the ten commandments- 
without a masekha.

Comments to: Murraymiz@aol.com

Mr. Mizrachi is executive director of the SCA.
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Student Corner

Throughout my young adulthood, I have had the 
privilege to be a part of the Magen David of West 
Deal community, while at the same time, to 

attend Hillel Yeshiva throughout my elementary and high 
school years. Fortunately, I was able to continue my Torah 
education at the esteemed Yeshiva University—where 
collectively the ideas of Torah U’madda, Torah Im Derech Eretz, 
and simply “study and work” were the basis of my upbringing 
and everyday thought. 

From the times of the Talmud to contemporary 
scholarship today, our rabbis have discussed in great lengths 
the synthesis of Torah and secular study, each offering his 
own unique input. Most notably, Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm, 
deeply influenced by his teacher, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, 
coined this synthesis into what he called “Torah U’madda,” 
that one’s Torah experience can actually be strengthened 
from secular worldly study. Interestingly enough, Rabbi 
Lamm focused his ideas towards madda to mean science, 
philosophy, and the arts, and less as to what we would refer to 
as traditional “business studies” 
such as marketing, economics, 
finance, and management. 

Nevertheless, perhaps there 
is reason to think that even 
our Torah learning can be 
enhanced through traditional 
business study. In his famous 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People, award-winning author Steven Covey writes about the 
importance of business leaders and managers to “begin with 
the end in mind.” He contends that just as organizations have 
mission statements defining the essence of their respective 
companies, effective people create their own mission 
statements on how they should live their lives. He argues 
that once one “begins with the end in mind” and recognizes 
his purpose in the world, he will then be able to effectively 
live his life within that context. Such context that Covey 
implicitly creates, is that of what he refers to as natural God 

given principles. Covey concludes that our life’s goals should 
be to align our own subjective values with these objective 
principles of God. 

Similarly, our beloved teacher Rabbi Ezra Labaton a”h, 
enjoyed speaking about our role as Jewish people in the 
world—in other words, through what context should we 
look to live our lives. On countless occasions he would 
venture into the ideas of sedaka u’mishpat never failing to 
quote from Bereshit 18:19 and Micha 6:8. He would teach 
that the ultimate goal of the Torah, and certainly the 
prophets, was to teach these ideals—that our lives should be 
lived through the context of justice and righteousness. On a 
grander scale, he would quote the ideas of Tikkun Olam, that 
one must recognize that he is part of a greater picture of life, 
part of the world at large, and must go out of his way to make 
it a better place. One can reason from here that the ideas of 
Covey and Rabbi Labaton almost mimic each other in their 
philosophies. 

The first concept we learned 
in our Principles of Finance 
course at Yeshiva University 
was that of “the time value of 
money.” Anyone connected to 
the world of finance can attest 
that the value of one dollar 
today is worth more than the 

value of one dollar tomorrow. This basic premise, of which 
all of finance stems from, is that one can invest that dollar 
today to then receive an amount greater than that dollar, 
a year from now. On a holistic level, one can understand 
that the fundamental concept that the time value of money 
teaches is that we recognize that we are putting off a short-
term pleasure—spending that dollar now, for a greater 
benefit of receiving more at some future date. 

Similarly, our rabbis teach that this very idea is one of 
the most essential notions that Judaism has to offer. The 

Torah and Business: A Synthesis of the Two?
Mr. Charles Saka

“...our rabbis have discussed in 
great lengths the synthesis of 

Torah and secular study...”
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very process of accepting upon ourselves the yoke of heaven 
and the misvot at large, certainly take away many short-
term pleasures that we would otherwise be able to engage 
in. However, as Jews, we recognize that we often push off 
these short-term pleasures for growing in our relationships 
with God, and ultimately living more 
meaningful lives—certainly what we 
would consider a long-term benefit. 

Psychologist Abraham Maslow 
speaks of what he calls the hierarchy of 
human needs. Although not in the direct 
context of business, many of the ideas in 
psychology today have been incorporated 
into the field of marketing, particularly 
in consumer behavior research. 
Maslow’s hierarchy begins with the 
basic human physiological needs of food 
and water, continuing on with the need 
for safety, belonging, and concluding 
with the most important and greatest 
human need of what he calls “self-
actualization,” which can be defined as 
achieving one’s true potential. Similarly, 
Rabbi Abraham the son of Rambam speaks about the idea of 
Selem Elokim, that one of our goals, as “Godly creatures,” is 
to achieve this highest form of “self -actualization” in our 
knowledge of the Oneness 
of God. We can work to 
achieve this form by constantly 
engaging in study and self-
perfection. Likewise, in the 
famous mishna in Avot 4:1, we 
learn: “Who is wealthy? He 
who is happy with what he has.” 
Perhaps the mishna is hinting to 
the fact, that one who is truly 
wealthy, is he who realizes that 
he has everything he needs, that he achieved his upmost 
potential—his “self actualization.” 

Moreover, we often hear as children in the context of 
sports that “it doesn’t matter if you win or lose, just if you 
give your best.” As young kids growing up, we often scoffed 
at this saying and disregarded it. However, after looking at 
this idea now a little more deeply, we can begin to recognize 
that true success is knowing that you gave it your all—you 

achieved your “self actualization” to the highest degree. That 
is almost always more meaningful, and a greater show of 
success—than when winning from luck or chance. 

These are only a few examples of the direct relationship 
between the ideas of the world of 
Torah and the world of business, on a 
fundamental level. However, if analyzed 
more carefully, one can discover many 
profound connections between the two 
fields of study, simply by going through 
any ordinary story in Tanach. We can 
learn much about the interpersonal 
relations of man throughout the 
stories of Bereshit, and connect them 
with present day styles of business 
management. How relatable are the 
stories of the survival of Ya’akob, in his 
constant negotiations with Laban and 
Esav. And how relevant are the stories 
of Yosef’s rise to success in Egypt. 

Seemingly, the two worlds of Torah 
and business are much more linked 

than we think. We have not even touched upon the study 
of gemara, and the analytical skills that can be gained to 
use in our business lives. Conceivably the concept of “Torah 

and Business” as a whole, can 
be thought of as the concept 
of Torah U’madda in the way 
Rabbi Lamm spoke so proudly 
about—that traditional 
business studies like finance, 
economics, marketing, and 
management will actually 
enhance our Torah study. 
Throughout our community 
Yeshivot, perhaps explaining 

Torah lessons in the framework of business concepts, will 
shed light onto deeper understanding of the texts, and 
ultimately help us in our pursuit of knowledge.

Mr. Saka is currently a senior at Yeshiva University’s Sy 
Syms School of Business, double majoring in Finance and 
Marketing.

“... perhaps explaining Torah 
lessons in the framework of 
business concepts, will shed 

light onto deeper understanding 
of the texts...”

Rabbi Dr. Norman Lamm
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Sephardic Rabbis

יום מאורי חשך בגרוש קאסטיליא…

Rabbi Yehuda ben Ya’aqob Hayyat z”l suffered all the 
tribulations that fell upon the Jews as a consequence 
of their expulsion from Spain. His dramatic life 

story exemplifies the adversities of hundreds of thousands 
of Jews who were expelled from the Iberian Peninsula for 
refusing to abandon their religion. 

In his book Minhat Yehuda Rabbi Hayyat describes the 
calamities he suffered for about two years. When the Jews 
were expelled from Spain in 1492, about 120,000 of them 
fled to Portugal. The Portuguese King Juan II, accepted the 
Jews, but demanded that they to pay an exorbitant sum of 
money to stay there. A year after arriving into Portugal, in 
1493, the king decided that Jews could not stay any longer in 
his kingdom unless they converted to Catholicism or again 
pay a huge amount of money. The Jews were poor refugees, 
and when they were expelled from Spain all their properties 
were expropriated. In addition, it was forbidden for them 
to take silver, gold, or anything of value. In Portugal, they 
were living in extreme poverty and were not able to afford 
the payment that the King demanded. 

Along with 250 other Jewish refugees, Rabbi Hayyat left 
Portugal and sailed from the port of Lisbon in a precarious 
ship toward the coast of Morocco. Conditions on board 
were so unhealthy that after a few days at sea, an epidemic 
broke out on the ship. In those conditions they would not 
disembark into any other port. The ship was taken to the 
port of Malaga. There, several priests were awaiting for 
those Jews. When the desperate Jewish passengers asked the 
Catholic clerics to give them water and bread, the priests 
refused, unless they accepted baptism. The poor Jews stayed 
for five days on the ship. Close to one hundred of those Jews 
chose to convert in order to save their lives. And about fifty 
of those Jews, among them, Rabbi Hayyat’s wife, died of 

thirst and starvation. 

In the end, after two months, the precarious vessel 
reached the coast of Morocco. But upon stepping on 
solid ground, a Moor that recognized Rabbi Hayyat from 
Spain, accused him of being an infidel and the Rabbi was 
immediately imprisoned and sentenced to death by Muslim 
fanatics, who claimed that his religious beliefs and practices 
offend Islam. To save his life, they said, he had to convert 
to Islam. If he would, they would honor him and grant him 
all he wishes. For forty days Rabbi Hayyat was imprisoned 
in a dark underground hole living in inhuman conditions, 
surrounded by rodents, snakes, and scorpions. 

In the end, some Jewish refugees from the Moroccan 
village of Shorshan, who were extremely poor, managed to 
raise some money to bribe the jailers and save Rabbi Hayyat 
from certain death. Rabbi Hayyat gave them in exchange and 
as a token of gratitude, 200 books that he had brought with 
him from Spain. He escaped to the city of Fes, a little further 
south. Fes was the refuge of tens of thousands of exiled Jews 
from Spain. But there too Rabbi Hayyat found only more 
tribulations. 

He writes in his book, 

Fes suffered from a terrible famine… people were 
forced to eat grass to survive. Every day I work 
grinding some grains with my bare hands in the house 
of a Muslim family to earn a small and this morsel of 
bread…like other Jews who escaped from Spain, we 
have no home or shelter. And at night, in the winter, 
we would dig to ourselves into the dumps hole, in the 
outskirts of the city, to sleep.

After being in Fes for 8 months, the rabbi narrates, 

Rabbi Yehuda Hayyat, and the expulsion of 
the Jews from Spain 

Rabbi Yossef Bitton



…a terrible fire broke out in the city and many 
people died in the flames… After the fire, and as a 
result of the great drought, over 20,000 (sic.) Jews 
perished of starvation and epidemics. And when 
they saw this, many Jews who came from Spain and 
Portugal, decided to return there, to avoid a certain 
death for them and their children.

A contemporary Spanish historian Andrés Bernáldez 
(1450-1513) writes in his book “History of the Catholic Kings” 
(p. 78) that the Jews who left Fes were victims of all forms 
of abuse. On the roads they were attacked by Moors, who 
kidnapped and raped their wives and daughters, and opened 
their bodies to see whether they had hidden silver or gold in 
their stomachs. 

Rabbi Hayyat 
managed to leave 
Morocco and 
embarked for Italy. 
First, he arrived into 
Naples, but at that 
time (1494), Naples 
was at war and the 
French King expelled 
the Jews from the 
city. Then, Rabbi 
Hayyat arrived at the 
port of Venice alone, 
as he had lost his 
entire family, and half-naked. When the Spanish Jews living 
in Venice recognized him, they took care of him. From 
Venice, Rabbi Hayyat reached the Italian city of Mantova, 
where he lived until his last days. 

His Work

In Mantova, Rabbi Hayyat found and befriended a 
Sephardic Rabbi named Yosef Ya’abets, who convinced him 
to write a commentary to the famous mystic (and cryptic) 
book Ma’arakhot Eloqim. Rabbi Hayyat, far for complaining 
to God for his terrible fate, called his book Minhat Yehuda 
(The Offering of Judah). That is: this book was an offering that 
Rabbi Yehuda Hayyat, offered to Hashem for saving his life. 

This book is considered a seminal work because it explains the 
most complex principles of Kabbala, and contributed to the spread 
of hokhmat haqabbala (Kabbalistic knowledge), a phenomena which 
reached its peak in the 16th century. Rabbi Hayyat mentions in his 

book some of his teachers in Spain. 
Among them, Rabbi Shemuel Ibn 
Shraga and Rabbi Yosef Alcastilia 
(also, “Alcastiel”), meaning from 
Castile. 

There is another book, which 
hasn’t been published yet, which 
consists of 18 questions and answers 
between Rabbi Yehuda Hayyat and 
Rabbi Yosef Alcastiel. From these 
18 questions and answers, 17 are 
on mysticism and only one is on a 
Talmudic subject. 

Although precise details are 
unknown, it is estimated that Rabbi Yehuda Hayyat died in 
Mantova, Italy, circa 1510.

Rabbi Bitton is the rabbi of Ohel David U’shlomo and 
author of Halakha of the Day
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Comments? Questions?

Write us by sending an email to Qol Ha-Qahal

Qahalnewsletter@gmail.com
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Sephardic History

Chapter 16: The Omayyads Rise 
Again

At the start of Abd ar-Rahman 
III’s rule in 912, Muslim 
Spain was in the process 

of disintegration and therefore 
Byzantium had lost interest in 
maintaining diplomatic relations with 
them. With the growing strength of 
Abd ar-Rahman III and with the skill 
employed by Hasdai ibn Shaprut a 
successful renewal of those relations 
resulted. The ruler of Byzantium 
was Constantine VII (945-959). He 
was a scholar and expert diplomat. 
Constantine had as his goal the 
recapture of lost territory and he 
was becoming stronger and more 
ambitious. Constantine was very 
concerned about the expansion efforts 
of the Fatimids. 

The Fatimids were a dynasty 
claiming descent from Fatima, 
daughter of Muhammad the Prophet 
and the Caliph Ali. They ruled over 
Islamic Egypt and parts of North 
Africa (909-1171). The Fatimids had 
a powerful naval fleet sailing the 
Mediterranean Sea. Their armies 
were attacking Byzantine possessions. 
Because of Constantine’s fear and 
concern about the Fatimids, he sought 
an alliance with Abd ar-Rahman 
III of Cordova. Constantine invited 

Abd ar-Rahman to send a mission to 
Constantinople, which he did, and 
Constantinople sent a mission to 
Cordova. They exchanged gifts and 
a treaty of friendship ensued. Hasdai 
ibn Shaprut was the architect of this 
treaty. Among the gifts presented to 
Abd ar-Rahman III by Constantine VII 
were rare books. One of these books 
was an encyclopedia of pharmacology. 
This very valuable book was written in 
the Greek language. Abd ar-Rahman 
asked Constantine to send a Greek 
translator who could translate the 
book into Arabic. Hasdai ibn Shaprut 
was asked to assist the translator in 
this endeavor. The Caliph was very 
impressed with the quality of the 
translation and held Hasdai in even 
higher esteem. 

Another sensitive area that Hasdai 
ibn Shaprut was involved in was 
the negotiations between Otto I of 
Germany and the Caliph. It concerned 
a band of Spanish robbers who 
were wreaking havoc in France and 
Switzerland. Otto sent a mission to 
Cordova and Cordova sent a mission 
to Germany. Some sort of faux pas 
was committed by the mission sent 
to Germany. Something they said was 
believed to be offensive to the Christian 
religion. It was considered an insult. 
As a result Otto kept this mission in 
Germany for two or three years (950). 

Finally in 953 Otto decided to respond 
to the insult. He sent as his emissary 
to Cordova, Prior Johannes of Gorze 
who carried a message critical of Islam. 
Johannes and his mission were housed 
in a beautiful villa. Abd ar-Rahman 
III was in no hurry to meet with this 
German mission and he detained it for 
some three years. Germany and Spain 
were at a very dangerous impasse. The 
“insult” required that the German 
mission be killed. If they were killed, 
it meant war with Germany. 

Hasdai ibn Shaprut was sent to 
the rescue. Extensive negotiations 
took place between Otto, Abd ar-
Rahman, Johannes, and Hasdai. By 
955 Hasdai negotiated a settlement 
which required Cordova to send a new 
mission to Germany asking for “new 
instructions.” Otto’s response now 
was more restrained and contained no 
insult to Islam. The crisis had come to 
an end. The German mission returned 
home and Johannes told Otto as well 
as others that Hasdai ibn Shaprut made 
a lasting impression on him and that he 
never met a man who was as wise and 
as alert as Hasdai. 

There was no end to Hasdai ibn 
Shaprut’s involvement in diplomacy. 
He was called upon regularly to resolve 
problems between the Muslims in the 
south and the Christians in the north. 

Never Forget Our Noble Heritage
Nunca Olvides Muestra Historia Destinguida
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The kingdoms he had to deal with 
were: Asturias, Navarra, Old Castile 
and Leon. The rulers Hasdai had to 
deal with were Ramiro II (931-951), 
Ordono III (951-956), Sancho I (956-
966), and Ordono IV (958-960), all 
of Leon. In Old Castile he dealt with 
the Count of Castile, Fernan Gonzalez 
(910-970). In Navarra it was King 

Garcia and his mother Queen Toda 
(she was also the grandmother of 
Sancho I of Leon, mentioned above). 
Hasdai ibn Shaprut represented the 
Muslim kingdom in Cordova under 
the rule of Abd ar-Rahman III and his 
son al-Hakam. 
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