
 



Text: 

 
 

Consider: 
 

I had the privilege to help staff (as the faculty advisor for the Ziegler 
School), at the annual “InterSem” retreat, a program in which students 
training for the rabbinate, ministry, priesthood and other forms of 
religious leadership gather for inter-religious dialogue. As part of our time 
together, each of the three broad faith traditions (Judaism, Protestant and 
Christianity) holds a worship service, attended by all participants. 
 

As the service continued, both the Catholics and the Protestants 
(following, the rites of United Methodist Church) read the same lectionary 
readings for this past Sunday, a passage from the book of Luke (9:28-36) 
known as the Transfiguration: 

28  “About eight days after Jesus said this, he took Peter, John and 
James with him and went up onto a mountain to pray. 29 As he was 
praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes 
became as bright as a flash of lightning. 30 Two men, Moses and 
Elijah, appeared in glorious splendor, talking with Jesus.” 
 

A connection is drawn between Moses and Elijah: The disciples have a 
vision of these two figures of prior Jewish history conversing with Jesus.  
 

But why did this attract my attention as it did? Because I had already been 
looking at our own “lectionary” readings for this week, Exodus 30:11-
34:35, and a portion of a chapter 18 from the Book of I Kings. Our 
parashah is quite long and content-filled. Much of it concerns the events 
surrounding the creation of the Golden Calf: Moses’ first assent up Mount 
Sinai to receive the stone tablets of the Torah, the fears of the people and 
the demand to make a tangible God, Aaron’s submission to their 
demands, Moses shattering the tablets when he discovers the people 

ל יט ר ָקַרב אֶׁ ת-ַוְיִהי ַכֲאשֶׁ ל ּוְמֹחֹלת ַוִיַחר-ַהַמֲחנֶׁה ַוַיְרא אֶׁ ַאף -ָהֵעגֶׁ
ת ה ַוַיְשֵלְך ִמָיָדו אֶׁ  .ַהלֹֻּחת ַוְיַשֵבר ֹאָתם ַתַחת ָהָהר-ֹמשֶׁ

 

As soon as Moses came near the camp and saw the calf and the 
dancing, he became enraged; and he hurled the tablets from his 
hands and shattered them at the foot of the mountain.  
[Exodus 32:19] 



engaged in idolatrous rites, punishment for the people who worshipped 
the calf, Moses’ intercession to keep God from wiping out the entire 
nation, and the giving of new tablets. The haftarah, meanwhile, describes 
a dramatic confrontation between Elijah and “prophets” of the Canaanite 
God Ba’al. Elijah challenges the Ba’al worshippers to a contest, to take 
place on Mount Carmel: Each group would prepare a sacrifice, and call 
upon their deity (or Deity) to bring down fire to consume the offering. Of 
course, while the Ba’al worshippers try all sorts of extreme measures, 
nothing happens, but even though Elijah inundates his offering with water 
he is still successful: “The fire from the Lord descended and consumed the 
burnt offering…; and it licked up the water…” In the moment, all the 
people present cry out, “The Lord alone is God, the Lord alone is God.” 
 

Here is what Professor Michael Fishbane, author of the commentary to 
the haftarot in Etz Hayim (547-8), has to say about this week’s pairing: 

“These readings…join two moment of betrayal in ancient religious 
history: The apostasy of the people before the Golden Calf in the 
wilderness and the later worship of the Ba’als of the Land. Both 
required the intercession of a leader to restore true worship. Both 
Moses and Elijah ascend a mountain and zealously fight apostasy…
Both are the agents of a covenantal affirmation by the people…, and 
both force the people to make a choice for God and to destroy the 
sinners.” … “In linking the parashah and the haftarah, the Sages 
produced a searing indictment of idolatry…Through this connection 
of the two texts, the Sages stress that the sin at Sinai was not only a 
perversion of the past but also endures as an ever present danger." 
 

While this is certainly correct, I want to raise an additional possibility. In 
each case, the action of the prophet and leader in response to the idolatry 
of the people is presented as itself a radical act, one that perhaps even 
crosses the line into the sacrilegious. Regarding Moses: 

Resh Lakish said: there are times when the nullification of Torah is 
its very foundation, as it is written: “[the first tablets,] which you 
shattered” (Ex. 34:1) – “Well done that you shattered them!” – 
Menahot 99a-b  
 

And as for Elijah: 
Come and hear: “[The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet 
from among your own people, like myself;] him you shall 



heed” (Deut. 18:15) – even if he tells you, violate one of the 
commandments of the that is in Torah, like Elijah on Mount Carmel 
– all is according to the moment, “heed him!” That case (regarding a 
prophet) is different, since it says “him you shall heed.” But let us 
learn from it (about other leaders)! The safeguarding of a matter is 
different. – Yevamot 90b 
 

This passage is part of a larger discussion of rabbinic power: Can rabbis go 
so far as to suspend a biblical law when they deem it necessary? Could it 
not happen for leaders other than Moses or Elijah that the very act that 
seems to nullify Torah is the one that in fact saves it, restores it and brings 
the Jewish people back under its wings? 
 

One of the things I have learned in my years as the Zeigler School faculty 
advisor for InterSem is that all religious leaders, of all faiths, find that 
religious leadership is frequently fraught, and repeatedly tests our 
boundaries. When do we adhere to tradition, insisting on time-honored 
values in the face of challenges to that tradition or to our leadership? Are 
there times when something that once seemed fundamental has to 
change, precisely to meet the needs of the time or so that what is most 
essential about our traditions can survive? They are the human condition. 
But at least sometimes, we are blessed to see that we do not face them 
alone. [Rabbi Gail Labovitz, Associate Professor of Rabbinics; American 
Jewish University, What a Rabbi Learned at Catholic Mass, Blog post 
2/25/2016 edited] 
 

Think About It: 
 

 What shocking act did both Moses and Elijah do in order to teach the 
people? How would you justify their actions? 

 

 What makes idolatry different from other sins that it requires 
extraordinary action?  

 

 Is there a similar form of idolatry today that might warrant a similar 
response from the rabbis? What are the criteria for such a decision? 


