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KiTissa2014s 

Sermon Saturday Morning 

 

 

1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. My teacher, Rabbi Neil Gillman, Professor of Philosophy at the Jewish Theological 

Seminary, went to see the Metropolitan Opera’s production of “Moses and Aaron” by 

Arnold Schoenberg. If you think that a rabbi sees the world through strange glasses, you 

can’t even imagine how a professor of philosophy views the world. In watching the 

opera, Rabbi Gillman came to understand the role of Moses and Aaron in our Parsha in a 

new and different light. 

 

3. The story in the Bible we know well. Moses delays in his return from Mt. Sinai. Aaron is 

facing a rebellion as the people lose faith in God and believe that Moses is dead. Aaron 

is forced to create a Golden Calf and the next day all the people have a festival to their 

new god. Moses returns at the height of the festivities, throws down the stone tablets 

written by the “finger of God” and shatters them. He destroys the idol, kills the rebels 

and confronts his brother who claims that when he threw the gold into the fire, out 

popped the calf.  

 

4. But according to the composer Schoenberg, there is something different that is going on 

in this story. The opera sees a struggle between the two brothers. In the libretto, Moses 

says, “Only One, infinite, thou omnipresent One, unperceived and inconceivable God!” 

But Aaron responds, “Can you love, what you dare not conceive?” 
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5. Here we have two ways of understanding God. Moses is the prophet. He is strong, 

outspoken and crystal clear in his belief. God has to be beyond human understanding. 

We are the creatures of a physical world and God is not. We are bound by space and 

time, God is not. God will always be beyond our ability to understand. Aaron, on the 

other hand, is the priest. He does not commune with God; Aaron must live among the 

people. Aaron has to show the people how God cares about what people do - how God 

loves sinners as well as saints. The people need a God who is close at hand, not distant 

and remote. 

 

6. Rabbi Gillman writes, “There it is, that unavoidable tension in all human attempts to 

relate to God. The problem is both are right. Moses is right because it is the very 

essence of the monotheistic God to be totally beyond human comprehension; that’s 

what makes the Lord God and not a big human being. To believe that God can be 

adapted to the human mind and human language is to commit the sin of idolatry. It is 

effectively a betrayal of God.  

 

7. But Aaron is also right because how can this absolute transcendent God touch and 

transform human lives, intervene in history, care about orphans and widows and be 

worshiped? … We, too, are left with this tension. God is unimaginable; yet we need 

visual, intellectual, and linguistic representation of this God. Our ancestors never 

worshipped the sanctuary or the Temple. They understood it as a gateway to God. The 
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cardinal sin is to worship our images as if they were the real thing, then we, too, would 

be building golden calves.” 

 

8. All of us want both Gods. We want a God that is omnipotent and omniscient. We want 

our God to be powerful enough to change history and smart enough to stop evil people 

from doing bad things so the good people don’t have to suffer. But we also want a God 

who is close at hand for the times we are feeling scared and alone. We want our God to 

enfold us in a Divine hug when we are feeling down so we will know that the universe is 

unfolding as it should. We want a God who is powerful enough to make a difference but 

close enough to understand us. Is that impossible? We want our one God to dwell with 

us in this world of dualities. Is that possible? 

 

9. We might think that having both is like asking the government to give us more and more 

services and no new taxes. It is just wishful thinking. But we are not talking about fiscal 

policy, we are talking about faith. This is not about bills coming due; it is about helping 

us to face the future with hope.  

 

10. This is a tension that can be found in almost all the religions in the world. Should we do 

prayer at a fixed time or whenever we feel like praying? Should we pray the words that 

have come down from our ancestors or should we speak the words that come from the 

heart? Which is more important, proving that God is right or helping human beings in 

need? This is the friction between the fanatic and the spiritual; between the zealot and 

the scholar and between the self-righteous and the religiously humble.  
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11. It is interesting that the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, also spoke of this 

dichotomy. He noted that the Amidah we recite every day has an unusual beginning. It 

reads, “Our God and God of our Ancestors”. It seems to be redundant. Isn’t our God the 

same God that our ancestors worshipped? To the Baal Shem Tov, the answer was, “not 

necessarily.” According to the Baal Shem Tov, there are two types of faith. One kind of 

faith is the faith we develop when we study and research what God is all about. This 

kind of faith is very strong. We have done all the hard work ourselves and we have built 

a faith that is strong because it is ours. The problem is that, at any time, someone can 

come along with a teaching that we have not considered and it can cause our perfectly 

constructed faith to fall apart.  

 

12. On the other hand, there is the kind of faith that comes from our ancestors. If God was 

good enough for my father and mother and good enough for my grandparents and good 

enough for my great grandparents, then that God is good enough for me. This too is a 

very strong faith. Someone can come with all the arguments in the world and this faith 

could never be shaken. But this faith too has a flaw; it will always be someone else’s 

faith. It can never be our own. 

 

13. The Baal Shem Tov tells us that to really have a strong faith we have to have both. It has 

to be “Our God” and “The God of our ancestors”. If we can combine both types of faith 

then we will have a faith in God that will be strong no matter what we may confront in 

life.  We have to be open to the possibilities that there might not be only one way to 
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find God. We have to believe that while God may be bigger than we can imagine, that 

God has to care about us and dwell close to us, either a big God has to think that we 

little people are important or we have to consider ourselves more important because 

we are connected to a great God.  

 

14. Moses may get mad at Aaron in our Torah reading, but Aaron’s actions do not disqualify 

him from serving as High Priest in the Mishkan. Maybe just the opposite; maybe it is 

because he has sinned, just like everyone else, that makes him the perfect candidate to 

seek atonement from sin before God. Who else but a sinner could understand why the 

people need forgiveness? Who else but Aaron, the man of peace, could seek peace from 

the heavens? 

 

15. But Moses too has his place in our hearts. If we seek connection to God too much we 

forget our larger responsibilities to the community. If God is only worried about what 

gives us pain, how will we come to understand the pain of others? God has to be God 

for all people, Jews and non-Jews, rich and poor, for every person no matter the race, 

gender or sexual orientation.  God has to be big enough to insist that we act properly, 

with Justice and fairness to everyone – because we are all God’s creation. Moses is our 

lawgiver, the one who reminds us that there is a Divine law for all people. One that 

speaks out for those who are weak and reminds the strong of their responsibilities to 

others. We need God to be bigger than ourselves, and stronger and far enough away to 

have the big picture of time and history, so that the world will unfold as it should. So 
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great evil will be punished, those lost can be found and those who do good will know 

they are doing the will of their Creator.  

 

16. Ki Tissa teaches us that there will be conflicts between Moses and Aaron, but they are 

not catastrophic. They are brothers after all, and they seek to understand each other, 

care about each other and love each other.  We cannot reject one brother for the other. 

We have to bring both ideas about God into our lives so we can build the kind of life that 

God wants us to live.  

 

17. May we see life not as a conflict between two ideas about God, but as two sides of the 

same God. May we experience the majesty of God’s presence in the world and may we 

also experience the loving parent who is always close at hand and may we live our lives 

according to both experiences so that we can bring peace to our community and to our 

family as we say….  AMEN AND SHABBAT SHALOM 

 

 


