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				O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall.

				—Gerard Manley Hopkins

				The tears of the living…are themselves far from having a meaning opposite to joy. Far from being sorrowful, the tears are the expression of a keen awareness of shared life grasped in its intimacy. It is true that this awareness is never keener than at the moment when absence suddenly replaces presence, as in death or mere separation…. [I]t is precisely the disappearance of duration, and of the neutral behaviors associated with it, that uncovers a ground of things that is dazzlingly bright.

				—Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion

				Let them make for Me a holy place and I shall dwell within them.

				—Exodus 25:8
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			Introduction

			
				Haunted by the Golden Calf

				One day as I was reflecting on the book of Leviticus, I had a sudden intuition regarding the pervasive presence of the Golden Calf, an image that haunts the midrashic narratives that thread through this biblical text. In meaning and in fantasy, that catastrophic episode gives depth and resonance to the entire book of Leviticus. Later on, it occurred to me that the idea might be rooted in my own preoccupation with post-traumatic memory. “Post” words—like postmodernism and postcolonialism—tend to evoke the troubling continuity of the past. Although the post-traumatic effects of the Golden Calf episode are apparently overcome, they continue to call out like unlaid ghosts.

				The central subject of Leviticus is the functioning of the Mishkan, the Holy Tabernacle, with its sacrifices, its pollution taboos, its priesthood with its powers and limitations. Other subjects are covered, such as bodily impurity, leprosy, the Shmittah and the Yovel (the seventh and the fiftieth year of the cycle), as well as the violent narratives of Nadav and Avihu, who are burned in fire on the day of the consecration of the Mishkan, and of the blasphemer who, without obvious cause, curses the divine Name. But the earlier sections of the book are focused on the question of God’s presence, coming to rest in the Mishkan. This divine Presence, devoutly to be wished, has its counterpart in the spectral presence of the Golden Calf. God-in-your-midst[1] will signify people’s successful repentance for “that deed,” as the midrash names it.[2] The Mishkan will intimate full forgiveness.

				The midrashic literature goes farther. The Mishkan does not merely represent forgiveness; it becomes a therapeutic device for healing the national disorder that is called the Golden Calf. Beginning with the inventory for its building, we find the recurrent theme: “Let the gold of the Mishkan atone for the gold they brought toward the making of the Golden Calf.”[3] The work with the materials of the Mishkan homeopathically counteracts that sin. The image becomes medicalized in some texts: Bezalel, for instance, as the chief craftsman, is credited both as a goldsmith and as a divinely inspired medical student who “applies a plaster to the wound.”[4] God, as Bezalel’s teacher, prides Himself on His student’s uncanny knowledge, his da’at: “It was I who created and taught him!”

				Here, the question of chronological order becomes interesting. The instructions for the Mishkan are first laid out in Exodus 25, and the Golden Calf narrative follows several chapters later, in chapter 32. The usual reading (the p’shat) of the sequence describes the project of the Tabernacle as primary, with the Calf incident as an interruption in the happy narrative of Revelation and divine Presence.

				Against this “straightforward” reading, many midrashic sources recast the chronology.[5] The narrative now holds profound spiritual tension. Far from being an interruption, the Golden Calf is the story itself. The Mishkan is the divine, therapeutic response to what is, in a sense, a necessary story. Without the sin of the Golden Calf, there would have been no Mishkan: in reality, though not in the text, the sin must have preceded its cure.

				Beyond this, however, an even more radical midrashic claim returns us to the obvious chronological order of events. The instructions for the Mishkan are given first, by way of preempting the disease with the cure.[6]

				In one midrash,[7] both sequences appear in tension with each other. In the biblical text, the people first donate gold for the Golden Calf and then for the Mishkan, while in the midrashic parable, the generous young man gives money to charity and then to “theater” (a licentious project). The sequence of sin and penitence is reversed and thus subverted. The normal structure of atonement is upended. What happens to our understanding when the virtuous act (charity) comes before the deplorable one (theater)? The gold of the Mishkan comes to atone for a future act, one that has not yet been committed. Perhaps our generous young man is simply indiscriminate in his projects? How is narrative meaning to be found in this case? In what sense can the cure heal a sickness that has not yet manifested? The midrash challenges the reader to discover more radical ways of reading.

			

			
				No Mere Episode

				The book of Leviticus begins after the construction of the Mishkan is completed. It is primarily concerned with the proper functioning of the Tabernacle, its rituals and taboos. Purity and impurity are the poles of its ongoing drama. It is within this text that the midrashic tradition has detected the continuing traumatic presence of the Golden Calf. If the Mishkan gives the people a possibility of translating the Revelation at Sinai into a different and more intimate[8] ritual language, it also gives them the opportunity to confront the pathology of the Golden Calf and its implications. One of these implications is that the Revelation and the Golden Calf are, in a strange sense, inherent in each other.

				On the face of it, the episode of idolatry is dealt with rather summarily. Three thousand dead, Moses’s prayers, his ascents and descents of the mountain—and, it seems, that event has been brought to closure. However, an important tradition claims that the effects of this sin will remain to ferment throughout the generations. “On the day when I make an accounting (pokdi), I will bring them to account (u-fakadti) for their sins” (Exod. 32:34). The root pakad has both ominous and vital meanings, variously referring to both death and birth. In the wake of midrashic sources, Rashi reads: “Now, I accede to your prayers not to destroy them. But always, always, when I make an accounting of their sins, then I will bring them to account for a little of this sin, together with their other sins. No punishment ever comes upon Israel that does not contain a little punishment for the sin of the Golden Calf.”

				This notion, that the effects of the sin, as well as its punishments, will be diffused over many generations, may imply a kind of suspension of the full gravity of the law. Or it may suggest that a residue of that failure will linger forever. It is somehow endemic in human nature, even if only in the quasi-scientific measure of an onki, an alchemically minute quantity of Calf-substance that ferments in all generations.[9]

				The ambiguous effect of these Talmudic readings—Is this diffusion an act of divine charity or of endless doom?—is augmented by Rashi’s unusual repetition, “always, always,” to express the inescapable remainders of the Golden Calf throughout history. The concrete, historical meaning of idolatry is fragmented by this device; margins of metaphorical meaning demand to be taken up.

				Here, the Golden Calf is no mere episode. Its implications and effects have revealed something about human beings in the world. Rather than excising this pathology with the surgeon’s knife, God offers a possibility of living with it. This will mean bearing the brunt of the challenge it offers to wishful thinking. A sobering truth is also a revelation of a kind.

			

			
				Double Revelation

				Perhaps the two revelations are bound up with each other. Perhaps, beyond the narrative of the Golden Calf as a disruptive aftermath of Sinai, there exists another narrative in which the Golden Calf makes its appearance at the very heart of Revelation. In constructing the Mishkan, therefore, the people would be seeking relief from the tensions implicit within the experience of Revelation. On this reading, there is a single, complex story with Revelation at its heart:

				
					Said Ulla: Shameless is the bride who plays the harlot while still under her wedding canopy! Said R. Mari the son of Samuel’s daughter: What verse refers to this? “While the king still sat at his banquet, my spikenard gave forth its fragrance” (Songs 1:12).[10]

				

				The bride plays the harlot in the middle of the wedding ceremony, under the wedding canopy, while the King is celebrating, even as the fire of Revelation still burns at Sinai.[11] A grotesque synchronicity links the moments of revelation and idolatry. This affects the reader like a blow; the physical image makes one flinch.

				But the image intimates an inner reality, a moment of emotional recoil from the very intensity of the sublime experience. A laser beam is directed at the strange ways of the human heart, what Kant called its “crooked timber.” The Hebrew expression me-zanah covers the whole range of waywardness, from mental to physical adultery.[12] The heart is the theater of betrayal. The surrealistic image of the wayward bride makes its impact but then resolves into an emotional rather than a physical claim. The bride inwardly turns aside from her commitment to the King. Some other erotic interest arouses her, shamefully, in the very midst of the wedding.

				In a similar vein, another midrash minimizes the forty days that officially separate the two moments of Revelation and the Golden Calf. A mere forty days becomes in this challenging midrash: “Not even one day were they with God; [after that] they were [already] calculating how to make the Calf!”[13] The inability to be with God is worked out by gradually whittling away at the numbers, from forty to “not even one day.” Like one who departs on a journey and without any delay at all goes off on the wrong track: “R. Meir said: They stood at Sinai and said with their mouth, We shall do and we shall hear, while their hearts were turned, attuned (mechuvan) to idolatry: ‘They seduced Him with their mouth…but their heart was not steadfast (nachon) with Him’ (Ps. 78:36–37).”

				Focusing on the core utterance of commitment to God, “Na’aseh ve-nishma—We shall do and we shall hear!” R. Meir declares that this was a moment of “seduction”; heart and mouth are at odds, inner experience pulling away from language. Or, more strongly, language being used by the wayward in order to beguile God.

				This midrash is, in its way, as shocking as the imagery of the bride under the wedding canopy. Effectively, it undermines the one good moment in a history of backslidings and rebellions. In general, midrashic literature builds on this moment to spell out the people’s commitment to doing even before hearing; to fulfilling the commandments even before trying to understand them. “We shall do and we shall hear” has become the blazon of Israel’s true faith.[14] Here, strangely, na’aseh ve-nishma becomes mere lip service. So powerful is the people’s inner resistance to the Revelation that, even as they mouth the words of faith, they are already creating the Golden Calf.

			

			
				Listening for God

				In a powerful teaching, R. Yehuda Aryeh Leib Alter (known as the Sefat Emet) works against the grain of the usual understanding of na’aseh ve-nishma. He reads hearing as the spiritual horizon of doing. For him, this great faith moment is one in which the people declare their readiness to listen for intimations of God’s will, beyond the minimum of the law. This involves a constant attunement, a readiness to respond to the demand of the godly whenever it becomes audible. This posture of aspiration is what will characterize the Jewish spiritual genius. Obedience to the law is not the final goal; that is why it is written first, as preamble to the larger demand.[15]

				For Sefat Emet, the purpose of the Exodus and the Revelation at Sinai is to acquire this position of listening. When the people desire to return to Egypt, to the condition of slavery, they resist this divine demand. To return to Egypt is the easy option, falling back on habit, on the constricted life of the slave for whom obedience is all. Freedom means a turning toward the future and its possibilities, its difficult demands. Always hoping to hear more from God, one realizes the exodus project in its fullness.[16]

				For this reason, he explains, the Hebrew slave who “freely” opts for continued slavery (“I love my master—I will not go out to freedom!”) has to undergo the ritual of having his earlobe pierced against the door lintel (Exod. 21:5–6). He has sinned against that passion for hearing more that is to inform spiritual life. “The ear that heard at Sinai, ‘Unto Me shall the Israelites be slaves, and not slaves of slaves,’ and then he went and acquired a master for himself, that ear shall be pierced.”[17] To opt for slavery is to betray, to immobilize, one’s “ear” for the sacred, for freedom and responsibility.

				For Sefat Emet, then, listening is the posture of aspiration. It represents a mode beyond that of action or obedience. We may think of the many biblical texts that place listening at the center: whether it is in the credo—the call to attention, uttered twice daily—of “Hear O Israel, God, our God, God is one!” or in the preamble to Revelation, “If you will indeed listen to My voice and keep My covenant, you shall be to Me a treasure among the nations” (Exod. 19:5).

				A certain quality of attention (tension, desire) is invoked in this listening. Perhaps the na’aseh ve-nishma response conceals a reservation about the larger aspiration of listening. By putting obedience before listening, one may be reserving the option of making do with mere performance. Even as one commits oneself in words that carry the vitality of aspiration, one is flinching from the radical demand of those very words.

			

			
				Receiving Torah

				That flinching—that backward and forward movement—is, I suggest, inherent in the drama of Revelation. The sublime comes with overwhelming force. It is experienced as impinging on the mind of the listener who, in the same gesture, both accepts and resists. “If we continue to listen for the voice of God, our God, any longer, we shall die. For who that is entirely flesh has heard the voice of the living God speaking from the midst of the fire as we have—and has lived?” (Deut. 5:22–23). The impact of God’s voice on human flesh is corrosive; its very vitality is excessive. So ambivalence, flinching, makes the receiver of Torah unreceptive. All that is being given is both desired and reflexively warded off.

				The expressions used in the Scriptures for the moment of receptivity, when the Speaker leaves His mark on the surface of consciousness, include hearing (sh’miah), having one’s heart inscribed or engraved, and remembering (zechirah). One may be susceptible to this impact, or one may be resistant to it. The language of Revelation may be effective or ineffective—it may affect or fail to affect. The listener may remain unmarked, may be ambivalent, or may even have strategies to nullify the impact of what is being revealed.

			

			
				George Eliot on Ethical Hearing

				By way of analogy, it is interesting to notice the ways in which such complex moments characterize the work of the nineteenth-century English novelist George Eliot. On many occasions, Eliot analyzes spiritual confrontations of this kind. There is a passionate speaker who seeks to inscribe a moral message on the consciousness of the weaker, morally endangered character. Imagery of burning and biting and branding marks these passages. Implicit in these scenes is a kind of violence of ethical passion. But the power of this moral utterance is met by a resistance that deprives it of all its power.

				At the end of Daniel Deronda, Ezra (Mordecai) reproaches his gambler father, who responds with hysterical tears that somehow serve to suspend the force of his son’s attack: “and his [Ezra’s] words had the heart eaten out of them.”[18]

				The force of words is met by a counterforce, a tissue of fantasy, which neutralizes or nullifies it. Such moments of spiritual impulse and repression recur throughout George Eliot’s fiction. In a similar way, Freud describes the death drive as a “silent, colorless something that both sustains and erodes the erotic drives.”[19] The numbing effect both receives and corrodes, accepts and invalidates whatever tries to enliven. George Eliot precedes Freud in her interest in the primal struggle between life wishes and death wishes.

				Often, in her fiction, as well as in her own letters, the theme recurs. Its origin in her writing lies in her own experience, which she struggles to understand and master. “Quickness of hearing,” “a fine ear,” “a roar of sound” become metaphors for the enlivened sensibility that does not yield to the spell of numbness. Her most famous passage in this vein is one in which she admonishes the reader to become aware of her own “stupidity”:

				
					If we had a keen vision and a feeling for all ordinary human life, it would be like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heart beat, and we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the quickest of us walk about well wadded in stupidity.[20]

				

				In this acerbic passage, the reader’s limited moral perception is figured through the metaphor of hearing. Although the narrator, by contrast with her reader, at least aspires, she, too, knows the dangers of a too intensive imagination. In the end, she, too, (“the quickest of us”) is included in the general human condition of “stupidity.”

				“We are all of us born in moral stupidity, taking the world as an udder to feed our supreme selves: Dorothea had early begun to emerge from that stupidity.”[21] The pain of emerging in this way can be viewed as a gift or as a curse, but it is a necessary movement if one is to grow at all.

			

			
				The Egyptian Idol

				The alternative is the numbing, neutralizing space that the midrashic imagination has called mitzrayim/m’eitzarim. This is Egypt, in Hebrew letters that mean constriction, a hindered life. Emerging from that space is called Exodus—yetziat mitzrayim. The presiding image of that space, its deity, is the calf, which the Egyptologist Jan Assmann identifies with the Egyptian bull, Apis.[22] As he describes its history, the engraved representation of this animal indicates an early stage in the history of idolatry, in which animal figures “are just signs which stand for some tutelary gods or deified hero-kings.”[23] This was followed by the “worst form of idolatry”—brute worship, the worship of the animal itself.

				So that when the Golden Calf leaps out of the fire of Sinai, something primal to the people’s experience is suddenly revealed. Aaron apologizes in a rather bemused tone for his role in the narrative: “Behold, this calf emerged!”[24] As though to say, “I thought we had left that behind in Egypt”? The Calf is the unconscious residue of that hindered life of Egypt. It casts an imperious spell, emanating an apparent vitality that stupefies its worshippers. The people’s joy as they dance around the Calf brings Moses to despair: they are now incapable of hearing anything new.[25]

				Aaron’s numbed astonishment is carried over, according to a surrealistic midrash, into the guilt and shame that fill him when he begins to officiate in the Mishkan: “Some say that Aaron saw the altar in the form of an ox and he was afraid of it.”[26] Shame becomes fear that threatens to paralyze him in his role as High Priest. Moses encourages him to confront his fear, not to allow it to hinder him from his work of atoning for the deadening impact of the Calf.[27]

			

			
				Egyptomania and Exodus

				The Golden Calf, then, is an image for the neutralizing counterforce that erodes the impact of Sinai. In a sense, as the French philosopher Gaston Bachelard argues, the stable and completed image always has this effect: it clips the wings of the imagination.[28] Paradoxically, he defines imagination as the “faculty of deforming the images formed by perception.” These images represent unchanging present reality. “If there is not a changing of images, an unexpected union of images, there is no imagination…. Soon, instead of making us dream and speak, [the image] makes us act.”

				The spiritual imagination is characterized by the experience of opening and newness. “Undoubtedly, the imaginary lays down images during its prodigious life, but it always appears to exist beyond its images, it is always a little more than its images. The poem is essentially an aspiration to new images.” Their verbal force makes us ask, “[H]ow do we pull it loose from the too stable bedrock of our familiar memories?”

				Bachelard’s language itself pulls loose from familiar uses, as he attempts to describe the indescribable. How does the erotic force make its way despite the inertia of the rigid image? The Golden Calf, as the quintessential unchanging image, carries this inertia with it. As soon as the power of God’s words is felt, the Calf is summoned up to neutralize it. The force of life encounters the numbing counterforce of the Egyptian idol that both sustains and erodes it. On one level, this is precisely the paradox of Sinai: “We shall do and we shall listen!” affirms obedience while in some way warding off the larger inspirations of Revelation. “Soon, instead of making us dream and speak, it makes us act.”

				One clue to the meaning of the Golden Calf is the language that is later used to describe its effects. “My people have forgotten Me days without number” (Jer. 2:32); “They speedily forgot His works…. They made a calf in Horev and worshipped a molten image. Thus they exchanged their glory for the likeness of an ox that eats grass. They forgot God their savior” (Ps. 106:13). Forgetting God is an effect of the unreceptive surface, the counterforce that resists being inscribed, engraved, inspired by the divine word.

				In the midrashic imagination, when Moses wants to defend his people against the charge of idolatry, he claims that the Calf was made unwittingly—be-shogeg.[29] The people are, he implies, ruled by their unconscious lives, by the compulsive repetitions that blur the impact of Revelation. They act without full intentionality, out of that moral stupidity that is related to stupor.[30]

				Mei Ha-Shilo’ach develops the notion of inertia. The Golden Calf, he suggests, represents a desire for an untroubled spiritual existence, with no need for prayer. The very word egel (calf) is read as spiritual impatience. This world is “still incomplete,” requiring time and development to come to fullness. Calf worshippers lust for frozen time, for the stable and completed image. Aspiration, breath after breath, requires imagination, a listening-out for what is still absent.

				Even the expression “a stiff-necked people,” which makes its first biblical appearance in God’s rejection of the Calf worshippers, conveys this willful, rigid quality of consciousness. In Rashi’s paraphrase, it indicates an inability to turn one’s head to hear something new.

				The German literary critic Eric Santner writes of Egyptomania—the Egyptian madness: its cure is “indeed a kind of ‘exodus,’ only not one out of Egypt; it offers, rather, an exodus out of the various forms of Egyptomania that so profoundly constrain our lives and, while sustaining a level of adaptation, keep us from opening to the midst of life.”[31] In order to achieve exodus, this psychic rigidity needs to be engaged.

				Drawing on Freud and Franz Rosenzweig, Santner argues that being in the midst of life means being with an Other precisely in his or her “Egyptomania.” “It means exposure to the…way in which the Other is disoriented in the world.”[32] The ethical relation to the Other means that “the Other to whom I am answerable has an unconscious, is the bearer of an irreducible and internal otherness.” Unconscious fantasy constrains human life; defensive, it bars us from answering to the reality of the Other’s presence. Revelation seeks to suspend the thrall of repetition compulsions that permeate our being.

			

			
				Breaking the Spell

				In the book of Leviticus, the problem of Egyptomania—of the Golden Calf—manifests itself time after time. Often veiled in the text and revealed in the midrash, the Calf haunts incidents as various as the induction of the Mishkan, the difficulties and failures involved in the process of God’s bringing His presence to dwell in the work of the Mishkan; in the Yom Kippur ritual of the goat to Azazel; in the isolation of the leper, who has alienated others from one another. The aspirational reach of commandments like “Love your neighbor like yourself” and “Be Holy, as I your God am holy” emerges from this inertia. A people enthralled by the image of the Calf are challenged to listen better, to mobilize a larger imagination.

				The theme of aspiration emerges from this text that appears so thickly encrusted in law. Without the acute experience of inertia, without the Calf, would the Mishkan ever have been built? Without the experience of “nothing happens,” would the force of God’s desire—“Let them make Me a Mishkan, and I will dwell in their midst”—ever have come alive in the mind and heart? “Sometimes, the annulling of Torah is its fulfillment” (Bitulah shel torah zeh hu kiyumah).[33] Words like “Exodus” and “Revelation” find their proof in the live possibility of God dwelling in one’s midst. Only after the Calf nullifies that aspiration does the desire for it become real.

				This is a matter of intimate experience, as the philosopher Franz Rosenzweig describes it:

				
					What we can thus state—or even prove—about God is related to our possible “experience” in the same way that the empty announcement that two persons have married, or the showing of the marriage certificate, is related to the daily and hourly reality of this marriage…. And so even the bare fact of marriage does not become real save where it leaves the sphere of what can objectively be stated and enters the secret pale of the festive days and anniversaries of private life.[34]

				

				The secret pale of married life is the realm evoked by Leviticus, the Book of Holiness. Within its rituals, practices, and procedures, a certain everyday-ness—a sense of sacred housekeeping—is conveyed. In the intimate rituals of marriage, an otherwise inexpressible excess of experience is worked through in the midst of life.

				The intensity of such an experience emerges from the encounter with otherness, with the resistance offered by the Calf. In a similar vein, R. Nahman teaches the paradox embodied in the work of charity.[35] Giving to the poor is a spiritual exercise; it works to break one’s natural cruelty and to convert it into compassion. This natural cruelty is the dark side of “natural compassion,” which surges spontaneously toward hopeful objects—the worthy poor, for instance, who offer the possibility of redemption. The problem with this primal form of compassion is that the unworthy poor, those who cannot be saved, arouse an equally primal form of cruelty. In confronting the despair of the unredeemable Other, one confronts one’s own fear. Precisely in this case, tzedakah (charity) becomes a commandment: You shall surely open your hand to him (the poor man) (Deut. 15:8). Here, the act of tzedakah opens up the clenched hand of unconscious cruelty, and true compassion is born. Like all births, especially first births, that first opening is the difficult breakthrough of the new. That is the meaning of the intensified commandment: You shall open, open your hand.

				R. Nahman’s teaching about tzedakah (charity) as the secondary movement from cruelty to compassion represents a larger vision of the ethical life. It is precisely through a crisis in the habitual, through a sharp experience of the Other and his human despair, that reality breaks through a fantasy world. The break can become a happy break if it softens and enlarges the opening; if it breaks a spell.

			

			
				The Secondary Movement

				Such moments of crisis, writes the American poet and essayist Louise Glück, can at first feel like an impoverishment:

				
					Realize, then, that impoverishment is also a teacher, unique in its capacity to renew, and that its yield, when it ends, is a passionate openness that in turn reinvests the world with meaning…. [An intensity of awareness] is impoverishment’s aftermath, and blessing.[36]

				

				Such periods of impoverishment as the crisis of the Golden Calf, then, allow the people to encounter their own depths. Here, at the moment of breakdown, work can be done and something new may be born. In relinquishing an omnipotent self, the old callosities drop away. One has, in a sense, engineered one’s own defeat. Something may soften and open.

				The Talmudic Sages have a powerful expression for this idea: “One does not understand (lit., stand upon) the words of Torah until one has stumbled over them.”[37] The stumbling, the failure is the process by which Torah becomes real: inherent in the spiritual work of reading, studying, and living Torah is the experience of losing the ground under one’s feet.[38] Remotely related to flinching, the metaphor of stumbling evokes both the burlesque and the tragic. There is the moment when human dignity is upended by the banana peel; there is also the graver moment of ruin, perhaps of irredeemable failure. In a kishalon, a stumble, a slippage, saving oneself in mid-fall is not always possible. The business has failed, bankruptcy is declared. It is from despair that standing, understanding arises.

				In our narrative of the Golden Calf, then, the disruption is the heart of the story. The Calf does not represent an episode followed by a return to the main plot. Rather, it remains for all generations to confront us with the inertia that was always inherent in the moments of highest aspiration. A slip, a jolt, a shock, a knowledge of failure, of not yet—the Tablets inscribed by the finger of God are shattered. Unthinking compassion is recognized as cruelty; moral stupidity gives birth to a keener vision. One’s neighbor is revealed in all her out-of-joint reality and is to be loved. In this movement, God is implicated: a new intimacy with God and neighbor is revealed.

				This secondary movement of the soul is the subject of the book of Leviticus. On one level, the original revelation contains the seeds of its own erosion. It is neutralized by the banality of the Calf. Out of this despair, the Mishkan emerges. The work of building the structure, creating the sacred objects, has a therapeutic effect. But only in Leviticus do we read of the crises that accompany the process by which the Mishkan, and therefore the people, deeply encounter the divine. Here, the need to wait, to live a life that is used by time, cannot be evaded. Fear and shame gather around the obsession that is the Golden Calf. These, too, must be lived through.

				In this book, I read Leviticus through the prism of midrashic narratives that connect the surface with the depths of this text. Following my original intuition that the Golden Calf pervades that space, I find, sometimes to my own surprise, how often the Calf, as the moment of slippage in human life, does make its appearance. As in dreams, the details of law and ritual turn out to be haunted by something repetitious, a sense of nameless loss; and by a secondary revelation of a different kind, which involves time and work and the birth of compassion.
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			Vayikra

			Hearing the Grass Grow:
Guilt, Atonement, Intimacy

			
				The Unnamed Subject of Revelation

				The opening word of Leviticus: “Vayikra—And He called to Moses” (Lev. 1:1). Who is the one who calls? Presumably, it is God who calls Moses’s name. But He is unnamed. Strangely, the new book begins with an unnamed subject of revelation. God’s name follows only in the next clause, “And God spoke to him.” Only after the anonymous call does God speak to Moses, revealing the laws of sacrifice and other laws relating to the newly constructed Tabernacle.

				There is, of course, no real mystery about who is calling. Nevertheless, why, at the very beginning of the book is His identity somewhat awkwardly obscured (“He called…and God spoke”)?

				The classic medieval commentator Ramban sets this anomalous opening in the context of the conclusion of the previous book, Exodus: “Moses was unable to enter the Tent of Assembly, for the Cloud rested upon it and God’s glory filled the Tabernacle” (Exod. 40:35). Exodus ends with Moses excluded from the sacred space he has so faithfully constructed. The Cloud and the fire that represent God’s presence in the Tabernacle make it impossible for him to enter that space. Until, that is, God calls his name, inviting him, as it were, to enter into the Cloud. Only with this call is a human path opened up for him into the mysterium tremendum.

				In Ramban’s narrative, the two books are joined across a formal gap. God’s glory is the subject of the closing sentence of Exodus; God remains the subject of the opening sentence of Leviticus. Moses’s situation outside the Tabernacle, excluded by God’s presence, is resolved by His call of invitation. In this situation, the divine call overcomes Moses’s exclusion. At the same time, however, a new consciousness of inside and outside comes into existence. One book ends with alienation, while the new book begins with closure.

				Rashi reads the opening word, vayikra, in order to raise a different question: What is the function of the act of calling?

				
					Every time God spoke or said, or commanded, He prefaced these terms by calling, in a tone of affection—chibah—and encouragement—in the tone that the ministering angels use, as it is said, “They call to one another, saying Holy, Holy, Holy is the God of Hosts” (Isa. 6:3).

				

				Before every divine revelation (and not only in this particular situation) there is a calling. Rashi (and his midrashic forebears, as we shall see) is interested in the phenomenon of revelation that is glimpsed in the Call-Speech nexus. The question of the subject of the call is not overtly addressed.

				In Rashi’s proof text from Isaiah, the angels call to one another, even before they begin praising God. Rashi shifts the scene, from the call of God to a human being to a mutual calling between equals. To illustrate God’s particular relation to Moses, Rashi focuses on the tonal resonance of the word kara, calling; affection and encouragement set the key for the heavenly choir; it is the essential preliminary—like the sounding of the tuning fork—to their harmony. An intimate calling to attention. For Rashi, this tone always characterizes God’s calls to Moses. In a sense, it bridges the gap that exists even between equals.

				The Talmudic Sages shift the scene yet again, from angelic choir to the human etiquette of address: “Why did God preface speaking with calling? The Torah teaches polite behavior: that one should not say anything to one’s friend without calling his name first.”[1]

				The Talmud teaches a norm of polite behavior: to address the other by name before beginning to speak. To start speaking abruptly without calling by name is a kind of aggression, an entry into private space. Similarly, “God hates one who enters his friend’s house suddenly (i.e., without warning).”[2] The door knocker protects privacy. This can be learned from God’s behavior when He enters the Garden of Eden in order to rebuke Adam: “And God called out to Adam and said: ‘Where are you?’ ” (Gen. 3:9). God observes the same decorum in addressing Moses, even though Moses is described as “faithful (i.e., a familiar presence) in all My household” (Num. 12:7). He calls his name before speaking to him—that is, before entering his domain.

				Calling before speaking, then, is a matter of propriety shared by God, angels, and human beings. It is a matter of respecting boundaries. When God calls out, however, this can signify two different situations: when He gives permission to Moses to enter the sacred interior, and when He asks permission to address him. In both cases, there is a real gap between self and other that requires bridging, a sense of delicacy in difference. Breaking through the gap could be considered threatening, or rude—an act of aggression. But in the one case, it is Moses who is in awe of the boundary and awaits God’s invitation. In the other case, it is God who, in calling Moses’s name, models sensitivity around thresholds. In the first situation, it is God who is inside, Moses who is outside. In the second, God is outside, addressing Moses: Moses is the object of God’s desire.

				Who, then, is the subject of desire in our text? The one who calls is presumably God. But perhaps the fact that God’s name is not used at the moment of calling evokes the tension of such moments—moments of revelation, of incipient intimacy. Whose is the desire? Perhaps Moses, the object of the divine call, is also in some sense its subject?

			

			
				The Desire for Desire

				Here are some midrashic narratives that explore this vayikra moment:

				
					“And God called to Moses”: When God said to Moses, “Make Me a Tabernacle” (Exod. 25:8), he (Moses) inscribed on everything he made, “even as God commanded Moses.” God said, “Moses has done Me all this honor, and I am inside while he is outside! Call him, that he may enter the innermost sanctum.” Therefore it is said, “And God called to Moses.”[3]

				

				Explicitly linking the books of Exodus and Leviticus, the midrash describes the divine discomfort at excluding Moses from the structure he himself had so devotedly built for God. The appropriate separation between the work-overseer and the owner of the building suddenly seems strangely inappropriate. A conventional decorum is swept aside by a finer divine sensibility. In light of this, the very dedication of the overseer comes to suggest an underlying desire: to join his employer, in greater intimacy, here in his new “residence.” For in His original command to Moses, God had said, “I shall encounter you there and I shall speak to you from above the Ark cover” (Exod. 25:22). “There” had referred to the innermost sanctum, equivalent to the owner’s private chamber.

				This house was designed for encounter, for intimate speech between God and Moses. Moses thus belongs inside. But in conventional terms, as an employee, he belongs outside. God resolves the matter by disregarding the more banal sense of boundaries and responding to Moses’s desire:

				
					R. Zereka said, “Can you imagine that Moses left God and went elsewhere, since the text says, ‘And He called to Moses…’? The text wants to convey Moses’s humility and diffidence. Usually, the king’s confidant, who has the king’s ear at all times, will enter the palace and leave it without asking permission, since he has become over-familiar with the king. But Moses was different. Even though God spoke to him often, face-to-face, he stood trembling with all due ceremony before God, as though He had never spoken with him. Because of this, he merited what no other human being had ever merited: that whenever he entered, God would immediately speak with him, as it is said, ‘And whenever Moses entered the Tent of Assembly he heard the Voice speaking to him’ (Num. 7:89).”[4]

				

				“Familiarity,” according to the adage, “breeds contempt.” Moses, however, remains sensitive to God’s otherness, “as though He had never spoken with him.” Precisely because of this, God acts freely on His affection, turning aside from affairs of state to speak exclusively with His friend. Moses’s deference arouses in God a responsive desire for intimacy. Here, the moment of calling is not addressed, obscuring the pivoting point between Moses’s decorum and God’s affection.

				In Midrash Vayikra Rabbah, however, Moses’s modesty becomes a theme that arouses God’s response. In one midrash, for instance, this modesty is traced back to the Burning Bush, when he hides his face from the divine revelation. Because of this, God commissions him to speak to Pharaoh. A similar dynamic occurs at the Red Sea, at Sinai, and now at the Tabernacle. On this occasion, God addresses him with some ambivalence: “How long will you humble yourself? The hour awaits none but you!” God singles out Moses, time and time again; but on this last occasion there is a note of criticism in God’s reproach, even as He calls out to Moses alone.[5]

				Here, the situation is intensified: God chooses to address Moses alone precisely in the new context of the Tabernacle and its sacrifices. Here, Moses might well have been justified in lowering his profile: his brother Aaron is properly the man of the hour, as High Priest and chief officiant in the Tabernacle rituals. But, precisely now, God places Moses front and center, even suggesting that Moses’s diffidence is excessive.

				Similarly, in another passage in Vayikra Rabbah, Moses bewails the fact that he donated no precious objects to the Tabernacle. God responds: “As you live, your conversation (lit., your speaking) is more precious, beloved (chaviv) to Me than all else.”[6] The evidence of this singular love is the divine call that overrides all conventions.

				The word vayikra comes to evoke an intimate, paradoxical affection. The words chibah and chaviv convey the tone of the call. It is this tone, rather than the content of God’s speech—the commandments of the sacrifices—that becomes the subject of midrashic interest.

				God’s tenderness comes to close the gap between Moses outside and God inside. From this point onward, God’s relations with Moses are played out under the sign of chibah, of a newly tender tone of revelation. And under this sign, it is Moses’s conversation that endears him: “Your speaking is dear to me” can be read, simply, “I love the way you speak.” Something indefinable but essential in Moses’s way of speaking is precious to God.

				Perhaps the nucleus of his language is his hidden desire? God calls Moses’s name because He knows that Moses is filled with a barely recognized yearning. God’s call arouses that yearning, which was already there before the call.

				At this juncture, a new intensity enters the relationship. In the past, God always called, subverting the natural boundaries of inside and outside. From the Burning Bush onward, this has been the pattern: Moses resists, God insists—a dance of decorum. This time, as several midrashic texts suggest, God is particularly loving in His invitation: “The hour belongs to none but you!” “Your conversation is more precious to me than all else.”

				Another midrash specifies Moses’s particular mission from this time onward. After Moses has repeatedly fled from power only to have leadership repeatedly thrust upon him, he finally protests, with increased conviction: “From now on (after the Tabernacle has been constructed), what do I have to do?” And God answers, “As you live, you have a greater task now than ever! To teach My children about impurity and purity, and to prepare them to offer sacrifices before Me.”[7]

				“As you live!” Here is the tone of impassioned divine eros: “I want you now more than ever!” Now begins Moses’s most significant role—to teach his people the laws of the Book of Holiness. Just at the moment when Moses is sure that his time is over, God reverses his expectations. Or is it that God responds to Moses’s incipient desire? Even as he withdraws from positions of power, Moses yearns for dibbur, for ongoing communication with God. Even as he acknowledges boundaries, yielding his place to Aaron, barely recognizing his own yearning, God has responded to his desire.[8]

				Such a scenario ultimately blurs the difference between lover and beloved. One is both inside and outside, subject and object; the decorums of the social world are transcended. The angels call and are called to; one who enters his friend’s house, calling the owner’s name, hopes for the desire of the other. The friend who is called responds and converts the aggression of abrupt speech into intimacy. The spaces of sacredness, of proper difference, become spaces inhabited by the desire for desire.

			

			
				Haunted by the Golden Calf

				This new period of the Tabernacle is marked by the trauma of the Golden Calf. The event itself leaves behind it a complex sense of distance and alienation on the one hand, and yearning for a different connection on the other. Now, with the Tabernacle in place, Moses’s energies will be focused on teaching the laws of sacrifice and of purity and impurity. His teaching role will be rooted in a new chibah, an affectionate closeness between Moses and God. The world of sacrifices, the material world of animals and other physical objects, will form the subject matter of his teaching. But the midrashic tradition is interested, for the most part, in the emotional tone of his newly intimate connection with God.[9]

				Within this tradition, the world of sacrifices and of a retuned relation between Moses and God comes to atone for the sin of the Golden Calf. That catastrophe is not easily healed. Even after God has formally forgiven the people, the rupture in the “marriage” of God and Israel is still palpable. Particularly as refracted in midrashic literature, the book of Leviticus remains haunted by the Calf.

				Midrashic narratives tell how the pathology of idolatry is “healed” by the Tabernacle and its rituals. The fire and the gold of the Tabernacle, for example, provide an antidote for the fire and gold of the Calf. The idolatrous fantasy is in some sense worked through in the practices of worship in the Tabernacle.[10]

				In many sources, moreover, the command to build the Tabernacle—“If they make Me a sanctuary, I shall dwell in their midst” (Exod. 25:8)—is in itself understood as a sign of forgiveness for the sin of the Calf. In one classic view, this forgiveness allows this original Tabernacle command to be reinstated after the rupture. In another view, this command is to be read as consequent upon the sin; effectively, it is only because of the sin that the Tabernacle is projected in the first place—as sign and as process of atonement.[11]

				The latter part of Exodus, then, is structured as an enactment of the turbulence created by the sin. God’s instructions for the Tabernacle (chapters 25–31) are followed by the account of the Golden Calf (chapters 32–34), and then by the narration of the artisans’ execution of the building instructions (chapters 35–40). The pivotal role of the Calf in the building narrative is quite clear. The two classic readings I have just described affect how we read the chronology. One possible reading sees the Golden Calf as the sin that blocks the execution of the divine building instructions; these can be implemented only after Moses finally returns from the mountain, bearing the second set of Tablets in his arms. On the second reading, the original commandments are to be read as “out of order,” as in a flashback, they are issued to the people only in the post-Calf period.

				On the second reading, revelation is not simply reinstated; rather, it enters a new phase. God will speak to Moses from within the interior of a “tent” rather than from the clouds ringing the mountaintop. In this new theater of revelation, the Golden Calf haunts the narrative. It has been forgiven, but the impact of the trauma lingers. One of its effects, strangely, is the Tabernacle itself, the site of continuing revelation. “If I had not committed that deed,” Israel says, “You would not have brought Your presence to dwell within me.”[12]

				The Sages view the apparently discrete crisis of the Golden Calf as returning in repressed form throughout the generations. “There is no generation that does not carry a vestige (lit., a tiny amount) of the Golden Calf.”[13] A toxin persists to trouble the fantasy life of human beings. Such a statement presumably refers to the vestigial impact of idol worship. Some resistant strain remains in the blood, breaking out anew in every generation.

			

			
				Reconciliation and Alienation

				One early enactment in this post-Calf history is the compelling scene in Exodus 33:7–11. Moses pitches his personal tent—also called the Tent of Meeting—outside the camp. Those of the people who “seek God” make a sort of pilgrimage out to that tent to learn God’s word from Moses. Within that tent, Moses and God meet and speak, “face to face, as one speaks to one’s friend” (v. 11).

				But the most haunting moment of this account is recounted from the people’s perspective. The people stand at the entrance to their tents and follow Moses with their eyes as he leaves the camp and enters his own tent. A Cloud then descends over the entrance to Moses’s tent and “it speaks with Moses” (v. 9). The entire people see this; they rise up and bow down at the entrance of their own tents.

				Here, the people act out their alienation, which is represented in Moses’s external position in relation to them. His movement back and forth from tent to camp, with repeated idioms of externality, culminates in the description of the people’s gaze as they imagine the interior encounter within Moses’s tent. Only in imagination, in yearning, can they participate in the scene of revelation.

				It is the Cloud, however, that strangely seems to “speak with Moses.” Ve-dibber im Moshe: Rashi reads this as middaber and cites the Targum’s translation: The Voice spoke to itself in Moses’s hearing.[14] Through this reflexive reading, Rashi suggests the distance between the speaker and the listener, even when they are both imagined as human—a man speaking with his friend. In all acts of communication, we might say, there is a dimension of “speaking to oneself,” with the other “overhearing” and translating into another language.

				This scene of alienation takes place, it seems, after Moses has returned from the mountain, after the people have been forgiven. Why, then, the demonstrative drama of distance? And why the repeated movement between two spaces: the private but external space of meeting with God and the public space of the Israelite camp?

				Maharal raises this question and formulates an enigmatic distinction. God may be reconciled with the people (be-ratzon), but the people are still “as though alienated from God” (ke-menudin lo). This obscure state will be resolved only once they have offered the specific sacrifices commanded as Sin Offerings. Meantime, they are suspended in an alienated state, even though God has been appeased. This situation represents asymmetry: God is reconciled with them, but the people’s work of atonement is still incomplete. Only after they have made the appropriate sacrifices will atonement be achieved.

				This twilight period suggests that the impact of the Golden Calf still haunts the people. Moses daily paces the distance between the people and his private tent, which he himself names the Tent of Meeting. There, he has meetings of great intimacy with God. (“God spoke to Moses face-to-face, as one speaks to one’s friend.”) The eyes of all the people follow him on this trajectory; at the imagined moment of meeting, the people rise up and prostrate themselves. At the entrance to their own tents, between inside and outside, they gaze at the Cloud-covered entrance to his tent and bow low. Rashi quotes a midrash: “[What are they thinking?] Happy is the man born of woman who is so assured that God’s Presence will enter after him into his tent!”[15]

				After the Tabernacle is completed, the site of meeting is moved inward, into the Israelite camp, at its center. From this new position—“I will inhabit your midst”—new laws about the functioning of the Tabernacle are given, and the rituals of sacrifice begin. It is only at this point, Maharal suggests, that the people can fully atone for, and in a sense resolve, the trauma of the Golden Calf.

				It is at this juncture that Moses has to be summoned by name to enter the new sacred space that now directly serves the people. As we have seen, midrashic narratives mark this moment not as the end of Moses’s encounters with God but as the beginning of the most intense period of his life with God. What is the nature of this new phase? What is suggested by the new tone of chibah, of intimacy?

			

			
				Violent Advocacy

				We remember the traumatic crisis on the mountain, when God—in the midst of transmitting the Torah—reveals to Moses what has been happening at the base of the mountain. He proposes to annihilate the people: “Let My anger burn against them and I will consume them and make you into a great nation!” (Exod. 32:10). Moses’s response is classic; he appeases God: “Why should Your anger burn against Your people?” He speaks of a shared history, of divine energy invested in “Your people” and of promises made to their ancestors. His speech of intercession is effective. God’s fiery anger abates, and the disaster is averted.

				We turn now to a startling midrashic account of the same moment of intercession. Here, Moses’s strategy is to meet anger with anger. I quote at length:

				
					“And Moses besought the presence of God his God”: R. Tanchuma b. Abba began thus: “Therefore He said that He would destroy them, had not Moses His chosen stood before Him in the breach, to turn back his anger” (Ps. 106:23). R. Hama b. Chanina said: The good advocate knows to present his case clearly before the tribunal (lit., to present the best face)…. [He] set his face against the attribute of strict justice in order to plead for mercy on Israel’s behalf.

					Rabbenu said: It can be compared to a king, who was sitting in judgment on his son, while the accuser was indicting him. When the prince’s tutor saw that his charge was being condemned, he thrust the accuser outside the court and put himself in his place in order to plead on the prince’s behalf. Similarly, when Israel made the Golden Calf, Satan stood inside [before God] accusing them, while Moses remained outside. What then did Moses do? He arose and thrust Satan away and placed himself in his stead, as it says, “Had not Moses His chosen stood before Him in the breach”; that is, he put himself in the place of the one who was causing the breach.

					R. Samuel b. Nahman said: It is rather difficult to say that he “stood before Him in the breach.” It can be explained by the case of a king who was angry with his son and took his place on the tribunal and tried him and pronounced him guilty. As he was about to take up his pen to sign the verdict of the court, his associate snatched the pen from his hand in order to appease his wrath. Similarly, when Israel committed that act, God sat in judgment upon them to condemn them, for it says, “Let Me alone that I may destroy them!” (Deut. 9:14). He had not yet done so, but was about to seal their decree, as it says, “He that sacrifices to the gods, except to God alone, shall be utterly destroyed” (Exod. 22:19). So what did Moses do? He took the Tablets from God’s hands in order to appease His wrath.

					This is like a king who sent a marriage broker to betroth a wife for him, but while the broker was on his way, the woman corrupted herself with another man. What did the broker, who was entirely innocent, do? He took the marriage document that the king had given him to betroth her with, and tore it up, saying “Better that she be judged as an unmarried woman than as a married woman.” This is what Moses did. When Israel did that act, he took the Tablets and shattered them, as if to imply that had Israel known their punishment ahead of time, they would not have sinned in this way.

					Moses moreover said: “Better they should be judged as doing it unintentionally than as if they did it willfully.” Because in the Decalogue it says, “I am God, your God”; and the punishment for breaking this commandment is: “He that sacrifices to the gods, except to God alone, shall be utterly destroyed.” So he broke the Tablets.

					“And He thought to destroy them.” Immediately, Moses girded himself for prayer. That is the meaning of “Moses besought the Presence of God, his God.” He placed himself before God with scant respect in order to request Israel’s needs. Hence, “And Moses besought the Presence of God, his God.”[16]

				

				In this text, Moses’s posture is described as disrespectful in both words and actions. Across several readings, different Sages convey their understanding of the proof text: “And Moses besought—Vayichal—before the face of God
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