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––– Briefly D’var Torah ––– 
 

Ki Tisa: Exodus 30:11 - 34:35

“Longer than Anticipated”

It is quite hard to believe that last year, just after Purim, a holiday requiring ultimate joy and silliness, 
was the last time we would gather, dance, and laugh together in person in the same room, as a 
community. “Only two weeks,” we were told. I’m ashamed to admit it was almost exciting. We learned 
new technology while finishing laundry and other household chores, we created spaces in our home 
to continue what we could from our daily routines, and we baked a ton; yeast and toilet paper were 
sold out almost everywhere, and it felt like every day was a snow day. Some of us even found time to 
massage our creative sides through poetry, music, or artwork. But ever since the honeymoon stage of 
quarantining wore off, and the severity of the situation was revealed, we’ve been left on an emotional 
roller coaster that still has no definite end in sight. As Councilman Izzy Patoka mentioned last month 
during our Brotherhood program, we are facing a health crisis, an economic crisis, a police reform crisis, 
a global warming crisis, and a political crisis. All of these issues have bubbled up to the surface causing 
emotional trauma, fear of the unknown, and a lot of anger. This dismal desert is where we find the 
Israelites in this week’s Torah portion, Ki Tisa. 

After generations of slavery the Israelites are finally able to have hope, find purpose, and add meaning 
to their lives. Moses begins to take a census. What is the reason for taking a census? Moses is taking 
inventory of the community. Who do we have? Who is capable of what? He needs to use this information 
to bring the community together, to help our ancestors build relationships to survive, both in the desert 
and as a people. In taking the census, Moses is counting each Israelite and giving each of them the 
responsibility of making their actions count. The Israelites love this. For the first time in their lives, they 
feel they are contributing positively, and they are part of a community; they are starting to feel like they 
matter. For the first time they feel valued as more than slaves. and it feels really good. 

While still working to create and set rules and boundaries for the Israelites, Moses goes up to Mt Sinai 
and receives the 10 Commandments. The catch? Though he leaves Aaron in charge, Moses takes much 
longer than anticipated. Suddenly it kicks in: the leader for the Israelites, and the one who has been 
their middleman for communication between them and God, the one who followed God’s orders and 
led them out of Egypt, the one who has given them this newfound sense of purpose and fulfillment is 
gone for much longer than expected. What sort of feelings arise for them? Fear. Fear that their value has 
been taken from them, fear that the community they have finally found faith in will not know what to do, 
and fear that now they are alone in the desert.
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When we act out of fear, with clouded judgement, the reasonable side of our brains tend to turn off. We 
disconnect and go into survival mode. And that’s just what the Israelites do here. 
The Israelites act in fear of losing their sense of self and decide they need some sort of visual reminder 
of what God should look like or be, so Aaron, the appointed leader, collects and begins burning 
their gold and metals, which turns into the infamous golden calf. They begin dancing and singing 
and praising this idol in order to hold onto that sense of direction and community they have created 
together and the sense of value they feel individually. 

Soon enough, the burnt sacrificial offerings make their way up Mt. Sinai. God hears the calls of worship 
to the false idol. Enraged and ready to wipe each Israelite off the face of the Earth and never look back, 
Moses interferes. Somehow through the betrayal, Moses defended the Israelites. Moses makes his way 
down Mt Sinai with the initial tablets of the 10 Commandments in hand to try to get more information 
about what could have gone so terribly wrong. Seeing the golden calf in front of him sparks even 
more anger and out of blind rage, Moses smashes the tablets. The mistakes made during this time are 
unfathomable, and one of the most memorable stories in the Torah. Worshipping an idol is one of, if not 
the biggest, sin in Judaism. 

However, the idol isn’t the only structure that is built in this portion. If we back up, in the beginning of 
the portion, we learn more about something beautiful the Israelites created in this time: the tabernacle. 
We learn a little bit more about the sacred process of entering and exiting this sacred space they 
constructed, and how in this time of chaos they were able to find meaning in further sanctifying their 
holy space.

Oscillating between constructive creativity through the tabernacle and desperate destruction through 
the golden calf is so easy to understand in the midst of our collective turmoil. Some days we wake up 
ready to exercise, eat healthy, take care of and be gentle with ourselves, and other days we can’t wake 
up at all, living with what feels like a rain cloud following us wherever we go. More bizarre, some days it’s 
a mix of the two. Our member, Dena Smith, had a wonderful OpEd in the Baltimore Sun in November. In 
it, she describes the emotional toll Covid is having on our country, and in even more detail discusses the 
emotional trends and anger reported (especially noting the unusual spike of anger reported by women) 
in the first 6 months of the pandemic.  

So where do we go from here? Fear, anger, still an unknown amount of time to spend in this calamity, 
what can we do through these weighted hardships? We can figure out what counts. What matters to 
us. We can take a census or inventory of what’s important to us. What brings us those feelings of anger 
and rage? Notice when we feel that way. After finding, addressing, and accepting our fears and owning 
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our anger or rage, we must then find a way to creatively move forward and relentlessly seek and pursue 
joy. Find or create some special routines- whether you are using sacred moments like lighting candles 
during Shabbat services, or taking a midday walk in the sunshine, or perhaps it’s staying in touch with 
those we are still missing, or enjoying our BHC community offerings, maybe even sneaking an extra 
piece of chocolate before turning the kitchen lights off each night. Find those moments of absolute 
joy like we are required to do on Purim. We may still be wandering in the desert, much longer than we 
thought we would, but we’ve been here before and we know the only way out is by caring for ourselves 
and our community. 

Shabbat Shalom,
Jillian Manko
BHC’s Director of Engagement


