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The Balancing Act

“G-d said to me (i.e., Moshe), ‘Arise and quickly go down from here, for your nation, which you removed from Egypt, has become corrupted. They have quickly strayed from the path I have commanded them. They have made for themselves a molten (image).’ G-d said to me saying, ‘I have seen this nation and, behold, it is a stiff-necked (i.e., stubborn) nation. Leave Me be and I will obliterate them – I will erase their name from under the heavens!’ ” (Deut. 9:12-14).


W

hile Moshe was at the summit of Mt. Sinai for nearly forty days receiving the teachings of the Torah from G-d, the Jews were swept up with insecurity concerning their beloved leader’s well being. In the ensuing tumult, some of the people took to idol worship and cast a golden image of a calf. As a result, G-d charged the nation with being stiff-necked, a trait so intolerable that He found the people deserving of annihilation. What are the characteristics of being stiff-necked, and how did we acquire this seemingly deplorable behavior?


The 16th Century Torah commentator, Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno, describes this trait. “It is impossible to be righteous and upright with a stiff-neck. For someone with a stiff-neck will follow after the desires of his heart and thoughts even upon being shown clear proofs as to the folly of his ways and how they will lead to his own downfall. There is no (reasonable) hope that such a person will repent” (1).


A stubborn person will be so convinced of the propriety of his world-view and behavior that nothing will sway him to the contrary. As the Sages say, “The wicked refuse to repent even while standing at the gates of Purgatory” (2). 

Accordingly, we can understand G-d’s harsh initial reaction to Israel’s stumbling with the Golden Calf. Providential punishments are meant to waken a person to his past failures. Stubborn people, however, will never submit themselves to change, rendering such reprimands useless.

Nevertheless, G-d did not destroy the nation as He had threatened. What prompted G-d to “change His perspective concerning the catastrophe that He had spoken to do to His nation” (3)? 

In truth, this ostensibly shameful trait of stubbornness has redeeming qualities, and was actually bequeathed to us by no less a personage than our righteous forefather, Avraham. Avraham was known as “the Ivri,” i.e., the Hebrew (4). Literally meaning “the one on the side,” the Sages explain that while the entire populace of his time served idols, Avraham stood stubbornly alone on the other side of the sociological spectrum and introduced monotheism (5). Being stiff-necked was the core of Avraham’s success to overcome the prevalent winds of the time, and he bequeathed that double-edged sword to his descendants to use in a similar fashion (6).

G-d, recognizing the Jewish people’s latent potential in using their stiff-necked attitude to be “a light onto the nations” (7) even in the most trying of times, prodded Moshe to pray on their behalf. “Stop praying before Me,” G-d told Moshe, “and I will obliterate them” (8). The Sages point out that Moshe had not yet started to pray – why then was G-d already telling him to stop? Rather, G-d was showing Moshe a window of opportunity. “It is all dependant on you, Moshe. Only if you do not pray for them will I destroy them” (9).

Nonetheless, as powerful as Moshe’s prayer was to repeal the near-tragic decree, it was only a temporary reprieve (10). Immediate action to break the people’s “stiff-necks” was still necessary. Otherwise, there would truly be no hope for their future success.

To this end, Moshe employed a most radical and drastic measure: “I grabbed hold of the two tablets and threw them from out of my hands. I broke them (in front of) your eyes” (11). Moshe’s sudden act of shattering the much-awaited Tablets of the Law was meant to startle the people from their stupor, tempering the rigidity of their attitudes toward change and self-improvement (12).

The Jewish ethicists refer to proper conduct as middos tovos, literally, good measurements. There is, in fact, a prescribed time and situation for all the character traits that we possess. “(There is) a time to love, a time to hate, a time to wage war, a time to make peace,” (13) said King Shlomo. 

Those behaviors that are generally good, are not necessarily proper in all cases. Sometimes undue mercy would be misplaced, as with terrorists and the like. Those characteristics, too, that are normally assumed to be bad, are sometimes highly appropriate. For example, jealousy of someone highly motivated in his spiritual endeavors can stimulate the onlooker to stronger dedication in his own religiosity. Our success is the degree to which we “measure” our actions appropriately, maintaining the proper balance. 

---------------------------

(1) See Seforno commentary to Deut. 9:6 and Exodus 32:9. (2) Talmud Eiruvin 19a. (3) Ex. 32:14. (4) Genesis 14:13. (5) Bereishis Rabbah 42:8. (6) See Nachmanides to Deut. 7:6-8, quoting Talmud Beitzah 25b and Shemos Rabbah 42:9. (7) Yeshaya 42:6. (8) Deut. 9:14, based on translation of Onkelos. (9) See Rashi to Ex. 32:10, quoting Shemos Rabbah 42:9. (10) See Nachmanides to Ex. 32:11. (11) Deut. 9:17. (12) See Michtav Me’Eliyahu, vol. 1, pg. 63-4. (13) Koheles 3:8.
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