Babylonian Talmud, (Iraq 3rd-7th c.) Tractate Sanhedrin 7a
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And Aaron saw, and he built [va-YiVeN] an altar [miZ-BeiaCH] before him (Exodus 32:5)
What did he see?
Rabbi Benjamin son of Japhet says, in the name of Rabbi Eleazar:
He saw Hur lying slaughtered [ZaVVuaCH] before him and said:
“If I do not listen to them, they will now do to me as they did to Hur,
and so will be fulfilled, “Shall Priest and Prophet be slain in the Sanctuary of God?”
(Lamentations 2:20)

and they will never find forgiveness.
Better that they worship a calf; perhaps they will have repair through repentance.”
[Note: see Exodus 24:14, in which Moses leaves both Hur and Aaron in charge of the people]

Midrash Shemot Rabbah 41:7 (date uncertain)
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The people gathered against Aaron.
Our sages said: Satan found his hands in that moment,
for Moses appeared suspendd between the heaven and the earth,
and they were pointing their fingers at him saying “For that man Moses...” (32:1)
In that moment, Hur stood up to them and said to them
“decapitated people! Do you not remember the miracles the Holy One performed for you?”
Immediately, they rose up and murdered him.
They gathered against Aaron, as it says “the peole gathered against Aaron.
They said: “As we did to him so we will do to you!”
When Aaron saw this, he was afraid [nit-yara], as it says
“Aaron saw [va-YaR] and he built an altar [mizbeiach] before him”
What does the MiZ-BeiaCH mean?
Min ha-ZaVuaCH [from the slaughtered one] before him.
Another interpretation of: he built an altar.
They sought to build an altar with him but he would not let them, saying:
“Let me build it, for the honor of the altar does not allow anyone else to build it.”
And Aaron intended to delay things, thinking:
“while I am still building it by myself, Moses will descend.”
He built it but Moses did not descend.
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RaSHI (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki, Troyes France 1040-1105CE)
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A molten calf (Exodus 32.4)
When he threw it into the fire, in a melting pot,
the sorcerers among the mixed multitude who had come up with them from Egypt came,
and performed witchcraft.
And some say that Micha was there,
who had emerged from a layer of bricks in which he had been crushed in Egypt.
And in his hand was a divine nameplate, on which was written “Arise ox! Arise ox!”
For the purpose of bringing up the coffin of Joseph from the Nile—
And he threw it into the melting pot and out came the calf.
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And Aaron saw
That it had in it life spirit, as it is said: “for the image of an ox eating grass” (Ps 106:20).
He saw that Satan had succeeded and there was nothing he could say to prevent them
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And he built an altar. To stall them

Siftei Chachamim (super-commentary on Rashi by Shabtai M’shorer Bass, Amsterdam 1641-1718)
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Who had emerged from a layer of bricks, etc
Explanation: when the Israelites were in Egypt, building Pitom and Ramses,
when they failed to complete the amount of work they were told to do,
the Egyptians came and took their children, put them into the wall being built,
and placed stones around them and on them — thereby completing the amount of work.
Moshe Rabbeinu said to the Holy One:
“Master of the World! Why should the little ones be punished by such a death?”
The Holy One answered:
“These children will not end up good. They will follow an evil culture when they grow up.
Better they die while they are worthy.”
Moses went and removed a child who was crushed (nimach) in a row being built.
He was called Micha [the crushed one].




Don Isaac Abarbanel (Portugal, Italy 1437-1508)
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Aaron did not, God forbid, intend to make an idol for them to worship, but this was a ruse,
To delay them until Moses’ arrival, as the RaLBaG says.
Also, to show them their foolishness, and how the idol that they were asking for
Would have no spirit in it, and was useless, as | have already explained.
And because his intention was not evil,
the Holy One did not punish him as a sinner who causes others to sin.
And Moses did not kill him when he commanded “let man kill his brother.’
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And thus they taught in Shemot Rabbah, a parable of the prince who became arrogant,
And who took a spade to dig under his father’s palace;
And a mentor said to him “don’t you do it, give it to me and I will dig.”
The king saw and said to him: “I know your intention.
By my life, | will not appoint anyone to rule my palace other than you!”
Thus when Israel said to Aaron “Rise up and make gods for us”, he said to them:
“remove the gold rings. I am the priest. I will make it. I will sacrifice to it.”
But he only did it to delay them until Moses came.
The Holy One said to Aaron: “lI know what your intention was; by your life, | will put you in
charge of all of their sacrifices, as it says And you, bring near Aaron your brother...”
And if Aaron had tried to prevent them, and to rebuke them, they would have killed him,
And would have quickly made the calf by themselves, and worshipped it without delay,
Providing a reason to annihilate them all at once.
Thus, what Aaron did in his wisdom was in the straight path,
And the one who examines hearts and kidneys gave him the reward of eternal priesthood.



Or HaChaim (Rabbi Chaim ibn Attar, Morocco, Italy, Jerusalem 1696-1743)
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And Aaron saw, etc.
He saw something wondrous; he had done nothing but throw it into the fire, and a calf emerged.
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he built an altar in front of it.
It does not say “He built before him an altar,”
for this would have indicated that Aaron built the altar for the calf's honor.
But he did not make the altar for the calf, but rather “before him.”
His making and his intention was “to The Place.”
According to the Zohar (2:193), Aaron erected the altar in order to hold on to it so that the
people should not be able to drag him away from there and execute him.
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""To-morrow shall be a feast for the Lord."
His intention was to stall for time.
His thought and his intention, with his words, was for the True God of Israel.
For this name is the Ineffable Name.
And also Israel, as | have explained,
their thought and their faith was not uprooted from the True God.
They were focused on Him, but they wanted to take a part of Him that would be “before them.”
There was no element of rebellion in their minds in the words of Aaron.



