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What does God smell like?  In this week’s Torah portion, Ki Tissa (Exodus 30:11-
34:35) the Israelites make a physical representation of God in the form of the 
golden calf.  They are in a panic that Moses has disappeared onto the mountain 
and they have been left abandoned in the wilderness without their connection to 
God.  Taking matters into his own hands, Aaron tries to rectify the situation by 
giving them a concrete God, a physical manifestation that they can see, touch, 
smell?, and relate to directly.  It is a desperate act to provide some modicum of 
comfort to a panicked people. 
 
Of course, we know God is not pleased.  Neither is Moses actually.  Moses 
prevents God from wiping us out altogether in an instant and starting fresh with a 
different, more faithful bunch than us.  Then Moses slaughters us by the 
thousands, unable to manage his own anger at the sight of the molten calf.  This 
whole story is clearly the object lesson for obeying the second commandment, 
“You shall not make for yourself a graven image.” (Exodus 20:4) 
 
But what is the sin?  Is it the impulse to make God concrete in the world?  Is it 
actualizing that impulse, actually putting God into a body and in so doing limiting 
God?  Or is the sin one of faithlessness?  Is it about taking the easy out by 
making for God a body instead of looking for God’s body in the world around us?  
Because what is extraordinary about this Torah portion is that God’s body is 
everywhere in it.  And everyone wants to see it, including Moses. 
 
The portion begins with instructions about God’s chosen fragrance.  “Take also 
unto you the chief spices, of flowing myrrh five hundred shekels, and of sweet 
cinnamon half so much, even two hundred and fifty, and of sweet calamus two 
hundred and fifty, and of cassia five hundred … and of olive oil a hin.  And you 
shall make it a holy anointing oil, a perfume…” (Exodus 30:23-25)  Once the 
perfume is made you anoint all the implements of sacrifice with it, including the 
priests, and no one else gets to use this scent, on punishment of exile.  Then 
there is a second perfume recipe a few verses later, “Take unto you sweet 
spices, stacte, and onycha, and galbanum; sweet spices with pure frankincense; 
of each shall there be a like weight. And you shall make it into incense, a 
perfume after the art of the perfumer, seasoned with salt, pure and holy.” 
(Exodus 30:34-35)  And this perfume/incense we use when we gather at the tent 
of meeting.  It is the smell of God.  And no one else can use it, on punishment of 
exile.  God wants God’s own scent.  Why?  So that we can have a full physical 
experience of God, including God’s smell.  
 
Just a few weeks earlier God spoke to the whole congregation of Israel amidst 
thunder and lightening from atop the mountain; people heard the voice of God.   
And during this time God is visibly present as a pillar of smoke, a cloud, that rests 
upon the tent of meeting.  And even with all of this physical evidence, Moses 



himself this week asks, “Please God, show yourself to me so I can know you,” 
(Exodus 33:13) and be certain that you are real and that I am not crazy to be 
leading these people through the wilderness.  And God responds in the 
affirmative.  It is complicated because God is so brilliant to behold but the text 
tells us, “I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and will cover you with My hand until I 
have passed by.  And I will take away My hand, and you shall see My back; but 
My face shall not be seen.” (Exodus 33:22-23)  Here is God embodied. 
 
So what is the sin?  Clearly it cannot be the impulse to capture some essence of 
God in a physical form that we can see, hear, smell.  God seems to want us to be 
able to relate to God with all of our senses.  Then the sin must be faithlessness, 
the belief that we have to create a physical manifestation of God to worship 
because we cannot seem to see, hear or smell God among us.  Out of fear we 
craft what to believe in rather than taking the time to observe or experience what 
is already there.  How often do we repeat this pattern, not just in our relationship 
with God, but in all of our relationships, including with ourselves?  How often do 
we invent what we want to see, what will comfort us, what is expedient, rather 
than opening ourselves to the power of the real presence of the divine among us, 
within us?  What would it be like to say to God, to each other, to ourselves, 
“Please I just want to see you, to know you,” rather than inventing our own 
images of God, of one another, of ourselves to suit our own needs?  Let’s try 
putting our idols aside today and see if we can smell the presence of God in the 
world.   
 
 


