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In the Ten Commandments Israel was commanded:
I am the Lord your God…You shall have no other gods besides Me. You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image or any likeness of what is in the heavens above or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve them (Shemot 20:2-4)
In the episode of the Golden Calf, described in our parasha, the children of Israel violated the prohibition of materializing God and the prohibition of worshipping other gods when they demanded of Aaron: “‛Come, make us a god who will go before us’… And he made it into a molten calf. And they exclaimed: ‛This is your god, O Israel’” (Shemot 32:1-4). What sort of idolatry is described in the episode of the calf? And does idolatry still find expression in the present technological era?
The Temptations of Idolatry
Keeping idols and worshipping them serve a human need: On the one hand, the difficulty to live in a situation of doubt and uncertainty and on the other, the need of a tangible object to rely upon, in the turmoil of uncertainty. In this respect there is no great difference between the uncertainty of primitive man and modern uncertainty; it is even possible that the modern obsession with obtaining certainty, rooted in Rene Descartes (the ‘father of modern philosophy’) brought the potential of modern idolatry to heights that ancient humans could not have imagined: his technology was primitive, and his expectations for absolute certainty were correspondingly low. While our ancestors directed their uncertainty to a great degree towards religious ritual, modern man directs his uncertainty to the same great degree towards technological ritual, as Neil Postman wrote in 1982:


Can culture preserve humane values and create new ones, by allowing modern technology the fullest possible authority to control its destiny? [...] That technology itself has been deified […] that the adult mind has been diminished […] are woeful signs. (The Disappearance of Childhood, 1994, pp. 145-146)
Expressions of idolatry are not only a religious matter, but they have ethical, social and human ramifications:


The degeneration of the political process, the reduction of mature thought, and the on-going disappearance of childhood – the world waits to see if America will survive while tearing its past to shreds… the shock of technology of the twentieth century has numbed our brains, and we are only beginning now to recognize the spiritual and social destruction that our technology has brought down on us (Ibid.)
The prophets of Israel preceded Postman when they criticized the absurdity of idolatry:

Part of it he burns in a fire: on that part he roasts meat, he eats… Of the rest he makes a god – his own carving! He bows down to it, worships it; he prays to it and cries, “Save me for you are my god!” (Yeshayahu 44:16-17)
Why, then, do we not feel that we are standing in one line with these idol worshippers?
First of all, because it really embarrassing. Secondly, the digital and other techniques involved in screens are regarded as neutral-secular technology and not as an expression of idolatry. “Kissing calves” (Hoshea 13:2) is conceived by us as an abnormal, pre-historical matter (nevertheless, did you hug your children last week even one percent of the times you caressed your smart-phone?). Third of all, we are bombarded by constant commercial brain-washing: The idea of idolatry is rampant in the Media, which even uses expressions like “American Idol” or the Israeli equivalent “A Star is born” for talent shows. 
The “star” is related to adoration of someone from a distance who is not in a personal relation with his admirer, who, on his part, imitates the “star”; the admirer is not meant to interest the “cultural idol” any more than the planet Mars cares for people on Earth. Thus it is not surprising that in the framework of the idolatrous narrative, the “star” earns a salary that his admirers will not earn in a decade. (By the way, if you check with your children, it is likely that their teachers use the term “the star of the week” instead of the more appropriate “leader of the week”; the idolatrous brain washing works well even in the religious education).
Idolatry: False Representation of God, or a Violation of Humanity?
There are a number of ways to understand the prohibition of idolatry. Maimonides and Yeshayahu Leibowitz, for example, focused attention on the question of how idolatry distorts the true mental perception of God in the believer’s awareness. A different direction for understanding idolatry sees in it a human problem, a mortal blow against humanity. Rabbi Hayyim Hirschensohn, for example, examined it in the following way:


Indeed what is true worship and what is idol worship? True worship is worship that raises human spirit, and that which does not do so, or, on the contrary, lowers it, is idol worship (False Concepts and Truth [Heb.], 1932, p. 86)
Nevertheless, “what raises human spirit” could be understood problematically when it is taken too narrowly. Erich Fromm pointed out (in 1962) the dimension of estrangement that idolatry expresses, which gained a renewed expression in modern consumer culture:


The prophets of monotheism did not denounce heathen religions as idolatrous primarily because they worshiped several gods instead of one. The essential difference between monotheism and polytheism […] lies in the fact of alienation. Man spends his energy, his artistic capacities on building an idol, and then he worships that idol, which is nothing bus the result of his own human effort […] this idol represents his own life-forces in an alienated form (Beyond the Chains of Illusion, 2009, p. 44)

Worshipping the stars is bad not only because the true God is one and not many, but because the pagan world denies humanity and healthy relations to human fellows and the world; as opposed to a world that is open to the mutual relations and dialogue of “I and Thou” (in the spirit of Martin Buber's teachings), idolatry seeks to change people into “things” lacking an independent personality; and maybe that is what is meant in the expression in Mekhilta de-Rashbi (ed. Epstein, p. 146) on the verse “You shall have no other gods besides Me:” “Other – who make their adherents estranged”. 
Today’s “Data Religion” perceives free verbal human relations as a kind of virus [in Hebrew this sentence has an actual double meaning, referring to נגיף ה’זיקה‛], and seeks to eliminate it and replace it with a magical-mechanical world in which people ‛merge’ with machines and artificial intelligence, in which one “thing” determines another “thing”. As Ehud Banai wrote: “In a closed circle spinning around the golden calf”.
The God of Israel, on the contrary, claims in our parasha: “for humans may not see me and live” (Shemot 33:20). A parallel message regarding human-beings is expressed in Shelomo Tanai’s poem “Lehash’ir”: “Do not spread out Man to the end” (Raglei haMevaser: Shirim [Heb.], 1967, p. 37; compare Va’ikra 24:12). On the delicate connection between God and humans and on how idolatry seeks to fix, objectify and make both of them insignificant magically, Fromm said:


God, in the monotheistic concept, is unrecognizable and indefinable. God is not a “thing”. Man being created in the likeness of God, is created as the bearer of infinite qualities. In idolatry man bows down and submits to the projection of one partial quality in himself […] he becomes a thing, his neighbor becomes a thing, just as his gods are things (Beyond the Chains of Illusion, pp. 44-45)
Idolatry, Human Image of God and Robotics
Since the image of God is a monopoly that humanity has on the representation of God in the world, a weighty issue arises today: Some people would like to copy the human “image of God” to creatures created by humans, that are stamped with the image of man. This does not refer to begetting children… but to humanoid robots designed by their manufacturers in the image of the human. In fact, this presumption existed already in the time of the prophets, who criticized the builder of an idol, who “make it in the figure of a man” (Yehsayahu 44:13).
Robots are presented by their manufactures and advocates as ‛true friends’ of humans. But considering the limited energy man has for empathy, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the advancement of robotics will come at the expense of brotherly human love and concern, and not ‛expand’ them.
Humanoid robots will have a negative effect on the chances of most people to find work in the job market in the near future. In Japan, for example, many human workers have been replaced by humanoid robots (in hotel lobbies, for instance). The heritage of the biblical idea of humans being created in image of God may make it difficult for Israeli-Jewish society to adopt processes of this kind, not to mention additional high prices that are derived from the ability to create an exact robotic double of human beings, such as increased apathy towards a fellow man in the street in need of help and eliminating the idea of an alibi. However it is clear that in the commercial sphere there are great financial interests involved.
Between Technology and ‛Technolution’
As a result of this quandary, I recently proposed a distinction between technology, which serves humans, and “Technolution”, the purpose of which (according to Ray Kurzweil, e.g.) is to “transcend” humanity to “the next stage of evolution” – “upgrading them” to a bionic or cyborg creatures. The problem with robotics in this context is that removing human beings from the job market, which according to predictions will lead to an enormous financial crisis and to rates of unemployment that have never been experienced before, will simply force masses of people to ‛upgrade themselves’ in order to make a living. That is why if human society does not define clearly the limits of its use, humanoid robotics will comprise a “technolution”.
Would it be a good idea to add humanoid creatures to our human panorama? In his preface to the Hebrew edition (1996) of Moshe Idel’s book The Golem, Henry Naftali Atlan wrote:


We must not give up anything in our search for knowledge, and of course, also in our efforts to reach perfection, which would enable us to create a Human being; but when […] we have actually succeeded in these efforts and are able to do so – then we must refrain from doing it (p. 28).
Should we take Atlan’s warning seriously, with regards to the technological issues at hand? Is our scientific research subservient to this warning, and is the technology it involves capable of deferring satisfaction? Just as the late Knesset member Hannan Porat initiated a law of “Do not stand upon the blood of your fellow” (1998), will the present Knesset members enact a law of “Humans in God’s image” that will protect the status of humans from duplicating and disgracing their human image? Will the moral voice of Jewish tradition against idolatry and in favor of humanity go forth from Zion to the nations of the world?
Translated by Michael Glatzer and Nadav Berman S. The writer is a Ph.D. student in the Department of Jewish Thought at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and a fellow of the advanced Beit-Midrash at the Shalom Hartman institute in Jerusalem
� For an in-depth analysis of the element of idolatry in technology, see Eliezer Shweid, Criticism on Modern Secular Culture [Heb.] Magnes Press, Jerusalem 2008, pp. 41-145.





