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T he greatest perk of victory in any struggle is the privilege, fair or not, of 
writing the books that present that struggle and its outcome to subse

quent generations. But although it remains possible to imagine, for example, 
how we would view (and by what name we would call) the Civil War had the 
South won, far more distant struggles become difficult, even impossible, to 
view with the kind of dispassionate evenhandedness we would ideally bring 
to any act of historical analysis. Indeed, when the facts are far enough away, it 
is often possible to forget that the documents we receive from antiquity were 
in any way partisan in the first place.

A good example of this is the way in which we view the priestly nature of 
Torah. That the Torah is a priestly document, not only in terms of much of 
its content, but also in terms of its shape, vocabulary, texture and literary 
form, is fairly obvious. Of the two great leaders of Israel, after all, it is Aaron, 
not Moses, who establishes the ongoing dynasty—and Moses is presented as 
a Levite and a kind of before-the-fact priest anyway, whose term of service 
ends precisely with Aaron’s investiture. Furthermore, the Torah places Leviti
cus as its center precisely as a way of indicating its supreme importance in the 
larger work—and at the center of Leviticus is the injunction kedoshim tihyu— 
be ye priesdy!1 When the sheer bulk of material relating to the priestly sanc-

1 The Biblical adjective kadosh means priestly, just as the word kodesh is the most regular 
name for the priestly sanctuary Scripture presents as having existed in the very center of the 
Israelite camp. Furthermore, Scripture actually uses the phrase ¿¡oy kadosh, i.e. a priestly people, 
in apposition to the phrase mamlekhet kohanim, i.e., a nation of priests, at Exodus 19:6.
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tuary is added to the fact that the construction of that sanctuary is presented 
in Torah as the first and greatest spiritual accomplishment of the newly exis
tent Israelite nation, the Torah’s priesdy orientation becomes obvious. That 
Deuteronomy looks forward over and over to the establishment of that same 
priestly sanctuary in the Land of Israel as the sole legitimate place of Israelite 
worship only confirms what the previous four-fifths of the larger work sug
gest in an only slighdy less direct manner.

Having recognized this fact, we may also ask ourselves what the alternate 
view might have been. In other words, if the Torah is so vigorously priesdy in 
its nature, then what was (or were) the alternate possibility or possibilities, the 
approaches to ancient Israelite piety that Torah does not adopt as its own. To 
appreciate what a book is, we must ask ourselves with equal vigor what it isn’t.

In ancient Israel, two institutions constituted the twin poles of institution
alized piety: the priesthood and the prophetic caste. Now, although we do 
not have too many overt statements in Scripture saying so, it seems clear that 
there was no love lost in ancient times between the priests and the prophets, 
and the causes for this tension were undoubtedly many. The priestly legisla
tors, whose literary oeuvre gave the Torah most of its substance and all of its 
frame, for example, provide a generous system of taxation to compensate the 
landless priests and Levites for their efforts, but the prophets are awarded no 
subsidy at all. The text of the Torah does not even recognize that the 
prophets constituted a group or a caste within Israelite society and hastens to 
bring in the issue of false prophets almost as soon as it rather grudgingly 
admits that the God of Israel does, sometimes, speak to His people through 
prophets.2 That brief notice notwithstanding, the only prophet of conse
quence is, of course, Moses himself, and Moses, as already noted, is half a 
priest in any event. Moreover, the only ritual Torah presents as ongoing and 
permanent is priestly ritual; the various instances of prophetic ritual and cultic 
behavior alluded to here and there in the historical books of the Bible are left 
unpresented and therefore un- (if not quite de-)legitimized. This dismissive 
attitude towards the prophetic caste even has lexicographical ramifications: 
the word navi’ itself is used in Torah to refer less often specifically to the 
members of the ancient prophetic caste than simply to the political leaders of 
the people: Abraham, Moses, Miriam and even Aaron himself.3 And, of 
course, Scripture presents neither a concept of prophetic dynasty nor a cere
mony of prophetic investiture to parallel the exquisitely detailed account of 
the precise way in which the Aaronides became the priests of Israel.

On the other side of the ledger, the prophets had no difficulty in express
ing their contempt for the priesthood. Whether we listen to Ezekiel declaring 
that the priests have violated God’s teaching by profaning what is sacred and 
failing to distinguish between the sacred and the profane or whether we listen
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2 Deuteronomy 18:15-22. The only other reference in Torah to the prophetic caste is at 
Deuteronomy 13:2-6, where the issue of the prophet/apostate is discussed.

3 Abraham: Genesis 20:7; Miriam: Exodus 15:20; Aaron: Exodus 7:1. See note 16.
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to Malachi chastising the priests for offering up lame and blind animals on 
the altar, the contempt is entirely audible.4 It seems unlikely that the intense 
dislike of priests we discern in the books of the prophets—even those 
prophets themselves of priestly descent—was not a regular feature of the 
prophetic world view, and neither does it seem at all likely that these 
prophetic speeches were directed against specific, if unnamed, individuals 
rather than the priesdy caste as a whole.

It is my contention that what the Torah is, is priestly, but what it isn’t, is 
prophetic.

Still, although the essential priestly nature of Torah is unassailable, there 
are, here and there, references to a different kind of ancient Israelite piety 
sprinkled (to use a distinctly priesdy word) throughout Torah. Several texts 
which refer to an alternate sanctuary, one which was originally presented as a 
center of prophetic piety, much in the same way the Tabernacle is presented 
as the center of priestly piety within the ancient camp.

We can start with the sixteenth verse of the sixteenth chapter of Leviticus, 
where we read that, on the Day of Atonement, Aaron is to effect the desired 
atonement for the ,ohel moced in the same way that he did for the kodesh. A  
careful reading of the verse rules out the possibility of taking these two terms as 
synonyms, but what precisely it is they do refer to is less certain. To begin with 
the obvious, it is quite clear what the kodesh is: it is simply the outer part of the 
inner part of the Tabernacle, as in Exodus 26:33, 28:29, and many other places 
in Scripture.5 What the ,ohel moced is, however, is less apparent. In many texts, 
the term is used as a synonym for the Tabernacle, as, for example, at Exodus 
31:6-7, often in conjunction with the more regular term mishkan, as at Exo
dus 39:33. Since the words mishkctn and ,ohel are presented in Scripture as syn
onyms (as, for example, at Numbers 16:27), it is possible to wonder if the use 
of the term mishkan itself does not have a polemical point behind it: calling the 
kodesh by the name mishkan creates a lexicographical atmosphere that lends 
itself to the effort of assimilating the alternate traditions about a desert sanctu
ary called ’ohel into those about the priestly sanctuary called kodesh.6

At any rate, it is certainly the case that the term ,ohel moced, whatever the 
ultimate etymological meaning of that term might be, is used regularly in

4 Ezekiel 22:26 and Malachi 1:8. It is true that the books of the prophets also present long, 
violent diatribes directed against the prophetic caste, as for example in Jeremiah 23 or the other 
passages in Ezekiel 22, but the fury there is always aimed at false prophets who only claimed to 
speak in the name of God. None of the prophets challenged the right of legitimate prophets 
like themselves to speak out in the name of God.

5 The rabbinic tradition preserved at BT Yoma 61a to the effect that the term kodesh can 
refer to the Holy of Holies (i.e. the kodesh kodashim) seems a bit disingenuous and goes against 
the simple meaning of the text. The Talmudic tradition relates specifically to the use of the 
word kodesh at Leviticus 16:20.

6 It is also worth noting that the regular translation of the word 3ohel in Targum Onkelos is 
the Aramaic version of the word mishkan. The terms are therefore synonymous (when used in 
their non-technical senses) in both languages.
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Scripture to designate the priestly sanctuary elsewhere called kodesh and 
mishkan.7 There are, however, four distinct passages in Torah in which that 
very term is used to designate something else, a desert sanctuary that 
appears not to be the mishkan and in which extraordinary things are said to 
have transpired.

The first text to consider is Exodus 33:7-11:

Now Moses would take the tent and pitch it outside the camp at some 
distance from the camp and he called it the ’ohel moced (i.e., the tent of 
assignation), since it was to this tent (of assignation) that was outside 
the camp that any who sought God would repair. Now, the custom 
was that when Moses went out (of the camp) to (go to) the (i.e., this) 
tent, the people would all rise to their feet and remain standing at the 
doorways of their tents and they would watch Moses until he arrived at 
the ,ohel. (The reason for this interest was that), when Moses would 
arrive at the ,ohel, a pillar of cloud would descend and stand at the 
doorway of the ,ohel and talk with Moses.8 And when all the people 
would see the pillar of cloud standing at the opening of the ,ohel and 
they would rise and bow down, each individual at the doorway of his 
own tent. Then God would speak to Moses face-to-face, as one man 
would speak to another, after which Moses would return to the camp— 
but his servant Joshua bin Nun would never leave the ,ohel.

Although most of the medievals do their best to connect this passage to its 
larger context, these connections seem forced and, to a certain extent, moti
vated by ulterior considerations. Indeed, the fact that the text begins by 
speaking of Moses taking “the tent” implies that the text must originally have 
had a context in which the identity of that tent would have been clear—but 
that that context is not the chapter in which this passage appears in Scripture 
as it now stands.9 Still, the meaning of the passage is relatively clear even in 
the absence of its original context: Moses was bidden to set up a tent outside 
the camp which would serve as the locus of prophecy, the place at which the 
divine pillar of cloud would descend to earth to communicate the will of God 
either just to His prophet or to any Israelite who wished “to seek God” 
through the agency of His prophet.

There are several other passages in Scripture in which unmistakable refer
ence is made to this same tent. For example, in the eleventh chapter of Num
bers, we read the following story:

7 See note 18.
8 Note that the JPS translation is: “ . . .the pillar . . . would descend and stand at the 

entrance of the Tent, while He spoke with Moses.” Cf. Psalms 99:7, where the poet clearly 
understands that God spoke to Moses through the pillar of cloud.

9 Rashi’s and Ibn Ezra’s explanation that the phrase “the tent” refers to Moses’ own 
dwelling (the latter with reference to Exodus 18:7) seems reasonable in an a priori sort of 
way—but surely Scripture could have found a clearer way to express the idea that Moses took 
his own tent and pitched it outside the camp to provide an earthly reception site for the pillar of 
cloud!
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And God said to Moses, “Gather for me seventy of Israel’s elders . . . 
and bring them out to the ’ohel moced and set them up there with you. I 
will come down and speak to you there and draw10 off some of the 
(prophetic) spirit that is on you and I will put it on them such that they 
can share some of the burden of the people with you and you will not 
have to bear it alone” . . . And Moses went out and reported the words 
of God to the people and gathered seventy of Israel’s elders together 
and arranged them around the ’ohel. And God came down in a cloud11 
and spoke to him and drew off of the spirit that was on him (i.e., on 
Moses) and put it on the seventy elders. And as it came to rest on them, 
they began to prophesy . . . Two men, one named Eldad and the other 
Medad, had remained in the camp, yet the spirit rested upon them 
(also)—they were on the list (of elders who were supposed to go out to 
the tent), but they hadn’t gone—and they prophesied in the camp. A 
lad ran out and told Moses, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the 
camp!” Joshua bin Nun, the one of the lads who was Moses’ (actual) 
servant, responded to that by saying, “My lord Moses, arrest them!” But 
Moses said to him, “Are you jealous on my account? Would that all the 
Lord’s people were prophets upon whom the Lord put his spirit!”12

There can’t be any real question that this tent is the same one that we 
found described in Exodus 33. For one thing, it is called yohel moced, just like 
in Exodus. For another, it is located outside rather than within the camp. 
Most significantly of all, it is described as precisely the same locus of 
prophecy: in Exodus the Israelite in search of God would send Moses to the 
tent so God could speak to him through the pillar of cloud, while here, the 
elders are actually to be invested as prophets in Israel. The ceremony of 
investiture must logically take place in the locus of prophecy itself. Eldad and 
Medad are merely the exceptions that prove the rule—they are only worth 
mentioning in the first place because they prophesied within the camp where 
such activity was generally forbidden. Even the cloud links the two texts: it 
seems certain that the pillar of cloud in Exodus and the cloud in Numbers 
are meant to denote the same divine disguise.13

Nor can there be any question of the identity of the tent mentioned in the 
very next chapter of Numbers. There, we read as follows:

10 So JPS. Hebrew: va’atzalti.
11 Presumably in the pillar of cloud mentioned in Exodus 33.
12 Numbers 11:16-29.
13 The texts diverge slightly with respect to Joshua. In Exodus, he was the servant of Moses 

who dwelt permanently in the 3ohel. Here, in Numbers, he is one of a group of lads. Who these 
lads are is not made specifically clear in the text, but it seems likely that the text has in mind a 
group of younger prophets-in-training like the ones that grouped themselves either around a 
specific personality like Samuel (cf. 1 Samuel 19:20) or Elisha (cf. 2 Kings 6:1-7, 8:38-41 or 
9:1-3) or around a specific place like the Jerusalem (cf. 1 Kings 22:6), Jericho (cf. 2 Kings 
2:4-5), Givat Haelohim (cf. 1 Samuel 10:5) or Bethel (cf. 1 Kings 2:1-3.) My guess is that the 
text in Numbers had the idea that not only Joshua, the premier disciple, but also a group of 
lesser pupils of prophecy dwelt in the sacred precincts of the 3ohel moced, while the Exodus text 
has Joshua dwelling there in solitary splendor. Historically speaking, of course, Moses only had 
one successor as prophetic leader of Israel: Joshua.



62  C O N S E R V A T I V E  J U D A IS M

Suddenly, the Lord called to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, “Go out, all 
three of you, to the ’ohel moced/” And the three of them went out. The 
Lord came down in a pillar of cloud and stood at the entrance of the 
’ohel and called out “Aaron and Miriam!” And the two of them went 
out. And he said, “Hear my words! If a prophet among you be (truly) 
of God, then I can either appear to him in a vision or speak to him in a 
dream.14 But my servant Moses is not like that—he is the most faithful 
of all my (prophets). Mouth to mouth I speak with him and (I appear 
to him) visually, not in riddles. He gazes upon the image of God—so 
why do you not hesitate to speak against my servant Moses?”15

The tent here is the same as in the other texts: it is called ’ohel moced, it is 
outside the camp, and it serves as the locus of prophecy, the place in which 
God wishes formally to acknowledge Moses’ prophetic superiority over the 
other prophets of Israel.16 Furthermore, the phrase peh cel peh (“mouth to 
mouth”) is clearly parallel to the references in Exodus to God speaking to 
Moses “face-to-face.”

The fourth text I wish to present in this context is taken from the thirty- 
first chapter of Deuteronomy:

And the Lord said to Moses, “Behold, your time to die has come. Call 
Joshua and (the two of) you stand17 at the ’ohel moced that I might 
instruct18 him.” And Moses and Joshua went and stood at the ’ohel 
moced. And the Lord appeared at the ’ohel moced in a pillar of cloud 
and the pillar of cloud stood at the opening of the ’ohel.19

The tent here is certainly the same as in the other texts: it is called ’ohel 
moced, it is frequented by the pillar of cloud and by Moses and Joshua, just 
like in Exodus. And the context is the same as in Numbers 11: God is shift
ing the burden of prophecy from Moses’ shoulders (there, in Numbers, par
tially; here in Deuteronomy, entirely) and this can only be accomplished, or

14 This is a difficult phrase, but I have a suggestion that might facilitate understanding it. 
The Massoretic text divides the words after the word nevi3achem, thus yielding the translation 
“If (someone) is (truly) your prophet, then God will appear to him in visions . . . .” This is how 
the verse was understood by Targum Onkelos, who was followed by Rashi (as noted by Ram- 
ban). Ibn Ezra glosses the phrase “Who among you shall be a prophet of God, God will appear 
to him . . . .” My suggestion is that we recall that the text was originally written without final 
letters and without spaces between the words and attach the mem at the end of nevi3achem to 
the word that follows, yielding “If your (sing.) prophet comes from God, then I shall appear to 
him in a vision or speak to him in a dream . . . .”

15 Numbers 12:4-8.
16 The fact that there are no other problems in Moses’ day is not problematic. The text is 

looking forward to a day when there will be no bands of prophets—the same groups of prophetic 
disciples grouped around a central prophetic figure hiding behind the word mibachurav in Num
bers 11. Aaron is called a prophet at Exodus 7:1, but the word navi (“prophet”) is not being 
used there in the technical sense, as a comparison with Exodus 4:15-16 will demonstrate.

17 Hebrew: vayityatzvu, the same verb used to denote how Moses stood the elders up at 
the 3ohel moced when God was preparing to draw some of his prophetic spirit off Moses and put 
it on them.

18 So JPS. Or, “that I might make a bequest unto him.”
19 Deuteronomy 31:14-15.
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rather, can only properly take place at the focal point of Israelite prophetic 
endeavor: the ’ohel moced.

Now, as we have already noted, there is another tent as well in Israelite tradi
tion and it too has a variety of names, including ’ohel and ’ohel moced. The most 
elaborate description of this other tent is in Exodus 25-27, but although the 
word ’ohel is used repeatedly in the text to denote this sanctuary created by Bet- 
zalel and Oholiav20, there can be no doubt that this ’ohel is not the ’ohel men
tioned in the previous texts. For one thing, this ’ohel is located inside the camp, 
at its very center, not outside. For another, it is the locus of priesthood, not of 
prophecy. Indeed, only the priests, Aaron and his descendants, may enter into 
its innermost precincts; there is no mention of Moses penetrating into this ’ohel, 
much less of Joshua (an Ephraimite!) actually dwelling there, either alone or in 
the company of the other bachurim. This ’ohel has specific appurtenances which 
are discussed and described in Scripture in exquisite detail—but none of them, 
least of all the altars, is appropriate for a place of prophecy.

How are we, then, to explain the fact that this inner-camp sanctuary, so 
often called mishkan or kodesh, is also called ’ohel and ’ohel moced?

It is clear enough that whatever the historical reality was, Israelite tradition 
maintains the existence of two distinct desert sanctuaries. The Tent of Meet
ing, the (or an?) ’ohel moced, was outside the camp and was recalled as having 
been the locus of prophecy and, as such, the domain of Moses. The Taberna
cle, usually called mishkan or kodesh, but also ’ohel and, occasionally even ’ohel 
moced, was inside the camp and was the sacred center of Israelite priesthood 
and, as such, the domain of Aaron.21 Later confusion surrounding the dis

20 As noted at Exodus 35:30-36:1.
21 The words 3ohel or ’ohel moced are used regularly to denote the mishkan, as, e.g., at Leviti

cus 8:1-3. (“The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Take Aaron along with his sons and the vest
ments, the anointing oil, the bull of sin oifering, the two rams and the basket of unleavened 
bread and assemble the whole community at the entrance of the 3ohel moced.”) Sometimes the 
text creates an odd conflate of terms, as e.g., at Exodus 39:32, where the text refers to the 
mishkan of the yohel moced, or at Exodus 39:40, where the text simply tacks a reference to the 
3ohel moced onto an otherwise perfectly comprehensible statement about the mishkan. In all of 
Exodus 40, the word 3ohel is used repeatedly to denote the Tabernacle within the camp, e.g., at 
Exodus 40:6. (“You shall place the altar of burnt offering before the entrance of the Tabernacle 
of the 3ohel moced?'>) Other passages are more moot. When Leviticus itself opens with God 
instructing Moses (not Aaron!) about the specific ins and outs of sacrificial law “from (i.e., from 
within) the 3ohel moce d the meaning is apparently that God spoke to Moses at the tent outside 
the camp. The traditional explanation that God spoke from between the wings of the golden 
cherubs mounted atop the kapporet within the priestly sanctuary (as, e.g., in Rashi’s comment ad 
locum) has support from the tradition at Exodus 25:22, but is belied by the fact that nowhere in 
Scripture do we actually read of Moses entering the Tabernacle to hear the spoken word of God. 
Indeed, when Scripture offers a picture of Moses needing to turn to God with a specific question 
(e.g., with respect to the issue of the daughters of Tzlofchad at Numbers 27:5, the people inter
ested in celebrating a second Passover holiday at Numbers 9:8, the blasphemer at Leviticus 
24:12 or the sabbatical stick gatherer at Numbers 15:34), the text is often suspiciously vague 
about where precisely it is that Moses retires to make his inquiry. There is, at any rate, no refer
ence to Tabernacles or cherubs’ wings at any of these places, leaving the reader to wonder where 
precisely it was that Moses repaired “to bring their case before the Lord (Numbers 27:5).”



tinct nature of these traditions notwithstanding, it is clear enough that each 
of these shrines plays its own role in Israelite tradition. Together, they estab
lish the unimpeachable cachet of desert provenance for both the priesthood 
and the institution of prophecy, the twin poles of ancient Israelite religious 
behavior.

The sixteenth chapter of Leviticus begins pointedly with Moses, the 
prophet par excellence> ordering Aaron, the quintessential Priest, not to 
enter into the Tabernacle whenever he wishes, at least not into the inner 
sanctum behind the curtain that covered the most sacred part of the 
shrine.22 Scripture offers a clear reason for this prohibition: Aaron will die if 
he attempts to experience God too closely, for it is precisely from within the 
cloud that sits on the cover of the Ark that God appears.23 Moses, on the 
other hand, who knew God face-to-face and mouth to mouth had no such 
strictures to worry about.24 He could even gaze upon the image of God, as 
befits the greatest of all prophets, but none of this was available to Aaron, 
even according to the priestly sources which, naturally, wished to bring 
Aaron to the fore.25 If Moses is the symbol of prophecy and Aaron of the 
priesthood, there are certain significant overtones to the various facts we 
read about Aaron at the end of the fourth chapter of Exodus: that he was 
Moses’ elder but nonetheless his subservient spokesman, that it was he who 
rejoiced when he first discovered his “brother” Moses appearing on the 
horizon rather than the other way around, that Moses is “to place words in 
his mouth” and, most significantly, that Aaron is to be Moses’ mere 
spokesperson, while Moses is to be Aaron’s lord.26 A comparison of their 
staffs, always a firm symbolic measure of mythological manhood, yields the 
same ominous conclusion. Moses’ staff does all the great wonders that 
astound Pharaoh’s court and later, in a myth both majestic and deeply 
erotic, parts the sea to allow Israel to pass through on dry land. Aaron’s staff 
only has one trick: when put together with staffs representing all the other
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22 The Tabernacle is called here by the Hebrew name kodesh, which simply means “The 
Holy (Place).” (That the term refers to the Tabernacle is obvious from what follows, and also 
from the use of the term at Exodus 28:29.) Other passages in Scripture assume this meaning of 
kodesh as well, e.g., the phrase bigdei kodesh used many times in Torah (e.g., at Exodus 31:10) 
to refer specifically to the vestments to be worn by the priests as they serve in the kodesh and 
expanded at Exodus 35:19 to the more specific phrase bigdei hassrad lesharet bakodesh (JPS: 
“the service vestments for officiating in the sanctuary). I wonder if the reference to kodesh in the 
Song of the Sea (Exodus 15:11) should not be translated to yield, “Who is like Thee among 
the mighty, O God /  Who is like unto Thee, O Mighty Inhabitant of the Tabernacle . . . .”

23 That Scripture specifically bothers to point out that this episode followed directly upon 
the death of Aaron’s two sons who had offered up some sort of sacrilege on the altar (Leviticus 
10:1-2), giving this information a far more ominous ring than it otherwise might have had.

24 Face-to-face: Exodus 33:11 and Deuteronomy 34:10; Mouth to mouth: Numbers 12:8.
25 Moses gazing at the image of God: Numbers 12:8.
26 The motif of the older brother serving the younger is, of course, a very familiar one in 

Israelite literature. Only in the case of Moses and Aaron, however, do we actually read of the 
older brother actually playing a subservient role. Ishmael and Esau, for example, just disappear 
from the narrative when their younger brothers take center stage.
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tribes of Israel, it can grow almond blossoms to demonstrate the legitimacy 
of Aaron’s claim to the priesthood.27

At any rate, my guess is that the point that Aaron is not to come whenever 
he wishes into the inner sanctum probably corresponded to the reality the 
author knew. The inner sanctum, the Holy of Holies, was closed to all but 
the High Priest, and even to him, open only once a year. The official reason 
for this was that the presence of God dwelt within the innermost chamber 
and that contact with this presence, absent the various ritual precautions and 
rites mentioned in this chapter, could prove fatal. This reality must have ran
kled many in the priesdy circles, especially when compared to the ease with 
which the prophet, as exemplified in the Biblical text by Moses, could partici
pate in communion with the presence of God in the (or, rather, his) ’ohel 
mo^d, where even little Joshua was able to spend all his time without coming 
to any harm. I think that Leviticus 16 is an attempt on the part of a priestly 
source to work out the fact that, for all their self-arrogated superiority, the 
priests were still granted dramatically less free access to the divine than were 
the prophets, at least one of whom spoke to God “as one man speaks to 
another.”

Now, unlike other Biblical texts in which the (i.e., Moses’) ’ohel moced and 
the Tabernacle were confused and merged, the sixteenth chapter of Leviticus 
speaks of both as separate entities. Verses like verse 16 (“Thus shall he 
[Aaron] purge the Tabernacle [Hebrew: hakodesh] from the uncleanness and 
transgression of the Israelites, whatever their sins; and he shall do the same 
for the ’ohel moced . . .”) or verse 23 (“And Aaron shall go into the ’ohel 
mocedy take off the linen vestments that he put on when he entered the 
Tabernacle [Hebrew: hakodesh], and leave them there”) make unavoidable 
the conclusion that the text recognizes the two as separate places. Now every 
other text in Scripture that uses either both or one of these names can be 
interpreted to mean that one sanctuary or the other is being indicated; I 
know of no other text where it appears to be impossible to come to any other 
conclusion than that both these sanctuaries, the priesdy and the prophetic, 
existed together at the same time, one inside and one outside the camp.

Is this text an attempt on the part of a priestly author to work out the 
hierarchic relationship of prophet and priest against a background of ritual 
activity involving both their sanctuaries?

There are, after all, other attempts in Scripture to do just that. The fact 
that Aaron becomes the progenitor of a dynasty of priests while Moses’ sons 
do not succeed him as the central prophetic figures of the next generation is 
certainly part of this, but a different approach is taken in our chapter: the 
’ohel moced and the Tabernacle are not presented as competing traditions 
relating to the same shrine, nor do we get the sense that they are indepen

27 Numbers 17:16-24. It is also worth noting that Scripture makes it clear in this passage 
that it was not even really Aaron’s staff, but only his tribe’s staff, chosen apparently on the spot, 
which had Aaron’s name written on it. Moses’ staff, of course, was his own.
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dent shrines in eternal competition to become the focus of Israelite piety. On 
the contrary, they appear in our chapter as two distinct shrines that served the 
needs of Israelite religion together, just as the institutions of prophecy and 
the priesthood they represent worked in tandem to resolve the overriding 
religious problem of monotheistic Israel. Nonetheless, and this certainly must 
have been the point of the chapter from the point of view of its priestly 
author, despite Moses’ traditional role as the superior sibling, it is Aaron that 
must guarantee the continued efficacy of the system on an ongoing, annual 
basis. In other words, Moses may have been the greatest prophet, but it is 
Aaron whose ritual effort to purge both sanctuaries guarantees that the spirit 
of prophecy will not depart from the ’ohel moced and that the metaphysical 
conduit leading from the Holy of Holies in the Tabernacle to heaven will not 
become clogged up with the dross of human frailty and sinfulness. That 
Scripture portrays Moses as having the job of directing Aaron to do this must 
have its own polemical thrust as well—for all Moses’ vaunted greatness, he 
must stoop to arrange for Aaron to guarantee the continued residence of the 
divine spirit in his sanctuary as well. And although Scripture presents this rule 
as a warning from Moses to Aaron that he keep from going too often into the 
Tabernacle lest he come to harm, the point that it is Aaron who, at the end 
of the day, must cleanse and restore the purity of Moses’ shrine is not lost on 
the reader.28

The details of this purification ritual are well-known because the text was 
poetically rewritten for liturgical recitation during the Additional Service on 
Yom Kippur, but although the text is a difficult one, it is unequivocal on one 
point: Moses is nowhere to be seen. The festival is Aaron’s alone, and it is he 
who must purge and purify both his own shrine and also the shrine of the 
prophet. In fact, it seems obvious that the purifying of the shrines is meant to 
effect a corresponding purging of the people from their sins and transgres
sions. The ritual is one of pure sympathetic magic in which the people need 
do nothing. The text concludes, in fact, by saying as much when it ordains 
that this ritual be performed annually on the tenth day of the seventh month, 
at which time every citizen is to practice some form of self-affliction and do 
no manner of work. “For on this day,” the text continues, “atonement shall 
be made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be clean before the

28 That the point of the Yom Kippur ritual is to effect ritual purification for the shrines of 
ancient Israel is made explicit repeatedly in the text (e.g., at Lev. 16:16: “Thus shall he [Aaron] 
purge the Tabernacle [Hebrew: kodesh] of the uncleanness and transgression of the Israelites, 
whatever their sins; and he shall do the same for the 3ohel moce d cf. Exodus 30:10, where the 
same idea is anticipated), but this aspect of the day’s ritual was already superseded in Biblical 
times by the idea that the raison d3être of the Day of Atonement was to effect atonement for 
the sins of the individual Israelite as an end unto itself rather than as a means of purifying the 
altar for subsequent service. Cf. Leviticus 16:30 (“For on this day atonement shall be made for 
you to cleanse you of all your sins; you shall be clean before the Lord”) and also cf. the com
ments of Rashi and Ibn Ezra to Exodus 30:10.
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Lord.” In other words, the cleansing of the shrines effects the atonement of 
the people, and that is undoubtedly the reason that a special ritual is intro
duced to purify the altar in the first place, almost as though the altar acquires 
some of the sinfulness of the people who burn the flesh of their expiatory sac
rifices on it.

Be all that as it may, the overriding point of the chapter is to suggest that 
the priest, specifically the High Priest, is the agent of God on earth, effecting 
atonement and bringing Israel closer to salvation. The prophet, for all his 
intimacy with the divine realm, ends up needing the priest a lot more than 
the priest can be seen anywhere in the legislation of Torah as needing the 
prophet.

I think that this interpretation of Leviticus 16 has some reasonably pro
found implications for our own spiritual lives today. Even though the institu
tions of prophet and priests are long defunct, we too live our spiritual lives 
out fluctuating between the desire to seek God and the desire to be found by 
God, to love God and to be loved by God, to speak to God and to serve 
Him and to be spoken to by God and to have Him serve us. And just like 
our ancestors, we find these two aspects of our spiritual selves often in con
flict, as each one vies with the other for supremacy in our religious lives. We 
are sufficiently logical (and sufficiently deuteronomized) to want there to be 
one sanctuary, but the reality is that we worship in two different tents, the 
one in which we wish to hear and study the word of God and the other in 
which we wish to seek out God through deed and act, the one in which we 
wish to hear Torah and the other in which we wish to do Torah. So we do 
what the ancients did: we insist that there is only one sanctuary, that what we 
do as Jews is merely the physical embodiment of what God commands us to 
do in His Torah, that there is no discrepancy between what we hear God say
ing to us and the ritual deeds we perform as we inch forward towards God in 
the course of our lifetimes.

The paradox of Leviticus 16 is its message to us: the prophet (of old, as 
well as the one within us listening for the word of God) has the greater sense 
of closeness and intimacy with God, but the priest (of old, as well as the one 
within us yearning to seek God through service, ritual and worship) always 
has the upper hand, for it is the priest who must purify the prophet’s tent of 
the uncleanness that accumulates there by virtue of its use by a year’s worth 
of sinful humans. And thus, ultimately, macaseh outranks midrash, doing out
ranks believing, rabbi outranks philosopher (and professor), shut outranks 
school and a kohen, even a kohen cam ha’aretz, gets called to the Torah before 
the greatest sage in Israel.29

The Torah is not an unbiased source in this matter—as I said above, the

29 Omh Hayim 135:4. The kohen cam ha’aretz only gets called before a great sage if he can 
read or at least follow along in the scroll with the Torah reader.



Torah is a document by and of priests and its bias in favor of the kohanim is 
apparent throughout—but the reality is that the prophets were the other pole 
of ancient Israelite piety and that the rest of the people spent their own spiri
tual lives wandering (or vacillating) between them both. Had the prophets 
written their own Torah, our Jewish heritage would no doubt be dramati
cally different (as well as substantially less deutronomic)—but they didn’t, 
and our Torah is not whatever it could have been, but what it is.

We rarely think of ourselves in this light, but it behooves us, at least occa
sionally, to consider that we are heirs to a specific tradition within the spec
trum of ancient Israelite religion and that, if not genealogically, then at least 
spiritually, we are a mamlekhet kohanim and a £joy kadosh in both the figura
tive and technical senses of both phrases, with all that they both entail . . . 
and exclude.
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