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Text, Light, and Meaning

Martin S. Cohen

The mitzvot—the commandments—of the Torah exist in two 
contexts that are somehow both intimately related and fully separate: 
they are the realm of worshipful deeds undertaken in real time and 
space, and the realm of language in which those commandments 
exist as words on parchment, as part of the foundational text of all 
Jewish spirituality.

When we talk about “meaning” in Judaism, we almost invariably 
look to the first of those realms, the realm of purposeful action 
suffused with worshipful intent. And, indeed, that road has been 
traveled by many. As early as the first century CE, for example, 
Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 BCE–c. 50 CE) already conceived of the 
laws of the Torah as falling essentially into four categories: those 
ordaining belief, those ordaining virtue, those ordaining actions 
symbolizing belief, and those ordaining actions symbolizing virtue.1 
A millennium later, this was Maimonides’ way as well and a large 
section of his philosophical treatise, The Guide for the Perplexed, 
is devoted precisely to an elaborate fleshing-out of this idea with 
respect to the commandments of the Torah.2 But it was also the 
way of many, many others throughout the ages—and, indeed, there 
eventually developed a whole subcategory of Jewish literature, much 
of it voluminous, devoted to “discovering” (or, rather, “uncovering”) 
the reasons for the commandments.3 In the context of this literary 
corpus, then, the reward for observance inheres precisely in the fact 
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that it is through fidelity to the law that the godly ideas that are 
collectively what the world “means” are revealed, detail by detail, to 
the faithful in the course of long years of observance and meditative 
reflection.4

But it is possible to seek meaning in Judaism along the other path 
as well, the realm of the language of Scripture itself specifically not 
conceived of as inextricably tied to worshipful action. In every sense, 
this is the path less traveled. Many moderns will find the notion 
unfamiliar, or will wave away the concept as part of the cottage 
industry that has developed in the past few decades surrounding 
the intrepid search for secret “codes” in the Bible.5 But although 
the notion that there are secret references to historical personalities 
and events embedded in the text of the Bible has been more or less 
thoroughly discredited, there is definitely something of value to find 
along this path nonetheless.6 In this essay, I would like to present two 
of them for my readers’ consideration.

More than fifteen years ago, I published an essay in which I 
attempted to explain the peculiar fact that every single one of the 
books of the Bible is either presented in five parts or is, or could 
reasonably be taken as, part of a larger five-part work.7 I argued there 
that that feature of Sacred Writ was possibly intended to suggest that 
all the books of the Bible, even the ones not specifically attributed 
to formally “prophetic” figures, were nonetheless to be taken as the 
work of authors inspired by the spirit of prophecy. And I justified that 
assumption with reference to the many passages in the Bible where 
prophetic inspiration is described as a pressing down of the divine 
hand upon the prophet, supposing that the five-fingered hand of God 
was being imagined to leave a five-part impression on the works it 
inspires.8 I also suggested in that essay that the Ten Commandments, 
a short text that could easily be written on a single tablet, was written 
on two tablets, each bearing five commandments, specifically to 
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suggest its prophetic bona fides as the unimpeachable word of God. 
Obviously I cannot say whether that argument was convincing to my 
readers, but I myself continue to find meaningful the specific way the 
number five is imprinted, if that is the right word, on the books of 
the Bible as they have come down to us.

But it is not only in stories and legal passages of the Bible that 
meaning may be found, but also in the editorial features of individual 
biblical texts—and this is something thoughtful students of Scripture 
will want to take seriously. While I was working on my translation of 
the Psalter, I became aware of the work of Yaakov Bazak.9 Bazak had 
a remarkable career: he was the youngest sitting judge in Israel when 
he began his career on the bench in 1954 and he was the longest-
serving Israeli judge when he retired in 1995. During those years, he 
authored many books on jurisprudence. But he also wrote four truly 
remarkable books about the Psalms, all very worth reading, which 
posit that there is deep meaning in the textual layout of the individual 
psalms in the Psalter, and particularly in the way certain specific 
numbers deemed evocative of different iterations of God’s most holy 
name are embedded in the structure of the poems.10 I won’t rehearse 
of all Bazak’s conclusions here, particularly since recent essays 
by Israel Knohl and Caspar Labuschagne on the topic of number 
symbolism in biblical poetry, and particularly in the Psalter, are 
available online.11 But I will say that Bazak’s way of reading the 23rd 
psalm as two blocks of twenty-six words (equal to the numerological 
value of the four-letter name of God, the Tetragrammaton) with the 
theme sentence ki attah immadi (“for You are with me”) highlighted 
between them, is beyond compelling.

In this essay, however, my goal is not to resume or restate Bazak’s 
work, but to present a startling idea that I have recently discovered 
in the work of Caspar Labuschagne, a South African who was a 
professor of Bible at the Theological Faculty of the State University 
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in Groningen, Holland, until his retirement in 1991. Before I present 
Labuschagne’s discovery, however, I will make some introductory 
remarks and then set what he has to say into that specific context.

At the core of the biblical worldview is the notion that life 
transcends mere existence through the ongoing effort to find, and 
then to preserve, a real—which is to say, a sensually verifiable and 
palpable, almost tangible—sense of God’s enduring presence not in 
heaven or, vaguely, in the universe, but in one’s personal ambit, in the 
world one personally inhabits, in one’s personal space. In an earlier 
essay on the Priestly Benediction, I argued that much of the Psalter 
is built around the notion that this goal was deemed attainable 
through the medium of divine light.12 (This was possible, I theorized, 
in the context of a kind of Second Temple-period neo-prophetism 
promulgated by the Levites whose torah later became known as the 
Book of Psalms.) And, indeed, many biblical texts outside the Psalter 
also seem to assume this notion that light is the medium in which the 
Creator may be perceived, and thus known. According to the opening 
chapter of the Bible, there was, after all, a period in the history of the 
created universe during which light was the sole existent thing, and 
thus the only physically real evidence of God’s presence in the world 
(Genesis 1:1–5). That being the case, God is reasonably represented 
by light later on in the covenant ceremony with Abraham, in which 
a divine commitment to the latter’s descendants was first enunciated 
clearly (Genesis 15:17).13 When Egypt was plunged into three days 
of thick darkness, the light in the Israelites’ homes symbolized God’s 
watchful presence in a particularly forceful way (Exodus 10:23). And 
as the people marched forward into the uncharted wilderness, it was 
as a pillar of fire—fire here being the combination of light and heat—
that God led the Israelites forward to their national destiny.14

Also relevant in this regard is the great candelabrum the Israelites 
are commanded to install in the kodesh, the sanctum separated by 
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a mere curtain from the inmost sanctum, the kodesh kodashim. The 
relevant texts are Exodus 25:31–40 and 37:17–24, which the ancient 
rabbis themselves found so obtuse that they imagined God actually 
creating a physical model for Moses to inspect so that he could seize 
the design concept correctly.15

One detail about the great sanctuary that Scripture depicts the 
Israelites as having constructed in the desert, which was the darkness 
of the inmost sanctum, was mirrored explicitly in the Jerusalem 
Temple; the Holy of Holies, having neither window nor skylight 
and not featuring any sort of lamp, existed in complete darkness for 
all but one single day of the year. But even when the High Priest 
entered the sanctum on Yom Kippur, he carried with him a single 
incense brazier, whose glowing embers can have given off only 
the softest, most evanescent glow.16 This is hardly an innovative 
observation: Scripture quotes King Solomon himself as referring to 
God’s predilection for dwelling in darkness in his speech celebrating 
the dedication of the Jerusalem Temple.17 But on the other side of 
the great drape stood the great candelabrum, its westernmost lamp 
formally symbolizing God’s presence in that holy place.18 Eventually, 
the menorah itself came to symbolize the Divine Presence. It was 
the light source in God’s earthly home, the ever-burning reality that 
symbolized God’s enduring availability to the House of Israel.19 

Eventually, the menorah took its place in the iconography of ancient 
Israel in a way that has few parallels.20 

And now I can present Labuschagne’s compelling suggestion. 
The first to notice that the menorah itself serves not only as a source 
for the ideas embedded in the text of Scripture, but as an actual 
model for the text of Scripture itself, was probably Claus Nikolaus 
Schedl (1914–1986), an Austrian scholar of the biblical text.21 The 
idea itself rests on a simple observation: there are many biblical texts 
whose literary structure mirrors the shape of the classical lampstand 
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described in the Torah, with three “arms” on each side of a central 
pillar.

This is both a new and a classical 
idea. Psalm 67, for example, has 
been written in the shape of the 
seven-branched candelabrum, the 
menorah, since at least medieval 
times. Shubert Spero mentions 
the most likely explanation for 
the phenomenon—that the psalm 
itself was imagined to reflect in 
its literary structure the ancient 
candelabrum understood to 
underlie the psalmist’s prayer that 
God make the divine face shine 
on the faithful—only to skate 
past that suggestion in favor of 
a far more fanciful interpretation 

rooted in a text, discussed at length, from the Zohar.22 He was, I 
believe, correct in the first place but did not go far enough because it 
is more than possible to posit that Psalm 67 was actually composed in 
a way intended to mirror the physical structure of the menorah in the 
first place. The menorah, of course, had seven branches, three on each 
side of a central lamp, and the psalm, complete in the seven verses that 
follow the superscription, follows that pattern as well. Moreover, the 
number of words in those verses is forty-nine, seven squared. Spero is 
right to mention Rashi’s comment that, taken all together, the seven 
branches had forty-two distinct parts mentioned in Scripture, which 
when added to number of the branches themselves, yields that same 
number. More intriguing is the way the verses are laid out in terms 
of the number of their words (7, 6, 6, 11, 6, 6, 7), which appears to 
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mirror the relative length of the arms of the menorah as traditionally 
imaged as a lampstand with longer and shorter “arms,” depending 
on how far from the central pillar they extended. And so we see the 
medium and the message coming together: the poet’s plea that God 
illuminate the faces of his own group of mystic seekers (referred to 
in the psalm as “us”) was understood to be integrally connected with 
the presence of the menorah in the sanctum of the Temple. And this 
basic detail is mirrored not solely in the second verse of the psalm 
(“May God be gracious with us and illumine for us the divine face, 
selah”) but in its structure as well: the psalm is a menorah, and that 
detail alone makes it entirely clear what the poet thought it meant to 
experience the light of God’s face.23

There are other “menorah” texts: as well. Schedl wrote about 
Deuteronomy 5:14 in that regard.  Labuschagne discovered such 
a text at Deuteronomy 1:34–40.25 Among the psalms, he identifies 
Psalms 19, 65, 92, and 104 as “menorah” texts, in addition to Psalm 
67.26 It is also possible, Labuschagne convincingly demonstrates, to 
consider at least one full-length book within the biblical corpus, the 
Book of Lamentations, as structured as a large literary menorah, thus 
suggesting that the book itself was meant to remind its readers of 
God’s enduring, sensorily perceptible presence in the personal ambits 
of the faithful even in times of national disaster.27 Labuschagne also 
finds the first part of the book of the prophet Zechariah (1:1–6:8) 
to be structured as a “menorah” text in which the central pillar of the 
menorah is all of chapter four, devoted solely to the actual Temple 
menorah as it appears in the prophet’s vision.28

Readers will want to consider the work of these underacknowledged 
authors, and particularly Yaakov Bazak and Casper Labuschagne, as 
a way into this important idea: that the meaning of Scripture is not 
solely determined by lexicographical and linguistical examination of 
its text, but by structural analysis as well. For those who seek meaning 
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in the study of the Bible, the work of these two authors will open up 
a new path forward, one that suggests that one of the ancient words 
for “sage,” sofeir (literally “counter” from the verb safar, “to count”), 
was not arbitrary or unintentional, but reflected the fact that the 
most basic approach to the study of the Bible should be the structural 
one, taking into account the numerical patterns that lie beneath the 
literary surface of the biblical text.29 To see the textual structure of 
Scripture as a kind of spiritual presence independent of the meaning 
of its words may strike some as peculiarly post-modern, as something 
only an undergraduate besotted with semiotics could appreciate or 
embrace. In my opinion, that would be an error. Meaning is, surely, 
words. But meaning is also shape and form…and structure.
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1968), vol. 2, p. 305.
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“Reasons for the Commandments as Contemplative Practice in Maimonides,” 
The Jewish Quarterly Review 103:3 (Summer 2013), pp. 298–327.
3 Readers interesting in knowing more should begin with the second edition of 
Joseph Heinemann’s Ta·amei Ha-mitzvot B’sifrut Yisrael (1966; rpt. Jerusalem: 
Horev, 1993), now available in Leonard Levin’s English-language translation 
as The Reasons for the Commandments in Jewish Thought: From the Bible to the 
Renaissance (Brighton, MA: Academic Studies Press, 2008).
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specifically in the passage in Exodus (24:7) where the Israelites declare their 
intention first to obey the commandments and then, in the wake of their 
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5 Readers will probably be most familiar with Michael Drosnin’s The Bible Code 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1997), and its several sequels.
6 For a thorough review and debunking of the whole concept, see Jeffrey Tigay’s 
exhaustive essay, “The ‘Bible Codes’: A Textual Perspective,” available at http://
www.sas.upenn.edu/~jtigay/codetext.html.
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pp. 63–71. The obvious “fives” are the Torah and the Psalter, both presented 
in five distinct parts, and the five m’gillot. Less often noticed is that the Book 
of Proverbs is in five parts (each with a distinct superscription), the Book of 
Daniel is presented in five sections (each one presenting material about a 
different king of Babylon), and that the Book of Job is “about” five people ( Job, 
Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar and Elihu) and their relationship with God. Other 
fives are reasonable suppositions but more tentative than the others: if scholars 
are right about the existence of a so-called Deuteronomic History, then it too 
is in five parts: Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings. And the 
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then the rest of the book, then 2 Chronicles, then Ezra, then Nehemiah. (For 
the suggestion that we consider the Chronicler’s oeuvre as a five-part work, see 
Adam C. Welch, Post-Exilic Judaism [Edinburgh and London: W. Blackwood, 
1935], pp. 185ff.) The Latter Prophets is also a work in five parts: the three “big” 
books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, and the subsequent dozen shorter books, 
which are probably organized chronologically and yet which also show subtle 
signs of being presented in four groups of three.
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Ezra 7:6, 7:9, 8:18; Nehemiah 2:8 or 2:18; or 2 Chronicles 30:12. What the 
references specifically to God’s “good” hand in all but one of the verses in Ezra 
or Nehemiah mean specifically is unclear to me.
9 My work on the Psalms was published as Our Haven and Our Strength: The 
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be found in his essays, “Structural Geometric Patterns in Biblical Poetry,” Poetics 
Today 6 (1985), pp. 475–502; “The Geometric-Figurative Structure of Psalm 
136,” Vetus Testamentum 35(1985), pp. 129–138; and “Numerical Devices in 
Biblical Poetry,” Vetus Testamentum 38 (1988), pp. 333–337.
11 Caspar Labuschagne’s essay, “Significant Compositional Techniques in the 
Psalms: Evidence for the Use of Number as an Organizing Principle,” published 
in print in Vetus Testamentum 59 (2009), pp. 583–605, is available on the author’s 
home page at www.labuschagne.nl/psalms.htm, and Israel Knohl’s essay, “Sacred 
Architecture: The Numerical Dimensions of Biblical Poems,” published in Vetus 
Testamentum 62 (2012), pp. 189–197, is available at www.academia.edu.
12 Martin S. Cohen, “August in Light,” in Birkat Kohanim, eds. David Birnbaum 
and Martin S. Cohen (New York: New Paradigm Matrix, 2016), pp. 101–120.
13 The text features God as being represented by a tannur ashan v’lappid eish, 
literally “an oven of smoke and a torch of fire.” The notion of Naḥmanides 
(1194–1270, called Ramban) that the correct way to visualize the scene is to 
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15 Cf. Sifrei B’midbar §61, ed. H.S. Horowitz (1917; rpt. Jerusalem: Wahrmann, 
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16 M. Yoma 5:1, and cf. also the various talmudic versions of this tradition at B. 
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17 1 Kings 8:12, cf. 2 Chronicles 8:1. The point of the observation, obscured in 



123         Text, Light, and Meaning

most translations, is that God has chosen a totally dark place as the earthly locus 
of palpable divinity, in celebration of which detail Solomon has built a Temple 
that exactly suits that aspect of divine self-manifestation.
18 The menorah as a whole symbolized God’s presence, but this symbolism 
inhered in the lamp atop the central column, called the neir ma·aravi (literally, 
“the western lamp”), even more intensely: the other lamps were built to incline 
slightly toward the central one, which in turn was built to incline slightly toward 
the west—hence its name, which was the direction of the inmost sanctum, the 
kodesh kodashim. Cf. Maimonides’ comment at M.T. Hilkhot Beit Ha-beḥirah 
3:8.
19 The Temple candelabrum is called “a permanent lamp” in Scripture at Exodus 
27:20 and Leviticus 24:2. This ongoing permanence was important enough 
for the kindling of the lamps to override the general Sabbath prohibition 
of kindling a flame at all; cf. Rambam’s comment at M.T. Hilkhot T’midim 
U-musafim 3:10.
20 For an initial overview, see Carol L. Meyers, The Tabernacle Menorah: A 
Synthetic Study of a Symbol from a Biblical Cult (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 
1976).
21 Cf. his Baupläne des Wortes: Einfuhrung in die biblische Logotechnik (Vienna: 
Herder, 1974), p. 172.
22 Shubert Spero, “The Menorah Psalm,” Jewish Bible Quarterly 37:1 (2009), pp. 
11–17, and cf. Gershom Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism (New York: 
Schocken, 1971), pp. 268–270. The source in the Zohar in which Spero finds 
the solution is Zohar II 67b.
23 See in more detail my own essay “August in Light” mentioned above in note 
12. And cf. also the essay of Christopher P. Benton, “The Menorah Psalm as a 
Continuation and Completion of the Priestly Benediction,” available online at 
www.scribd.com.
24 See above, note 21.
25 Labuschagne, “Significant Compositional Techniques,” p. 587.
26 Ibid., pp. 588–589. Labuschagne also discusses these psalms in far greater 
detail in his full-length Numerical Features of the Psalms and Other Texts, available 
online at www.labuschagne.nl/psalms.htm.
27 Labuschagne, Numerical Secrets, pp. 14–18.
28 Labuschagne, Numerical Secrets, p. 49. The last few lines of the fourth chapter 
of Zechariah are about olives and olive oil, the combustible substance in the 
menorah.
29 Cf. the talmudic text at B. Kiddushin 30a: “…and why were they [the ancient 
sages originally] called sof ’rim? Because they would count the letters of the [text 
of the] Torah [scroll], which is how they knew that the letter vav in the word 
giḥon [at Leviticus 11:42] was the central letter in the Torah, that the words 
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darosh darash mark the center of the Torah in terms of its words, that [Leviticus 
13:33] is the central verse of the Torah, that the letter ayin in the word mi-
ya·ar [at Psalm 80:14] is the center of the Book of Psalms [in terms of letters], 
whereas Psalm 78:38 is the center in terms of the book’s verses.” The word sofeir 
appears in the Bible as well, e.g. at Ezra 7:6 where Ezra himself is described 
using that term, but its precise meaning in the biblical context remains obscure.




