
 

 

 

Martin S. Cohen 
 

 

 

 

Travels on the Road 

Not Taken 
 

Towards a Bible-Based Theology of Modern Jewish 

Spirituality 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Moonstone Press 

1997 



The lamp of God had not yet gone out, 

but Samuel was already asleep in the temple of the Lord... 

        —The Book of Samuel 

 

 

 

All genuine knowledge originates in direct experience. 

        —Mao Zedong 

 

 

 

The fear of God leads to the study of Scripture. 

        —Sifri Deuteronomy 

 

 

...The Organist is hee 

Who hath tun'd God and Man, the Organ we. 

The songs are these, which heavens high holy Muse 

Whisper'd to David, David to the Jewes. 

And Davids Successors, in holy zeale, 

In formes of joy and art doe re-reveale.... 

—John Donne 

 

One thing have I asked of the Lord, one thing shall I seek: 

to live in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze upon the 

beauty of the Lord, to tarry in His Temple (Psalm 27:4): 

Rabbi Elimelech asked. "Are living, seeing  

and tarrying then the same one thing?" 

Rabbi Elimelech answered his own question: 

"If the object of an individual's yearning is one, 

then how can the truth be otherwise?" 

        —Elimelech Weissbrot 

 

I arise at midnight.... 

        —The Psalms 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Author's Note 

 

 

 There are any number of important Jewish commentators on the Bible who are 

known to their readers by acronyms formed of the initial letters of the various parts of their 

names or by patronymics. In the following work, Rashi stands for Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki of 

Troyes (1040-1105), generally acclaimed as the most authoritative Jewish commentator on 

the Bible in the medieval period. Ibn Ezra is Abraham Ibn Ezra (1080-1164), one of the two 

or three greatest Spanish Jewish commentators. Radak is Rabbi David Kimchi of Narbonne 

(1157-1236), one of the most prominent Provençal rabbis and authors. Ramban is Rabbi 

Moses ben Nachman (1194-1270), also called Nachmanides, another one of the most 

important Spanish commentators on Bible and Talmud and a major kabbalist in his own 

right. The Meiri is Rabbi Menachem bar Shlomo Meiri (1249-1316) of France. Sforno is 

Ovadiah ben Yaakov Sforno (1475-1550), an Italian scholar and physician. The Rid is Rabbi 

Isaiah ben David of Trani (c. 1200-c. 1260), a well known Italian scholar and a particularly 

insightful commentator on the Books of Samuel. 

 Liberal use has been made of the translation of the Bible published over many years 

and completed in 1985 by the Jewish Publication Society in Philadelphia. I have, however, 

departed from their translation at will and many passages appear in my own translation from 

the start. Passages that appear in others' translations are all indicated clearly in the notes to 

each chapter. 

 In this book, I have used the letter h with a dot beneath it to represent the Hebrew 

letter h. et. H. et has roughly the same sound as the ch at the end of Bach. Proper names are 

mostly presented in their familiar form, however. 

 I've also used masculine pronouns to refer to the authors of the various psalms despite 

the fact that I have no idea whether they were men or women. This was a stylistic decision 

based on the desire to avoid having to write "he or she" or "his or her" over and over. Given 

the fact that the author of the Book of Chronicles was probably thinking of the reality he 

knew in his own day when he specifically noted that both men and women served as 

Levitical singers in the First Temple, one could argue that this usage is as historically 

misleading as it is, to use the loathsome phrase, politically incorrect. Still, wherever the 

Hebrew does betray the gender of an author within the Psalter, the indication is that the 

author was male and so we can feel certain that at least some, probably most and possibly--if 

only possibly--all of the poets whose works are included among the psalms were men. My 

decision was to opt for grace of style rather than either strict historical accuracy or gender 

neutrality and, for better or worse, I acknowledge here the arbitrariness of that decision. 

 A certain portion of the epilogue appeared in the summer of 1996 as part of an article 

published in the journal Conservative Judaism. Some paragraphs that appear in the first six 

chapters of this book are taken from an essay on the spirituality of the Psalms scheduled for 

publication in that journal later this year. 



 The terms pre-exilic, exilic and post-exilic used throughout this book refer to the half 

century of exile in Babylon endured by the leading citizens of the ancient kingdom of Judah 

in the sixth century B.C.E. Widely acknowledged as the pivotal experience in the historical 

experience of ancient Israel, the exile prompted the production of almost all the books of the 

Hebrew Bible and, for that reason alone, must be seen as one of the truly definitive events of 

Israelite antiquity. The exile in Babylon was, at any rate, the catalyst that, for better or 

worse, effected the transformation of the religion of the ancient Israelites into the earliest 

form of Judaism. 

 Finally, the sources for all quotes and Biblical allusions mentioned in this book are 

listed chapter by chapter immediately following the epilogue.  

 



 

Preface 

 

 

 There are always two ways. 

 The way of Judaism is the way of Torah as set down in the five-part book we call the 

Torah. It is the way of law and commandment, of service and ceremony, of fealty and 

obedience. It is the spiritual path of earthly souls who feel themselves bidden to serve the 

God of Heaven in roughly the same way faithful and obedient servants in any manor house 

serve their lords and masters: with zeal, with humility and with submissive, unquestioning 

loyalty. It is the way of the ancient priesthood developed in countless ways over two dozen 

centuries into a religion of moderns. 

 Indeed, modern scholars have almost universally concluded that the Torah is a 

priestly work composed of mostly priestly material stretched over a literary frame designed 

to highlight the theological issues, spiritual stances and ritual postures that grew out of the 

priestly experience in ancient Israel. More than anyone else, these priests, specifically the 

Temple priesthood of old Jerusalem, were responsible for transforming the faith of their 

Israelite ancestors into the religion of Judah. That even today our Judaism is essentially their 

Judah-ism is testimony both to the power of their vision and to the enduring quality of their 

spiritual enterprise. 

 But there was also another way in antiquity, a way that offered its proponents a 

different kind of spiritual focus. It was a way of seeking God through direct experiential 

encounter, a method of spiritual enterprise rooted in the kind of faith that flows from sensual 

experience of the divine rather than the kind that develops from compliance to pre-

determined rules and regulations. It too produced a five-part work that became a classic of 

spiritual literature, a book destined to live on as one of the greatest gifts of Israel to the 

world. This other book is the Psalter, the Book of Psalms, the book Jews call Tehillim or, 

more colloquially, Tillim. And the kind of religion it proposes to its readers is the religion of 

the prophet, the other pole of ancient Israelite faith. 

 That the priests and the prophets of ancient times didn't much care for each other is 

obvious from the books they left behind. The Torah itself barely mentions the prophets, 

failing (mostly) even to nod to them as it develops the almost incredibly complex set of rules 

and regulations that govern sacrifice and worship in the desert sanctuary intended to 

preshadow (and thus also, ipso facto, to validate as quintessentially authentic) the service of 

the priests in the Jerusalem temple. Indeed, the Torah's bias against the prophetic experience 

is glaring: not only are the prophets specifically not to be supported with anything 

resembling the elaborate system of taxation designed to support the priests, but the Torah 

hardly acknowledges the existence of the prophetic caste at all, turning to them basically 

only to warn Israel against prophetic apostates or false, self-appointed prophets who willfully 

utter phoney oracles they themselves have made up...or to note rather anachronistically that, 



 

in any event, the whole institution was degenerate in that none of the other prophets was 

ever to be Moses' equal anyway. 

 True, the Torah does promise that a prophet "like Moses" will appear someday to 

convey the true word of God to the people, but this development is assigned to the hazy 

future and seems quite pointedly to be referring to a single individual and specifically not to 

groups of people destined to function within society as an active, spiritual force--and the 

actual prophetic caste as it functioned in ancient Israel is left unacknowledged, thereby (at 

least for latter-day readers) delegitimized. Indeed, even the way the Torah uses the regular 

Hebrew word for prophet, navi', is instructive. Used in the passages mentioned above to 

denote renegade and apostate prophets, it is also used in the Torah in an almost off-handed, 

rather dismissive way simply to mean "spokesman", almost as though to hint that the (other, 

mostly unacknowledged, unmentioned) prophets were merely the loudspeakers through 

which God chose to broadcast His word to the people from time to time rather than spiritual 

leaders of the people in their own right. (The fact that the passage to which I am referring 

specifically labels Aaron, the future High Priest himself, that way only makes the point more 

piquant. Another passage refers to Miriam, sister of Moses and Aaron, as a prophetess as 

well--despite the fact that one of the most famous stories about prophecy in the Torah 

specifically tells how God Himself specifically didn't appear to recognize either Miriam or 

Aaron as prophets when He discussed the nature of the prophetic experience with them 

both.) And nowhere at all is there any indication of a priestly concession to the fact that the 

prophets of Israel were promulgating a different kind of spiritual communion with God than 

the priests themselves were offering as their spiritual wares. 

 For its part, the Psalter is as uninterested in the priesthood as the Torah is in the 

prophetic caste--almost nowhere in the Book of Psalms do we find long (or even short) 

passages extolling its virtues or presenting the priest as the ideal role model for the aspiring 

Israelite worshipper. On the other hand, none of this means that the psalmists had no 

interest in Jerusalem or its great Temple other than in writing dismissively about its priests 

and disparagingly about the sacrificial worship service carried out within its sacred 

perimeters. Indeed, the poets invite their readers to step up and peep into the Temple's 

courts and forecourts in dozens of passages, but the scenes they offer the willing reader very 

specifically do not feature priests in the starring roles at all, but rather (mostly) unnamed 

others instead...others who gather at night in the sacred precincts to preserve and promulgate 

a kind of alternate spirituality, others who face the triple threats of calumny, verbal abuse 

and physical violence at the hands of brutal, unprincipled enemies on a daily basis, others 

who participate in strange, unfamiliar rituals designed to provoke mysterious encounters 

with the divine and who yearn to see the light of God's face, to hear God's voice and to 

experience the presence of God palpably, sensually and absolutely really...and who are 

depicted as having been at least occasionally successful in their efforts. 

 In a certain sense, this book is about those mysterious figures the poets saw lurking in 

the shadows of the darkened Temple, about who they were and what they did and how we, 



 

so many centuries later, can learn from them and build on their work. This is, therefore, not 

precisely a work of scholarship or one of theology, but rather a sort of hybrid intended to 

challenge as much as to inform. 

 I should probably conclude by stating openly that all of this constitutes a major step 

forward in my own thinking about the religion to which I have devoted my personal 

spirituality and professional career for all of my adult life. I know that some of what follows 

will strike any number of colleagues and friends as iconoclastic, but I also think that there 

are times when saying nothing is itself a kind of self-betrayal. 

 Many colleagues, students and friends have encouraged me to continue writing over 

the years and I would like to acknowledge their support in the hope that they all know who 

they are. To them, and to the directors and membership of the Beth Tikvah Congregation 

and Centre Association in Richmond, British Columbia, all of whom have encouraged my 

writing over these many years, my most sincere gratitude. 

        

M.S.C. 

       Richmond, B.C. 

       May 19, 1997  
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What's In It For Me? 

 

 

 There are always two ways. 

 The outer trappings of human civilization--the outfits people wear and the 

contraptions they use to get themselves around town and the procedures they devise to 

adjudicate disputes between otherwise friendly neighbours--these all change relentlessly, 

even inexorably, from generation to generation. We admire these developments and write 

books about them as though it were self-evident that these kinds of innovation are the 

undeniable signs of genuine growth--cultural advancements and societal improvements to be 

desired, fostered and ultimately (and deeply) cherished by those whose lives they transform. 

 But for all the outside shifts and alters, the basic aspects of human life remain, 

generation after generation, unchanging and unchanged. The yearning for meaning, for love, 

for health, for power over destiny, for obedient children, for happiness--these are constants 

that do not appear to vary at all from century to century. Just to the contrary, they 

collectively form the unyielding frame of earthly existence that suffers a bit of gilt or a wash 

of stain from time to time, but which otherwise remains intact and unaltered as a silent 

framework across which the unfolding story of human history is stretched. 

 The questions people ask of their spiritual leaders appear to me to belong to the latter 

category. Where is God? How do I know there is a God? Is it possible to know what God 

wants of men and women below? What visible, empirically verifiable proof is there that the 

good we encounter in the course of our lives comes to us as a result of the blessing of God? 

And what proof is there that the specific rituals and rites that constitute the service we are 

taught to render unto God--what proof is there that that service has the same meaning to 

God that the terrestrials who devised it in the first place so fervently wished it to have? 

 Again and again, the Torah returns to the question of the rewards the pious may 

reasonably expect in exchange for their professions of faith and their efforts at worship. It 

may sound slightly ignoble, perhaps even base, to ask such a self-serving question, suffused as 

we all are with the notion that the worship of God is supposed to be its own reward. But 

that's only a risk when we consider the issue from the vantage point of our spiritual 

philosophy--and it seems undeniable in light of the textual evidence that the issue of what 

the pious get for their religious efforts was a question that did indeed exercise and vex those 

curious (if not necessarily troubled) ancients for whom its various answers were formulated. 

In its own way, it is a question all working rabbis (like me) deal with over and over in the 

course of their, or rather our, professional lives. What's more, I imagine the same must be 

true for clergymen and women of all faiths. 

 I have been asked that question a thousand times in a thousand different settings and 

contexts. Lacking the courage to answer honestly, I usually fall back on some quotation or 
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another from Scripture for my response--as though a verse from the Bible had been what my 

congregant had been soliciting in the first place. (It wasn't for nothing that the ancient rabbis 

wrote that when a question is not readily answerable, it is dealt with most efficaciously by 

burying it under a mountain of Biblical citations.) But even that sort of fancy textual 

footwork doesn't really even sidestep the question all that effectively because Scripture itself 

offers two (apparently) mutually exclusive answers of its own. In its own way, the question 

of whether those two answers are as truly antithetical as they appear at first glance or 

whether they only appear to contradict each other is the subject of this book. 

 Within the confines and context of the Torah itself, the question is usually answered 

without actually being asked. Nonetheless, it seems obvious that the various passages that 

manage to answer it anyway all have some or another version of the same question hiding 

just behind them. What is the point of fidelity to the covenant? What are the rewards the 

faithful may expect as recompense for that fidelity? Why should anyone keep the 

commandments? What is the precise nature of the bargain struck at Sinai between God and 

the nascent people of Israel? And if what God gets as His part of the bargain is the perpetual 

worship of Israel, then what exactly is it that the worshippers of Israel may reasonably 

expect to get from God in return? 

 The Torah returns over and over to these questions, especially (but not exclusively) in 

the Book of Deuteronomy. A scholar of the Biblical text would probably wonder why these 

passages seem grouped in texts that appear to have their origin in one setting and time rather 

than in another. But that question, fascinating though it would be to consider, will take us 

too far afield of the topic at hand: I wish to consider the Torah as a finished work, the post-

exilic work of well-redacted Jewish genius that exists in our day as a unified, textually 

verifiable, literary masterpiece of ancient Jewish spirituality. 

 Of all the passages that attempt to make explicit the reward for fidelity to the 

commandments, the best known must be the passage from the eleventh chapter of 

Deuteronomy which the rabbis of classical antiquity designated for liturgical recitation twice 

daily. There, the idea is a simple one: if the faithful Israelites do all the commandments then 

the rain will fall, the grass will grow and not only they, but their children as well, can expect 

to live long lives on the land God promised their ancestors would be theirs. 

 Other passages appear to be elaborations the same basic idea. Deuteronomy 28, for 

example, offers a list merely longer, but not essentially different from the text just cited: the 

faithful will be blessed in every way (as will their children, their produce and their livestock) 

and God will grant them political, military, financial and moral superiority over their 

enemies. Furthermore, this is a permanent offer: even if Israel strays from its obligations, 

God will always "restore their fortunes and take them back in love" once they set aside their 

rebelliousness and become obedient again. 
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 Other texts speak of the possibility of Israel guaranteeing the permanence of this 

situation by remaining faithful to the commandments of the Torah in the first place. Still, 

even though the terminology changes from passage to passage, the basic point always 

remains the same: there are great things that come along with being the beloved people of 

God, but Israel can only access these marvellous blessings by being faithful to the laws and 

statutes set down in the Torah. The point of observance, therefore, is to provoke God into 

granting Israel the widest possible scope of blessing, to make her blessed above all other 

peoples, even to ward off plague and sickness. 

 These ideas return over and over again in Deuteronomy. "Keep the 

commandments...so that it be good for you and for your children after you," one passage 

declares, while another responds almost antiphonally "...so that you fear the Lord...and so 

that you live a long life." Another text is more explicit: if Israel obeys the rules of the Torah 

and observes them carefully, "then God will love you and bless you and multiply you and 

bless the fruit of your womb and the fruit of your land, your new grain and wine and oil, the 

calving of your herd and the lambing of your flock...you shall be blessed above all other 

peoples; there shall be no sterile male or female among you or among your livestock. The 

Lord will ward off from you all sickness...." 

 Other passages are brief and to the point: "...so that you live and multiply and come to 

inherit the land....", "so that you live a long life in the land...", "...so that it be good for you 

and for your descendants forever...." A different text, however, adds both a financial and a 

political dimension to the equation: "...for the Lord your God will bless you...you shall lend 

to other nations, but you shall not borrow / you shall rule over many nations, but none shall 

rule over you." 

 One passage makes human and animal fertility the crux of the matter: "...and the Lord 

will grant you great prosperity in all your undertakings, in the fruit of your womb and the 

fruit of your animal(s' wombs) and the fruit of the land...." In turn, another is supremely 

elegant in the awful simplicity of its quid pro quo theology: you must do the bidding of God 

"so that you live and multiply and that the Lord your God bless you...." 

 I've already mentioned that most of these Scriptural passages derive from the Book of 

Deuteronomy; one passage in Exodus, however, insists that the real reward Israel can expect 

in return for keeping its side of the covenant is God's help in driving out the indigenous 

peoples of Canaan. From the vantage point of Biblical chronology, this makes perfect sense: 

when Israel was still wandering in the wilderness, the reward that could be counted upon to 

inspire the people the most deeply and effectively was the divine promise of the land itself. 

Then, once the Israelites were finally positioned to embark on the actual conquest of the 

land that lay before them--the situation that pertains throughout the Book of Deuteronomy-

-the text widens its scope to offer not merely possession of the land, but all the marvellous 

things the land can produce as well. 
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 Another text, itself among the more well-known of such passages, appears at the end 

of Leviticus, where Scripture counts off the rewards the pious may reasonable expect for all 

their efforts. Again here, the literary setting is slightly different from the passages cited 

above, but the actual list of rewards remains the same: rain, prosperity, bountiful crops, 

political peace, an absence of vicious beasts in the land, military victory over even 

exceedingly mighty enemies, personal fertility, a successful Temple in Jerusalem (the site is 

left unnamed in the traditional way of Scriptural passages set before David's conquest of that 

city) and a deep, ongoing, mutually rewarding partnership with God. 

 The Psalter, for its part, presents an entirely different picture, one rooted, I think, in 

the prophetic rather than the priestly experience of the divine. 

 Passages in the psalms that offer political, meterological, military or agricultural 

rewards to the pious are very rare, but the Psalter does return again and again to the idea that 

the ultimate religious experience to which the pious may aspire is intimate, personal 

communion with God, often expressed specifically as the experience of gazing on the actual 

(and openly anthropomorphically conceived) image or face of the Deity or of being bathed in 

His light or, at the very least, as the experience, remarkable in its own right, of hearing His 

voice. 

 The seventeenth psalm is typical in that we can see the poet moving smoothly from 

the assertion that his supplication is guileless (verse 1) to the justification that his feet have 

followed the path towards God (verse 5) to the ultimate hope that he can reasonably expect, 

at least someday, to merit the experience of beholding the face of God in a waking state (as 

opposed to beholding it in the context of a vision or a dream.) That, the Torah declares 

specifically that it was precisely this experience of beholding God's actual image that set 

aside Moses from all the other prophets, let alone pious non-prophets, only delineates the 

chasm of religious experience that divides Torah from Psalter more clearly. I shall return to 

the seventeenth psalm below. 

 Some passages within the Book of Psalms specify that this sensory experience of the 

divine is to be sought specifically within the confines of the Temple, a fact that presumably 

reflects the fact that the Levitical singers of the Second Temple period, whose hymnal the 

Psalter was, were not peripatetic wanderers like their (spiritual) ancestors of the pre-exilic 

period, but rather functionaries who pursued their spirituality within the context of service 

to the Temple in Jerusalem. Indeed, the fact that the Torah itself takes the distinct traditions 

about a prophetic sanctuary set up and managed by Moses outside of the camp and a priestly 

one presided over by Aaron at the very centre of the Israelite camp and makes of them one 

single sanctuary probably reflects the fact that the spiritual descendants of both the prophets 

and the priests, their distinct and separate origins notwithstanding, did indeed serve together 

in the same institution in the day of the final priestly editor of the text. (I will return to this 

strange feature of the Biblical text below in my epilogue to this book.)  
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 If that was the case, however, then the fact nonetheless remains that these groups 

didn't coalesce quite to the extent Scripture might be said to have forecast. Instead, they 

appear to have pursued distinct spiritual paths towards what they probably would have 

considered the common goal of worshipping of God in the way He wishes to be worshipped. 

 Thus, when the author of the sixty-third psalm writes about his fervent hope to 

behold God in His sanctuary, he uses a form of the specifically prophetic word h. azah to 

denote the experience of gazing on God, just as did the author of the seventeenth psalm. The 

rather obscure ending to the eleventh psalm (yashar yeh. ezu fan mo) uses the same verb and 

must be interpreted, I think, along the lines of the seventeenth and sixty-third psalms as 

well, especially insofar as it too makes reference specifically (if slightly obscurely) to the 

divine face. 

 The twenty-seventh psalm preserves the same connection between the experience of 

gazing on God and physical presence in the Temple, but refines the idea somewhat: the poet 

longs to dwell in the Temple permanently not merely (merely!) that he might one day see 

the divine face, but specifically so that he might gaze (again a form of h. azah) on the beauty 

of God. We return below to all these texts and passages. 

 The eleventh, seventeenth, twenty-seventh and sixty-third psalms are all "David" 

psalms, but it is not only within psalms ascribed to David that the notion of gazing on God 

occurs. The forty-second psalm, for example, is ascribed to (one of) the sons of Korach and in 

it, the poet calls out that his soul thirsts for the living God and asks when it will finally come 

to pass that he will be able to gaze on the face of God. I suppose one could write off his 

question as so much extended metaphor, but he does sound like he means it and that 

certainly seems like the logical way to read his poem. 

 Other psalms offer more oblique references that are only explicable with reference to 

less-guarded passages in the style of the verses mentioned above. 

  When the author of the 140th psalm declares, for example, that the upright shall 

surely dwell in the presence of the divine face, the reference is probably to the same kind of 

mystical experience held out elsewhere in the Psalter as the appropriate reward for the pious. 

(Indeed, the opening of the 111th psalm makes specific reference to a smaller conventicle of 

the upright within a larger congregation that worships God with all their hearts. Might these 

special people not be those Levites who spent their lives seeking to know God experientially, 

rather than merely through His service?) Similarly, the reference in the twenty-fourth psalm 

to a specific circle of people within the author's world who sought the divine face was 

probably intended to refer specifically to those who cultivated the kind of mystic encounter 

with the face of God referred to in so many other places in the Psalter. To presume that none 

of these groups actually existed or, even more strangely, that the poets who wrote of them 

meant their words to bear other than their plain meaning, seems forced to me. They all 
sound like they meant what they said. 
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 I've dwelt on the visual aspect of the kind of divine communion offered by the 

Psalter, but there are passages that speak of communing with God by hearing His voice 

rather than by seeing Him or His face. I will return below to this idea, which has its roots in 

the spirituality of those prophets of antiquity like Elijah whose intimate knowledge of God 

appears to have been based on the experience of hearing the divine voice rather than on the 

experience of seeing anything at all. Suffice it here to say that when the author of the thirty-

fourth psalm wrote the words "I sought God and He answered me", I think he meant it as 

literally as the author of the fiftieth psalm did when he produced his definitive cri de coeur, 

"May our God come and be not silent...." 

 Moreover, it is also the case that at least some of the ancient poets who specify that 

the communion they seek with God is to be an essentially auditory experience also stipulate 

that the place in which they hope to hear this divine voice is precisely within the sacred 

precincts of the Jerusalem Temple. Thus when the author of the third psalm writes that God 

answers him from His holy mountain when he calls upon Him to do so, I think he is 

probably alluding to the specific place in which such mystic communion with God was 

sought rather than merely saying something theoretical, but vague, about the degree to 

which anyone who visited old Jerusalem could easily feel the presence of God in that place. 

 Jewish antiquity produced two great five-part books, Torah and Tillim, Pentateuch 

and Psalter. Each defines the rewards the pious may reasonably expect (and which the cynic 

will suppose to be the primary motivating force behind their piety) in its own way. As I 

suggested above, they appear to be mutually exclusive, but all they really are is different. 

After all, why shouldn't people who devote their spiritual energy to the cultivation of visions 

of God not enjoy His great blessings of prosperity, fertility or security? What we are talking 

about, then, is not an either/or kind of spiritual choice, but rather a hierarchy of religious 

goals and values. No logical believer would decline the blessings of God, after all. But 

whether the acquisition of those blessings serves as the primary (or secondary or tertiary) 

focus of a person's spiritual efforts is another question entirely...and one that has the power 

to define both the scope and the quality of that individual's religious life. The question is, 

therefore, not an idle one to be dismissed lightly. 

 Before I go any further, there is something I must make clear about the nature of my 

work on the Psalms. The Psalter is an anthology of poems. Some are undoubtedly very old, 

perhaps even as old as the age of David and his contemporaries. I am not that interested here 

in the history of the individual poems in the book, however, as much as I am in the book 

itself. The poems in the Psalter, old and new, were collected into a single work in the post-

exilic period by individuals who found them, we can only assume, deeply meaningful. Other 

hymns must have been excluded, presumably because they failed to meet the anthologizer's 

criteria for inclusion in his book, whatever those criteria specifically might have been. When 

precisely the book took on its current shape is a question scholars have debated endlessly, 
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but which remains unanswered in any definitive sense. I think a date somewhere in the 

fourth or third centuries B.C.E. is probably right. 

 The point here, however, is not to ask who wrote any particular psalm, but to wonder 

why that poem appears in the Psalter as it was edited and prepared for publication in the 

post-exilic period and why that particular song was deemed acceptable and another poem 

not. If the Levites were the singers of the old Temple, then what aspect of their spirituality 

was mirrored in the poems they included in their hymnal? And if, as I am going to posit, 

these Levites were proponents of a kind of latter-day prophetic Judaism, then what was it 

about the poetry of the Psalter that appeared to them to endorse or justify that specific kind 

of ancient Jewish spirituality? 

 Taken as a finished work, the Torah itself, for all its ancient materials and sources, is a 

product of the post-exilic age as well. From that vantage point, the Psalter is precisely the 

same: a later work that undoubtedly incorporates a great deal of earlier material. The 

question I have in both cases, then, is not so much whence that material came--although I'd 

love to know--but why it was deemed appropriate for the particular book in which it now 

appears...and what its inclusion in that work can teach us about the people who included it. 

 The point of this book is to suggest that the Psalter presents an alternate kind of 

ancient Jewish religion, the kind that was eventually almost (but only almost) overwhelmed 

and extinguished by the success of rabbinic Judaism and its fundamental (and 

fundamentalist) assumptions about the unique nature of the Torah as divine revelation. To 

try to understand what is without recourse to what could have been, I think, is as pointless as 

it is ultimately impossible. But this was not a war between two opposing systems of faith I'm 

imagining: it was far more subtle than that, more of an ever-shifting mix of two things that 

ended up with a lot more of one constituent element than the other. Could it have been 

otherwise? That question, as unanswerable as it is fascinating, is at the core of the way I 

think about my own Jewish identity. I write, then, to offer it as prism to others through 

which they may which to focus their own thinking about what Judaism is in our day. But 

first, a bit of background....  

 



 

 

8 

What the Chronicler Thought 

 

 

 Put as plainly as possible, I've come to think of the Psalter as a prophetic work both 

because it offers its readers the hope of aspiring to a kind of intimate knowledge of God 

similar to the kind of communion with the divine experienced by the members of the 

prophetic caste in ancient Israel and because it is filled with oracles that I presume were the 

substantive results of its authors' experiences of God. What's more, I think that there is an 

author whose books were included in the Biblical canon who saw it precisely the same way. 

 We begin with a shadowy figure called the Chronicler. He (or she!) lived a long time 

ago, probably sometime in the middle of the fourth century B.C.E. and gets his (or her) name 

from the Book of Chronicles, which he (or she) wrote. (As I've done with the authors of the 

psalms, I'll continue to write about the Chronicler using masculine pronouns. The 

Chronicler's actual gender is, of course, unknown.) 

  Actually, the question of the Chronicler's precise dates has exercised scholars far more 

seriously than the issue of the author's gender. The problem has been debated forever, but 

the basic principle is that the book gives the names of nine generations' worth of descendants 

for Zerubbabel, the leader of the Jewish community in Jerusalem at the time the Second 

Temple was built. Therefore, since the Temple was rebuilt towards the end of the sixth 

century, a mid-fourth century date sounds about right. But even if the Chronicler lived 

before the Book of Psalms received its final form, it still seems reasonable to assume he knew 

many of its poems from whatever version of the Temple hymnal that eventually because our 

Psalter did exist in his day. It's also entirely possible that the Book of Psalms existed in the 

Chronicler's day just as it has come down to us. 

 The Chronicler's book, now divided into two volumes called First and Second 

Chronicles, is a revision of earlier books of Israelite history in light of the experiences of 

those who returned from exile in Babylon and their descendants. (The Biblical books of Ezra 

and Nehemiah were probably intended, either by the same author or a different one, as a 

kind of appendix to the work.) What all this boils down to is that the Bible presents the 

history of Israel twice, once (stretching roughly from Deuteronomy through the Book of 

Kings) told from what is basically an amalgam of pre-exilic and exilic points of view (the 

exilic material is easily identifiable and is layered over a much larger literary substratum of 

pre-exilic material) and once, in the Chronicler's book, focused through the prism of Israel's 

post-exilic experience. 

 Why is any of this important? It's certainly the case that the Book of Chronicles has 

inherent importance as a major work of ancient Jewish historiography, but I only introduce 

the work and its author here because of what the book has to say about the various 

individuals to whom the psalms of the Psalter are attributed. 
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 There are 150 poems in the Book of Psalms. Many of them appear without 

attribution, but many others, a majority, have headings that attribute them to specific 

personalities. Seventy-three psalms, for example, are attributed to King David. Others are 

attributed to other figures, some famous personalities in their own right like Moses (Psalm 

90) or King Solomon (Psalms 72 and 127), others more obscure personalities like Asaph 

(Psalms 50 and 73-83), Heman (Psalm 88), Ethan (Psalm 89), Jeduthun (Psalms 39, 62 and 77) 

and the otherwise unnamed sons of Korach (Psalms 42, 44-49, 84, 85, 87 and 88.) 

Interestingly enough, all of these otherwise unknown personalities (with the exception of 

Ethan and the sons of Korach) are identified by the Chronicler as prophetic figures, as is King 

David himself. (Many psalms bear double attribution, as the careful reader will have already 

noticed. Also, the ascription of the seventy-seventh psalm to Jeduthun is only one way of 

reading the text of the first verse as it has come down to us.) 

 Now the Chronicler (at 1 Chronicles 25:1) specifically identifies Asaph, Heman and 

Jeduthun as men who "prophesied to the accompaniment of lyres, harps and cymbals." 

Furthermore, the Chronicler specifically gives the number of these three men's descendants 

as 288, a number strongly reminiscent of the story of the seventy-two elders upon whom 

God poured out the spirit of prophecy in the days of Moses, the original members--aside 

from Moses himself--of Israel's prophetic caste. (288 is four times seventy-two.) In other 

passages, the Chronicler prefers the word seer (Hebrew: h. ozeh) to prophet (navi'), describing 

Heman as a seer at 1 Chronicles 25:5, Asaph as a seer at 2 Chronicles 29:30 and Jeduthun 

specifically a royal seer (i.e. as a seer connected with the royal court of King David) at 2 

Chronicles 35:15. (The Chronicler also tells the story about how one Yahaziel, a member of 

the Asaphite clan, became a prophet in the time of King Jehoshaphat.) 

 It is highly significant that none of these individuals (except for King David himself 

and poor Heman, whom the Book of Kings pauses for a moment to note was, for all his 

wisdom, still less wise than Solomon) is even mentioned in the pre-exilic work of Israelite 

history I mentioned above, the work scholars have taken to calling the Deuteronomic 

History; the Chronicler was apparently specifically interested in providing historical 

prophetic roles to these men precisely because a significant number of the poems included in 

the Book of Psalms were attributed to them. I presume this was because he perceived their 

literary oeuvre to be basically prophetic--perhaps "oracular" would be the better word--in 

nature. (Why no prophetic role was provided for Ethan, whose single psalm should have 

made him no less reasonable a candidate for ex post facto prophetic status than Heman, I 

can't say. There is some evidence, however that the Chronicler identified Ethan and 

Jeduthun, perhaps even inadvertently. At any rate, Ethan (whose five references in 

Chronicles all come before the end of 1 Chronicles 15) and Jeduthun (all but one of whose 

eleven mentions come after the beginning of 1 Chronicles 16) never appear together in any 

narrative.) 
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 The case of David is extremely interesting in its own right. The beginning of 1 

Chronicles 25, for example, states quite clearly that it was David himself who selected the 

seers Asaph, Heman and Jeduthun and their hundreds of offspring--both male and female--to 

be the "trained singers for the Lord." 

 Of course, that David should have been partial to prophetic figures is part of the 

larger tradition connecting him to the institution of prophecy. In 1 Chronicles 22, for 

example, David is portrayed as reporting a prophetic message he received from God to 

Solomon, then just an "untried youth". Indeed, David is depicted just lines before this passage 

as a true forerunner of Elijah whose prophetic status received divine confirmation in 

precisely the same way the Book of Kings, which the Chronicler undoubtedly knew, 

reported regarding Elijah. One has the sense that if the Chronicler refrained from mimicking 

the psalmist's portrayal of David as being drawn from the water in the manner of the baby 

Moses, it was simply because he did not include any birth narrative for David at all. (A later 

psalmist had no such reticence, however, and used precisely the same word to describe David 

being "drawn from mighty waters", as Scripture elsewhere uses of Moses being pulled from 

the river by Pharaoh's daughter.) 

 The Chronicler doesn't hesitate to acclaim David as a bona fide prophet. At 2 

Chronicles 8:14, for example, he specifically calls David "a man of God", a term used scores of 

times throughout Scripture as a technical term denoting a prophet and which he himself uses 

twice to describe Moses. And, in a famous passage at the beginning of the third chapter of 2 

Chronicles, the author actually provides David with the experience of having seen God, an 

event earlier sources recorded as having been experienced by David's son Solomon not once 

but twice, but not by David himself. 

 Of course, the author of Chronicles had firm ground to stand on in describing David 

as a prophet in that tradition, even in his day, had long connected Samuel's anointing of 

David as king of Israel with the latter's simultaneous assumption of the mantle of prophecy: 

"Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him (i.e. David) in the presence of his brothers; 

and the spirit of the Lord came over David from that day on....(1 Samuel 16:13.)" (Why the 

Chronicler omitted this tradition from his own (admittedly truncated) description of David's 

anointing by Samuel at 1 Chronicles 11:3, I cannot say.) 

 Even the version of David's "last words" recorded in 2 Samuel 23 attests to his 

unqualified self-conception as a prophet of Israel: "The spirit of the Lord has spoken through 

me / His word has been on my tongue." Solomon also makes the point that God spoke "with 

His mouth" to his father David, a remark that can only mean that Solomon (or the author of 

his speech) took David to be an actual prophetic figure who received the word of God 

directly rather than through the agency of some other prophetic spokesman. As I've already 

mentioned, the Chronicler goes further than his sources, however, when he notes that God 

actually appeared to David. The earlier sources leave that unsaid, but the Chronicler must 
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have simply, perhaps even inadvertently, assumed that a prophet of David's stature and 

calibre would naturally have had visual as well as auditory experiences of the divine. 

 In short, we can certainly agree with the author who wrote that, for his Biblical 

biographers, David, at least at the end of his life, was above all a prophet. Now, this is hardly 

a modern idea--an old rabbinic tradition preserved in the Talmud teaches that David was 

able to compose all the psalms attributed to him (and perhaps the rest as well) because "the 

Shekhinah--the spirit of God on earth--came over him, whereupon he wrote the songs." 

Later, Saadia Gaon, the tenth century (C.E.) rabbi revered (among other things) as the father 

of Jewish philosophy, slightly altered the Talmudic tradition to the effect that David was the 

editor of the Psalter when he wrote that "the entire psalter is prophecy that David 

prophesied." And Saadia wasn't alone. Two centuries later, Abraham Ibn Ezra wrote that he 

too believed the entire Psalter to have been written under the influence of the Holy Spirit, 

which is to say, as a work of prophecy rather than of literary creativity. Judging from his 

comments to Psalm 48:10, Rashi also seems to have taken at least some of the psalmists to 

have been prophets as well. 

 

 In light of all the material assembled above, it seems reasonable to assert that the 

author of Chronicles, who lived during the period of the Second Temple and who obviously 

had a great deal of presumably inner knowledge of its workings and procedures and who 

knew the Psalter (or some earlier form of it) as the hymnal of the Levitical singers of that 

Temple, felt it reasonable to portray the authors of the psalms, both the major and even most 

of the minor figures to whom the various poems in the Psalter are attributed, as prophetic 

figures because he took the Levitical Temple singers of his day as the latter-day proponents 

of the kind of spirituality he connected (rightly or wrongly) with the pre-exilic prophets. 

 Indeed, the Chronicler seems to have felt so certain that the Levites of his own day 

were the spiritual descendants of the prophets of the First Temple period, that he either 

intentionally or inadvertently fixed the text of 2 Kings 23:2 ("And the king went up to the 

Temple along with all the men of Judah and all the inhabitants of Jerusalem and the priests 

and the prophets and the entire people from young to old....") to read that the king went up 

to the Temple in the company of the priests and Levites, almost as though he considered 

Levite to be the contemporary word for prophet. 

 There are some interesting conclusions I'd like to draw from all of this, but first I 

think it might be necessary to introduce some of the pre-exilic prophets in their own setting. 

They were an odd lot, you see, these prophets of old....  
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A Different Man 

 

 

 An odd lot, indeed. Scholars--not to mention Sunday School teachers--have 

traditionally broken them down into two major subgroups: the wandering mystics to whom 

reference is repeatedly made in the Books of Samuel and the Books of Kings and the great 

literary figures whose recorded speeches make up the central section of the Hebrew Bible, 

individuals whose names--Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the like--have become 

household words in the West. But that distinction is more in the beholder's eye than 

anywhere within the Scriptural text and corresponds more precisely to the way Western 

readers have wished to think about religion than to anything Scripture actually says about 

the prophets of ancient Israel. 

 Indeed, the fact that the words and oracles of the anonymous peripatetics went (for 

the most part) unrecorded for future generations while the great speeches of the literary 

prophets are preserved in the longer or shorter books that bear their famous names is 

testimony to nothing more profound than the vagaries of literary history--and certainly has 

nothing to do with the quality of the actual experience of communion with the divine that 

yielded both the oracles of the wanderers and the grand orations of their more famous 

colleagues. If the nuts and bolts of the prophetic process are absent (for the most part) in the 

works of the literary prophets, then it seems more cogent to ask why that might be than to 

assume that their silence means that there was no process at all behind their visions and 

ecstatic encounters with their supremely communicative God. 

 Far less well known than the Isaiahs and Jeremiahs, however, are the roving bands of 

wandering prophets we find mentioned in so many stories about daily life in ancient Israel. 

We first encounter them on the day Saul ben Kish was anointed king of Israel. Samuel is 

anxious to conclude his remarks to Saul with a series of simple, highly effective signs that 

would serve to validate his right to anoint anyone king, so he pulls a prophetic rabbit out of 

his hat and tells Saul precisely whom he will meet along the road in the course of the coming 

day. First, he's going to cross paths with two men near the Tomb of Rachel and those men 

will tell him about the lost sheep he had left home to search for in the first place. Then, at a 

place called Alon Tabor, he's going to run into three pilgrims on their way to Bethel--and 

Samuel knows what packages they are going to have in their hands and how much of the 

contents of which of them they will offer to Saul as a gift to a fellow traveller. 

 And then, at a place called Givat Ha'elohim, Saul is going to encounter a band of 

prophets playing lyres, flutes, harps and drums and speaking words of ecstatic prophecy as 

they make their slow progress down from the high place where they will have just 

concluded their ritual worship. But meeting up with them is only the beginning. "The spirit 

of God will then come over you as well," Samuel tells the young Saul, "and you shall become 
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a prophet (or "behave like a prophet" or "utter ecstatic oracles like a prophet"; Hebrew: 

mitnabb' ) with them and you shall become a different man." 

 It all happens just as Samuel says it will. Scripture doesn't bother to record the details 

of Saul's encounters at Rachel's Tomb or Alon Tabor, but when he gets to Givat Ha'elohim, 

the text becomes precise: Saul sees the band of prophets coming towards him, the spirit of 

God comes over him and he prophesies in their midst, just as Samuel predicted he would. 

Unfortunately, the story stops more or less there with the locals being amazed that Saul has 

apparently given up his putative career as a young gentleman to become an ecstatic prophet 

and with Saul, now (presumably) the "different man" Samuel said he was going to become, 

making his way to the shrine in which the prophets had been worshipping just before he had 

encountered them. 

 What kind of place was this bamah, this shrine? What went on there? The severely 

deuteronomized author of the Book of Samuel no doubt loathed even having to admit that a 

man of Samuel's stature could conceivably have spoken of prophets who hung out at a local 

high-place (for such is the literal meaning of bamah) without pausing to express his disgust, 

but the story merely reports the detail without approving or disapproving of its various 

implications and ramifications. What manner of persons were these prophets? Were they all 

men or were there women in their ranks? Were they all deeply pious? For that matter, were 

they all the same thing--or were there gradations and subsects within the prophetic 

movement, distinctions lost in the blur of centuries that separate us from them? 

 We encounter this caste of professional prophets--one could almost call it a guild--

many times in Scripture and almost each reference offers us some new detail about them. 

Sometimes, as in the story above, they are portrayed as wanderers, but they are depicted in 

other passages as belonging to specific places. Moreover, they are often presented as 

possessing special knowledge of the future (that is, of the will of God), knowledge the reader 

can only assume came specifically from their experience of the divine--even if Scripture does 

do its careful best to mask the precise nature of those instances of spiritual communion. 

Thus, Scripture freely states that it was the ben  hannevi'im--the circle of local prophets--in 

both Jericho and Bethel that informed Elisha ben Shaphat of the imminent death of Elijah, 

Elisha's master. But of the way in which they learnt of Elijah's impending demise, Scripture 

is maddeningly silent. 

 At least some of the prophets of old Israel lived in disciple circles grouped around a 

spiritual master-- Scripture is particularly informative about the ben  hannevi'im who were 

disciples of Elisha's--but others were clearly attached to the royal house and had, at least in a 

formal sense, the king of the land as their master. 

 As far as the issue of gender goes, Scriptural passages specifically relating to the 

prophets as members of fixed or wandering groups do not make reference to female prophets. 

On the other hand, Scripture mentions the names of several women prophets in other 
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contexts and nowhere is there any specific assertion that these groups were exclusively male. 

Finally, a wonderful story in the Book of Kings (that, among other things, bears remarkable 

resemblance to the story the rabbis were to tell centuries later about the miracle of 

Chanukah) makes it clear that these prophets married and became the parents of children. 

(For what it's worth, we know that many of the named, literary prophets of Israelite 

antiquity also married. Indeed, the divine command to Jeremiah not to marry in Jerusalem 

on the eve of its destruction makes it clear that, under happier circumstances, he would have 

otherwise been permitted, possibly even expected, to take a wife. 

 Equally as frustrating as trying to understand much about the nature of ecstatic 

prophecy in ancient Israel by tracing the history of the prophetic caste is trying to do so by 

analyzing Scriptural references to the divine spirit which seized the young King Saul and 

made of him "a different man". Scripture starts off promisingly with the story of Saul 

assuming the charism of prophecy on the very day of his investiture as king of Israel--just as 

it would eventually say of David as well--then stops short and starts to use the phrase "spirit 

of God" as a mere synonym for charisma or even mental wellbeing, precisely as it is used 

elsewhere in the Biblical text regarding Samson, Jephthah and other ancient non-prophetic 

personalities. 

 On the other hand, there is something tantalizing about the way this same spirit of 

God is described when it comes over bona fide prophets. Obadiah, the steward of King 

Ahab's palace and great friend of the royal prophets, seemed to think this divine spirit could 

transport the prophet over great distances; indeed, the prophets of Jericho themselves are 

heard to speak to Elisha in such a way that we can reasonably conclude that they thought 

that someone truly possessed of the spirit could fly. And then there's the detail given in the 

Book of Kings to the effect that Elijah, once possessed of the spirit of God, could outrun a 

horse-drawn chariot. 

 There is even something provocative about the language Scripture uses to describe the 

way in which the divine spirit comes over a prophet. It doesn't just awaken within him. It 

fills him with strength. It overwhelms him. It falls on him. It comes mightily upon him. It 

envelops him like a garment. It descends upon him and then rests on him like the fog of God 

rested on Sinai when the entire people heard His voice--that is, when for one exquisite 

moment the entire nation became, not a nation of priests after all, but one of prophets. 

 But even if Scripture is vague about the spiritual activities of the prophetic caste, it 

does make it clear that there was something magical--and compulsory, if not quite 

compulsive--about the ecstatic experience. One story especially interesting in this regard has 

to do with David's escape from Saul, now almost wholly mad and seized with paranoid (but 

not entirely unjustified) loathing of the man he sees as his own son's greatest rival for the 

throne of Israel. David escapes to Ramah, where he finds Samuel, and together the two of 
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them go to a place called Naioth. Saul hears where they are and sends messengers to seize 

David. 

 The messengers come to Naioth and find the prophets in the throes of ecstatic 

experience with Samuel at their head and they--the messengers sent to arrest David--begin 

to prophesy as well. Then, "when Saul was told about this, he sent other messengers, but 
they too spoke in ecstasy. Saul sent a third group of messengers, but they also spoke in 
ecstasy. So he himself went to Ramah. When he came to the great cistern at Secu, he asked 
"Where are Samuel and David?" and was told that they were at Naioth in Ramah. He was on 
his way there, to Naioth in Ramah, when the spirit of God came upon him too; and he 
walked on, speaking in ecstasy, until he reached Naioth in Ramah. Then he too stripped off 
his clothes and he too spoke in ecstasy before Samuel; and he lay naked all that day and all 
night...." 
 Does the word "too" mean that the prophetic experience was generally undertaken in 

the nude? Does the reference to Saul lying on the ground mean that the essence of the 

prophetic experience was achieved in a self-induced trance-state that left the body 

immobilized for as long as it lasted? It seems reasonable to imagine that this was indeed the 

case, at least occasionally, but other Biblical passages suggest that the peak experience was 

one of waking communion with the divine. (Scripture does preserve at least one text that 

refers to Levites, at least under some unspecified circumstances, as being unable to recognize 

their own parents, children or siblings!) Perhaps different individuals experienced prophecy 

in different ways....some awake, some asleep, some entranced, some wholly aware, some 

with their clothes on and others with them off. 

 But I fear we may have wandered a bit too far afield of my original question, to which 

I now return with a new formulation: is there evidence, I now wish to ask, that the pre-exilic 

prophets of Israel pioneered a kind of experiential, mystic communion with God that 

involved sensual contact with God of the kind promised in the Psalter as the ultimate reward 

for the pious? That, more than anything else, is the crux of the matter I wish to consider....  
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Seeing God 

 

 

 The earliest extra-Pentateuchal historical personality we hear declaring unequivocally 

that he saw the God of Israel is Michaihu ben Yimlah, a little known prophet who was a 

contemporary of Elijah's. 

 In the only story that features him, this Michaihu is portrayed as the mediator in a 

dispute between King Ahab of the northern kingdom of Israel and King Jehoshaphat of Judah 

in the south. The former is trying to enlist the aid of the latter in a proposed war against the 

king of Aram over the city of Ramot Gilead which the king of Aram had previously seized 

from Ahab. The prudent Jehoshaphat, however, is not interested in taking any chances--he 

agrees to participate in the campaign, but asks for an oracle of confirmation just to make sure 

that his decision was the right one. 

 King Ahab, it turns out, has a palace full of prophets--four hundred or so--and so he 

puts the question to them. His question is simple enough--"Shall I go up against Ramot 

Gilead or shall I desist?"--and their answer is immediate and to the point: "Go against it, for 

God shall deliver it into the hand of the king." 

 Perhaps it's the odd immediacy of the response, or perhaps it's the uncanny 

unanimity of all four hundred prophets speaking with one voice, but for whatever reason, 

Jehoshaphat requires a second opinion and asks if there might be another prophet present 

through whom the oracle might be confirmed. Reluctantly ("for I loathe him because he only 

forecasts doom for me..."), Ahab produces Michaihu ben Yimlah who, to Ahab's surprise, 

offers a prophecy no less encouraging than the other prophets. Now the Biblical text shows 

some keen insight into human nature: just as Jehoshaphat hadn't been able to accept the 

word of the four hundred at face value, so now is Ahab unable to accept the prophecy of 

Michaihu. 

 At this point, we follow the narrative more closely: 

 And the king said to him (i.e. to Michaihu), "How many times do I have to adjure you 
to speak only truth to me in the name of the Lord?" And he replied, "I see Israel scattered on 
the mountains like so many sheep without a shepherd. The Lord said, `They have no 
masters; let each man return to his home in peace.'" The King of Israel then said to 
Jehoshaphat, "Did I not say to you that he would not prophesy good for me, but rather evil?" 
He (Michaihu) then said, "Therefore hear the word of the Lord. I have seen the Lord seated 
on His throne and the entire heavenly host stood in attendance, some to the right and some 
to the left." 
 The story goes on to explain that Michaihu learned in heaven that the prophetic spirit 

stimulating the four hundred was a false one sent by God Himself to fool King Ahab. The 
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exquisite irony is that Ahab, finally presented with the truth, ignores it, goes up against 

Ramot Gilead anyway and is killed. 

 In some ways, this is a typical story of ancient Israel, but what sets it apart is that 

Michaihu is the first historically datable individual we hear saying aloud that he saw the God 

of Israel. The word the text uses for "to see" is the stark, uncompromising Hebrew ra'iti, 
unambiguous, defiant and utterly frank. The word used of the Lord is the ineffable, personal 

name of God, leaving no room for misunderstanding or confusion. As I'll discuss in detail 

below, Scripture says that God stood before the boy Samuel and appeared to David and 

Solomon generations earlier--but, for what it's worth, neither Samuel, David nor Solomon is 

cited as saying either openly or unambiguously that he saw God and Michaihu is. 

 This Michaihu, about whom nothing else of any importance is known, had many 

successors, although there is no particular reason to assume that he himself was the 

originator of the school of prophetic endeavor that centered on the experience of visual 

communion with God. Just to the contrary--the impression given by Scripture is that he was 

not a figure of special importance, simply one prophet among many working at the court of 

Ahab. 

 In passages set in the middle of the eighth century B.C.E., for example, we read of 

similar experiences that befell both Amos and Isaiah, the latter precisely in the context of his 

inaugural prophetic vision. There, the imagery is even richer, as the author describes the 

panoply of celestial beings that surround the divine throne as well as the divine image seated 

upon it. 

 Why these visual images were cultivated is a question that cannot be answered with 

satisfaction over the long centuries that divide us from these ancient people. Certainly, the 

notion of a visual experience of God must have had an edge of practicality over a merely 

auditory one because of the question of initiative: just as we can more easily control who 

may hear us than who may see us, so do we get the impression that God speaks to His 

prophets when He wishes--but that the prophet who achieves visual communion with God 

bears some higher level of responsibility for having provoked the experience. On the other 

hand, the psalms are filled with hymns designed to provoke or trigger divine speech as well 

as the experience of seeing God--so perhaps the analogy to human relationships is less apt 

than one would ordinarily think. Also, there is the added intimacy of the visual experience 

to consider--even today, seeing, not hearing, is believing. I suppose that whether a prophet 

had visual or aural prophetic experiences must have depended to a great extent on whether 

his own prior conception of God could allow for such an experience, with those prophets 

who lived and worked within the Biblical tradition of an anthropomorphic Deity able to 

cultivate visual experiences of the godhead and those who continued the equally hoary 

tradition of conceiving of God solely as an invisible Deity able to experience only the kind of 
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experiences that corresponded to their notion of an intelligent and communicative but 

ultimately formless God who could be heard but never seen. 

 What inner reasons would have brought one prophet to conceive of God in one way 

and another in the other way is no doubt a deeply personal matter: we can only hypothesize 

as to the many factors that must have gone into the determination of such a profound aspect 

of an individual's perceptive nature, much in the same way any modern's conception of God 

is rooted in a multitude of factors, only some of which have anything direct or obvious to do 

with that person's religious life or beliefs. 

 The point is that those prophets who believed that God manifests Himself in an 

anthropomorphic shape to His human devotees cultivated the visual experience, while those 

who believed in an amorphic godhead chose to cultivate auditory, intellectual communion 

with God. But Michaihu, Amos and Isaiah were only the beginning.... 

 In a class all by themselves are the visions of the prophet Ezekiel ben Buzi. As a 

Temple priest banished to Babylon with the first wave of exile during the first decade of the 

sixth century, Ezekiel was no doubt well-schooled in the varieties of prophetic experience. 

His description of his experiences on the River Kebar are, perhaps, the most famous part of 

his entire prophetic oeuvre, but of that long passage, the most relevant verses are the ones 

that conclude the first chapter of the prophet's book. Ezekiel describes an extraordinary 

vision, one of surpassing strangeness and beauty, which is crowned with a vision of God 

Himself. First he describes the weird animals that support the divine throne, then he turns to 

that which he saw over their heads: 

 Above the expanse over their heads was the semblance of a throne, in appearance like 
sapphire; and on top, upon this semblance of a throne, there was the semblance of a human 
form. From what appeared as his loins up, I saw a gleam as of amber--what looked like a fire 
encased in a frame--and from what appeared as his loins down, I saw what looked like fire. 
There was a radiance all about him. Like the appearance of the bow which shines in the 
clouds on a day of rain, such was the appearance of the surrounding radiance. That was the 
appearance of the semblance of the Glory of the Lord. When I beheld it, I flung myself down 
on my face. And I heard the voice of someone speaking... 
 Despite the artful dodges around saying precisely that he saw what he more or less 

frankly admits to his readers that he did see, the fact seems undeniable that Ezekiel had an 

experience similar in nature and result to that which Michaihu and Isaiah experienced before 

him. And it wasn't only in the context of that first prophetic experience that Ezekiel 

managed to see what he called the Glory of God. He saw it again in a vision in which he saw 

the presence of God clearing out of the Temple just before its destruction by the hordes of 

Babylon and then again in a vision of the future restoration of the Holy City in which he saw 

the divine presence--he specifically notes that this was precisely the same image as the one 

he saw on the banks on the Kebar--returning to the sacred mountain. 



 

 

19 

 The entire Biblical age was an age of prophecy, from the very beginning until the 

very end. By common consensus, the last book of the Hebrew Bible to have been composed 

was the Book of Daniel--or at least its final chapters--which makes unmistakable if obscure 

reference to a variety of incidents that took place in the first quarter of the second century 

B.C.E. in pre-Maccabean and Maccabean Palestine. Yet even in the final throes of Biblical 

creativity, we read of experiences that the author of Daniel had which put him directly in 

the line of visual prophets stretching from the early days of the split monarchy into the very 

latest days of the Biblical age. True, Daniel's Ancient of Days, seated on his throne of fire 

with His snowy white robe and hair like lamb's wool, is not precisely the same godhead 

described by Ezekiel and the others. Still, the point is not that God changes outfits every 

couple of centuries, but simply that different individuals perceive God in very different 

ways.... 
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And Hearing His Voice 

 

 

 Contemporary with Michaihu, but cut from very different cloth, was Ahab's great 

protagonist, Elijah. Freely described as the leader of the prophetic movement in his 

generation, Elijah is depicted as a strange package of things--part wonder worker, part 

prognosticator, part divine spokesperson and part priest. There are many stories and story 

fragments I could present to you, but one specific story--one of the two most famous of them 

all, as it happens--seems especially relevant for me to analyze at this juncture. 

 This particular story begins with Elijah, terrified by Queen Jezebel's threat to kill him, 

fleeing to the south and stopping about a day's journey beyond Beersheba. There, an angel 

comes to him with some flat cakes and a pitcher of water, urging him to continue his journey 

once he takes some sustenance. He does continue and finally arrives at Mount Sinai, where 

he tarries just like Moses for forty days and nights. He sets up temporary residence in a cave, 

but he doesn't forget the reason he fled in the first place and when the word of God comes to 

him, asking, "Why are you here, Elijah?", Elijah answers a bit dramatically that he is the only 

one of God's prophets left alive and that he is there for the express purpose of saving his own 

life before Jezebel's henchmen get to him too. "Come out," God calls to him as He fades back 

into the third person within the context of His own narrative, "and stand on the mountain 

before the Lord." 

 Just as Moses was allowed (at least according to one story) to experience the passing of 

God while standing on (or rather, within) a rock, so was Elijah able to experience God while 

standing on a mountain crag. "And lo, the Lord passed by," the text begins. "There was a 
great and mighty wind, splitting mountains and shattering rocks by the power of the Lord, 
but the Lord was not in the wind. After the wind--an earthquake, but the Lord was not in 
the earthquake. After the earthquake--fire, but the Lord was not in the fire. And after the 
fire--a voice of thin silence." 

 This was the height of Elijah's experience, for the thin silence was the voice of God. 

What the sound of silence is seems obvious--it can only be the voice you hear within, the 

voice within your mind or within your consciousness, the voice you hear through the 

intellect rather than through your ears. I think the Bible is telling us that Elijah experienced 

the presence of God intellectually or perhaps aurally (if that is the right word to describe the 

experience of hearing silence), but certainly not visually. 

 Indeed, in a certain sense, Elijah stands as a giant within the long line of prophets 

who heard but did not see. Now it's hardly coincidental, I think, that the vast majority of 

prophets whose words are preserved within Scripture spoke or wrote exclusively of what 

they heard God say rather than of their experiences gazing on Him. Of course, aural 

experience is far more informational in nature than its visual counterpart and so lends itself 
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more readily to one particular aspect of the prophetic calling, but it is also worth 

remembering that it is we who have allowed ourselves to determine which aspect of the 

spirituality of the ancient prophets constituted the "real" part of their work and which part 

was its ancillary, less important aspect. 

 In other words, the fact that all the literary prophets of Israel heard the voice of God 

and that many of them heard exclusively has led us to conclude that hearing must have been 

at the centre of the prophetic experience despite the fact that we have no real basis for 

thinking that other than our own presuppositions about religion and the role God tends to 

play in the lives of human beings. 

 Perhaps it is the fact that the experience of hearing God is generally understood to be 

involuntary (in that God speaks to whom He wishes when He wishes about whatever He 

wishes), while the visual experience is generally assumed to be sought by the one doing the 

seeing discouraged the prophets of Israel from describing their visual experiences of God in 

detail. (Ezekiel's elaborate explanation of how the vision of God was thrust upon him 

unawares almost seems too strongly stated and could well be the exception that proves the 

rule.) At any rate, some prophets came out and said that their God could not be seen, as for 

instance the prophet whose exclamation, "To whom can one compare God; what shape could 

one ascribe to Him?" is preserved in the Book of Isaiah. Others, we can only assume, felt the 

same way and found their stance so self-evident as to make it unnecessary to say so formally. 

 In the end, prophecy has to do with the experience of intense and intimate 

communion with God. Some prophets interpreted that intimacy visually, while others 

(bound, perhaps, by prior beliefs and dogmas) interpreted that same experience aurally. 

Having had the experience once, I suppose it must have been natural to cultivate it a second 

and third time within the same sensual framework in which a given prophet had already 

lived through it. Thus grew up different kinds of prophets...but the experiences of 

communion with God that rest behind and beyond and beneath both--at least when divested 

of the interpretations they are forced to acquire when we insist on focusing them through 

the prism of human sensory perception--must have been quite the same. 

 And so there appear to have been two schools of prophecy in ancient times, one 

which promised visual communion with God and one which taught that the best a terrestrial 

could hope for was hearing His voice. Even calling them separate schools is probably 

misleading, however. They were different in style and in experiential texture, to be sure. But 

the difference between them was, in the end, one of style more than of substance. At any 

rate, both were bona fide prophetic stances which are reflected both in the books of the 

prophets and in the untitled five-part work we call the Psalms. More to the point, they are 

both valid, both ancient, both totally and historically authentic. And both are as equally 

feasible--at least in theory--today as they were back when such things were deemed the 

ordinary stuff of religion, not its exotic shadow...and certainly not its demented twin.  
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What We Could Have Been 

 

 

 How did the ancients learn to see God? King Uzziah, David's great-great-great-great-

great-great-great-great grandson, seems to have taken lessons from a certain Zachariah in 

how to do just that and the Chronicler reports that God so enjoyed the experience, 

presumably the experience of being seen by the king, that he granted him special prosperity 

as a result. Unfortunately, however, the authors of the various psalms leave their techniques, 

at least for the most part, as undisclosed as the methods of the king's mystic tutor were left 

unreported by the Chronicler. But among the many texts within the Psalter that speak of 

seeking God (many of which express the idea with the same verb used by the Chronicler to 

denote Uzziah's successful quest for visual communion with God), there are more than a few 

that offer some tantalizing suggestions regarding the road at least some ancients travelled to 

that august end. 

 The twenty-seventh psalm, for example, suggests that the act of seeking God took 

place within the precincts of the Temple itself. The twenty-second psalm adds the possibility 

that the experience was at least sometimes cultivated in the context of a sacred meal of some 

sort. Other texts add other possible aspects of the experience. In turn, the sixty-ninth and 

seventieth psalms confirm what the larger context of the Psalter suggested all along: that the 

experience was cultivated in the context of hymn singing or chanting and of the search for 

intense feelings of inner joy. 

 Other passages are more obscure. Does the reference to Jacob in the twenty-fourth 

psalm tell us, for example, that Jacob was the patriarch deemed to be the father of the mystic 

quest for visual communion with God? It would make sense given his experiences at Peniel, 

a place specifically named by Jacob in honour of his having had precisely that experience in 

that specific place. (Peniel, at any rate, does indeed mean "face of God" and Jacob, father of 

Levi, would have made the ideal eponymous ancestor of subsequent generations of Levitical 

mystic seekers.) The context in the Psalter, however, is not sufficiently fleshed out to permit 

any conclusive thoughts on the matter, although I wonder if there isn't some sort of 

corroboration of the idea in the slightly obscure rabbinic tradition that tries to whittle down 

the number of psalms in the Psalter from 150 to 147, the precise number Scripture gives as 

the number of years of Jacob's life. (The context makes this connection clear, thereby making 

it at least possible that the tradition is based on its author's wish to come up with that 

number rather than his conviction that there actually were 147 poems in the book. But what 

if there really were 147 poems in the original work? Could its editor have been inspired by 

the degree to which Jacob was revered in his, the editor's, own circles as the father of their 

particular brand of mystic spirituality?) 
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 Was there a messianic element to the larger undertaking, as the tenth verse of the 

eighty-fourth psalm might suggest, or merely a royal one? And even if the original author's 

intent was to connect the search for a vision of God with the experience of gazing on the 

king, then how did the Levites in the post-exilic, kingless period understand that concept to 

apply to their own mystic endeavours? 

 Are all the references in the Psalter to the face of God somehow connected with this 

Levitical mysticism of the post-exilic age? Surely, for example, one can read the reference to 

God's face at the end of the ninth psalm without recourse to anything but the literal (i.e. 

non-mystical) meaning of the text. In a similar category are the references to the theme of 

hastarat panim ("the hiding of the [divine] face") in many different psalms: can these not be 

taken simply as references to the withdrawal of divine intervention in the world as a 

punishment for human intransigence and sinfulness? On the other hand, other references to 

the divine face seem to require interpretation as part of the larger complex of ideas 

surrounding the search for visual communion with God. The regular references to the light 

of the divine face, for example, suggest that the actual peak experience of gazing on the Deity 

was somehow accomplished in a burst of some sort of intense light, but whether that light 

was focused from without or generated from within cannot be easily deduced from the texts 

as they have come down to us. 

 What kind of experience lies just behind the reference in the twenty-first verse of the 

thirty-first psalm to the yer 'im ("the God-fearers") being hidden within the secret folds of 

the divine face? To the references elsewhere to the yesharim ("the righteous") dwelling (the 

Hebrew could also mean simply sitting) with the divine face? To the psalmist rising at 

midnight to supplicate before the divine face? To people called "servants of God" gathering 

together in the Temple court at midnight? 

 And what did the proponents of this mystical experience call themselves? Seers? 

Prophets? The Humble Ones? The Seekers of God? The Seekers of the Divine Face? The 

Upright? The Pious? The God-Fearers? The Righteous? The Servants of God? All these names 

can be reasonably proposed and buttressed by different verses from the Book of Psalms. But 

which of them is correct--or if some of them are or if they all are--is not something the 

textual evidence allows us to say with certainty. 

 Furthermore, what are the wider implications of the fact that not all the psalms refer 

to this kind of mystic communion? Are we to conclude that not all the Levites were initiates 

into this particular kind of religious experience? Or perhaps that private conventicles of 

mystics existed within the Temple hierarchy and staff to which some were admitted and 

others excluded? Or would the more logical conclusion simply be that the Levites led 

complex religious lives in the warp and woof of which the quest for visual or auditory 

communion with God was only one aspect among many? Or is the Psalter simply a hymnal 



 

 

24 

that contains poetry rooted in a variety of ancient experiences of God, not all of which were 

features of the spiritual lives of the final editors and redactors of the book? 

 The answers to all of these questions are lost in the past. Even unanswered, however, 

they create a clear sense that the Psalter provided a literary counterpart to the priestly 

spirituality of the Torah, a counterpart rooted instead in the prophetic experience. Indeed, 

there are more than a few passages in the Book of Psalms that refer specifically to their 

authors' prophetic experiences. How else can we interpret the account offered by the author 

of the eighty-ninth psalm, for example, of how the substance of God's ancient oracle to the 

prophet Nathan was confirmed in a prophetic vision (Hebrew: h. azon) revealed to an 

unidentified group of mystics the author calls God's pious--precisely the term used elsewhere 

in the Psalter to refer to the mystic poets themselves? Or, to use an even bolder example, 

how else may we explain the plaintive plea of the author of the fifty-first psalm that God not 

deprive him of the holy spirit--that breath of divine presence we know the ancients believed 

to function at the creative core of the prophetic experience? Or the willingness of the author 

of the poem that appears elsewhere in the Psalter as the second halves of both the sixtieth 

and the 108th psalms to introduce an otherwise unknown divine oracle with the 

unambiguous words, "God spoke (these words) in His sanctuary...."? And then there is the 

repeated use of the Hebrew verb darash to characterize the poets' quest for God, a term that 

dozens of Biblical texts reveal has its roots specifically in the cultivation of communicative 

communion with the divine in the context of prophesy.... 

 But there's another more pointed question resting beneath all this data: since the 

Psalter undoubtedly received its final literary form in the post-exilic period, we may 

certainly wonder what the precise literary relationship between the Torah and the Psalter 

might be. They are, after all, parallel works in a variety of ways: their five-book structure, 

their strange mix of first and third person material, their internally inconsistent editorial 

traits, their unselfconscious presentation of the same material in parallel passages and their 

mixture of priestly and prophetic passages, albeit with very different emphases, all suggest 

that the later work was edited to resemble, at least formally, the earlier. But which was 

which cannot be determined conclusively, I don't think, from the evidence at hand. Does the 

fact that the actual division of the Psalter into five parts appears both artificial and arbitrary 

suggest that it is the later work? Or is that division executed in an entirely cogent way based 

on secrets of literary provenance that history has effectively hidden from us? (And what, we 

may also ask, are we to make of the fact that so many post-exilic works--the Torah, the Book 

of Psalms, the so-called Deuteronomic History, the Chronicler's work (if we follow the 

suggestions of some scholars and consider the first nine chapters to be a book of genealogies 

unto itself and include the books of Ezra and Nehemiah), the collection of short scrolls 

known as megillot, even the books of Proverbs and Daniel--are in five parts as well?  Were 
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all these works consciously created in five parts for some polemical or doctrinal reason we 

now longer understand? Or was there another reason?) 

 For us modern readers, the Psalter is too often marginalized (or dismissed entirely) as 

a book of old poems printed in the back of the Bible. It is my conviction, however, that a 

profound understanding both of Israelite religion and of Judaism (or rather, Judah-ism) can 

only develop from a clear sense of the precise, subtle differences between the various 

spiritual paths trodden by our spiritual ancestors, one of which paths is clearly the neo-

prophetism of the Psalter. 

  Israel became a kingdom of priests not because it couldn't have become a kingdom of 

prophets, but because that is the way history ended up working out. But the prophets of 

ancient Israel were the forebears of the Jewish people in no less real a way than were the 

priests--and a good deal of what Judaism and Jewish spirituality are today is what they were 

first. Trying to imagine a less priestly, more prophetic (and severely less deuteronomic) 

Judaism is a difficult exercise this long after the fact. Still, the reason we study the books of 

the ancients in the first place is to see what we are by identifying clearly what we could have 

been. In that quest, the Psalms have become my guide.  
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Asleep in the Temple 

 

 

 And so we turn to the question of our own spirituality. I think it's legitimate to ask, 

after all, what all this can eventually have to do with us. Are we doomed by the vicissitudes 

of history to be priests rather than prophets? Must the reward we earn with a lifetime of 

prayer and ritual observance be rain and fertile herds rather than the experience of gazing on 

God or hearing His voice? To put it differently: are we the products of our own past or its 

servants? Or are the records of the past merely there for us to use as foundation stones to 

support whatever kind of spiritual home we can (or rather, dare) build upon them? 

 In every post-Biblical generation, there have been individuals who have dreamt of 

recapturing the prophetic experience of knowing God not merely by reading about Him in 

books, even in sacred ones, but by seeing His face and by hearing His voice. These are the 

men and women whose stories make up the history of Jewish mysticism. 

 For the most part, we claim to revere these individuals as pioneers of Jewish 

spirituality. But the reality is far removed from the worshipful lip-service we serve up when 

formally asked how we feel about their work or their spirituality--and the truth is that we 

are so accustomed to treating the Biblical passages that describe the prophetic experience of 

knowing God as extended metaphors that it seems almost blasphemous to ask if it might not 

be at least as reasonable to take them literally. In the end, it's a confusing set of values we 

espouse: we personally like our deities invisible and silent, but few of us (I think, I hope) 

would be willing to dismiss the authors of the various Biblical accounts that preserve eye-

witness testimony to this kind of religious experience as charlatans or delusional 

schizophrenics in the same way we would do just that (or worse) to someone coming as 

naked as Isaiah to, say, a shopping mall to announce in public (not only) his experience of 

the living God, but the precise message that God bid him bear to the people of his place. 

 Yet, despite the best efforts of countless apologists (of all religious and denominational 

hues and stripes) to argue just to the contrary, there isn't the slightest literary, logical or 

historical reason to dismiss the Biblical accounts of individuals who knew God in a visceral, 

utterly sensual way as poetry or metaphor. And so we are led (slightly) innocently into a 

conundrum of the most maddening insolubility: either denounce (and dismiss and deride and 

degrade) the words of Scripture as the product of overactive imaginations and the 

experiences behind them as hallucination and self-induced (and deeply self-referential and 

self-serving, if not necessarily self-conscious) fantasy--or else accept the possibility of 

knowing God in the sensual way pioneered by the prophets of old as at least theoretically 

plausible. Even in our day. Even by ordinary people whose only qualification for the job is 

the will to know God. 
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 Although the pre-exilic ben  nevi'im--the peripatetic ecstatics and the fixed-location 

disciple circles and the platoons of court prophets and the like--appear to have engaged in 

many different procedures and rituals to induce the trance state in which they could 

experience the sensually perceptible presence of God, the ancients liked to tell how the 

greatness of the truly great among the prophets lay in the fact that they did nothing at all to 

see or hear God, that He chose them and came to them all on His own. This, rather than any 

real distinction of status or experience, is what makes some of the prophets read differently 

than others in our sacred texts. 

 Thus we read that Moses was out mucking around after his father-in-law's sheep 

when he was suddenly drawn to the spot at which God revealed Himself to him, while 

Samuel was asleep in the temple at Shiloh, Jeremiah was a boy wandering about in an almost 

grove, Amos was a lad tending his father's sheep and sycamore trees and Ezekiel was out for 

a stroll by the banks of a river when they had their initial prophetic experiences. It must 

have pleased the humble among the prophets to imagine that the most prominent of them 

earned the right to their fame and prestige precisely by being a breed apart, men (and 

women!) of God not merely by virtue of the success of their own efforts, but by dint of 

divine election. 

 Whether these stories reflected historical reality or were just so many worshipful 

tales told by later generations about their distant forebears, I don't know. But, as I've already 

said, I'm not that interested in surveying the great speeches of the prominent individuals 

whose words form the bulk of the prophetic books of the Bible and trying to guess from their 

form or content what manner of individual those specific prophets were. Instead, my interest 

lies principally in the anonymous nobodies who made up the rank and file of the prophetic 

caste in pre-exilic times and, especially, in the post-exilic Levites who, I believe, stepped into 

their shoes. It is they, not the Isaiahs or the Jeremiahs--at least as they are portrayed in the 

Bible--who hold open the possibility of emulation, even this long after the fact. It is they 

who sought God and found Him and knew Him. And it is they who call to me from their 

ancient graves and ask to be heard. In their own right. And, if by nothing else, than by virtue 

of the success of their spiritual endeavours. 

 I want to analyze some passages from the Psalter that I think shed light on the whole 

neo-prophetic phenomenon in post-exilic Judah, but first it might be instructive to consider 

the story the ancients told about the night Samuel ben Elkanah became a prophet in Israel. 

 It appears to have been widely believed in ancient times that prophecy only really got 

off the ground in the days of King David, who lived sometime around the end of the 

eleventh or the beginning of the tenth centuries B.C.E. 

 Samuel was an older contemporary of David and the story of his investiture as a 

prophet begins with the remark that back in the days of the Shiloh sanctuary (which was 

destroyed in Samuel's day and eventually replaced by the Temple Solomon built in 
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Jerusalem), it was very uncommon to hear God speak because prophecy was not widespread. 

(Indeed, it was not until the time of King Jehoshaphat, David's great-great-great-grandson, 

that Michaihu reported that he actually achieved visual communion with God, so it sounds 

about right for the author to say that in these early stages of the prophetic movement, even 

auditory communion with the divine realm was rarely achieved. This is somehow connected 

to the author's comment only a few chapters later to the effect that even the word "prophet" 

itself wasn't in common use at this time and that Samuel himself was widely known rather as 

a seer, a sort of pre-prophetic figure whose job, presumably among other things, appears to 

have consisted of work on the order of telepathically--if that's the right word--locating other 

people's lost animals.) 

 At any event, Samuel was a kind of apprentice lad to Eli, the chief priest at Shiloh at 

that time and the father of two larcenous, lecherous louts whose reputation did Eli no good 

at all. But Eli was free not to care too much about his sons' criminality (or so he thought--his 

first mistake!) because he had a wonderful, pious disciple in the young Samuel. Indeed, just 

as the Torah would eventually suggest regarding the boy Joshua, Scripture insists that Samuel 

actually spent his nights sleeping in the innermost sanctum of the Shiloh sanctuary "where 

the Ark of God was." And it was in that place late one night that the word of God, rare 

though it may have been in that day, came to the man Scripture would eventually consider 

to be (if not quite formally to name as) the father of Israelite prophecy. 

 The story is a famous one with many parallels among the stories of many nations, but 

there's also something peculiarly Jewish about the tale the way its told in Scripture. God calls 

to Samuel, who replies (like Abraham, Jacob and Moses before him): hin ni, here I am. 

Except that, missing the point entirely, Samuel thinks it's Eli who's called him. Eli suggests 

Samuel must have been dreaming and sends him back to bed. Then the same thing happens a 

second time. And then a third. 

 By this time, Eli has seized the point and when Samuel comes to him that third time 

and says that he heard him--Eli--calling, Eli tells him to go lie down again and wait. If he 

hears himself being called again, Eli advises, Samuel is to say the words "Speak, Lord, for 

your servant is listening." 

 It works like a charm. Samuel goes back to bed, God calls on him a fourth time, 

Samuel responds more or less as Eli had bidden him and God proceeds to speak to him, 

telling him (more than slightly ironically) about the awful way He is planning to annihilate 

the house of Eli because of the wretched behaviour of Eli's villainous sons. (There's a nice 

psychological touch to the story in that Samuel appears willing only to trust his mentor to a 

point and responds to the call with the words "Speak, for your servant is listening" without 

calling on God by name as Eli had specifically told him to. He may have been taking the role 

of the good son in Eli's life, but even Samuel had a little trouble following his master's 

instructions precisely.) 
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 The story is a good one on any level, but there's something else here worth 

considering. The first three times God tries to get Samuel's attention, He merely calls out to 

him. The third time, however, the text makes a point of saying that something else 

happened. "God then came and stood right there," the text says as boldly as it knows how, 

adding that God called out Samuel's name twice this time--I'll return to this point below--

and that this apparently did the trick: the combination of Eli's instructions, the (presumably) 

palpable ambience of divine presence and the repetition of Samuel's name finally made him 

aware of that which had eluded him previously: that he was in the presence of God not 

merely in the theoretical, theological sense, but in the actual, empirical, practical sense as 

well. As Scripture says elsewhere about Saul, Samuel had become another man. 

 Can moderns learn anything from this story about hearing the word of God? Even 

though it's clearly one of those stories about the greats that the ancients no doubt liked to tell 

as a way of buttressing their faith in the efficacy of their own brand of Israelite religion, 

there's also a lot here for the latter-day reader. 

 First of all, the text specifically notes that Samuel hadn't ever heard the voice of God, 

much less seen Him before this day. Yet, he was hardly new to religion: he wasn't only a 

Temple servant among many (even if he appears to have been Eli's private amanuensis), but 

he lived in the Shiloh sanctuary and was awarded what must have been the terrific honour 

of actually being permitted to sleep in the presence of the Ark of God. The picture here is of 

a boy devoted day and night to the worship of God--but who was completely unprepared 

actually to experience the presence of God in his life in an idiosyncratic, private, personal 

way. 

 That aspect of the story hits home especially hard, I think--for of how many of us 

could the same not be said? We spend our lives doing religion rather than worshipping God, 

performing the appropriate rituals at the appropriate, foreordained times, reciting prayers 

other people wrote according to schedules yet other people specified as proper, refusing to 

feel even slightly failed in our spiritual lives because God never commands us personally to 

do anything at all, let alone come to us in the night and call us by name. 

 In other words, we are all Samuel, some of us practically sleeping in our synagogues 

in the shadow of the Arks of the Law that grace their sanctuaries and others of us more 

distant. But when Scripture remarks of Samuel that this all happened "before he knew God", 

it means what it says. He knew the rules. He knew the procedures. He served his master well 

and received, we can only suppose, the appropriate rewards. But he didn't know God 

because, as the verse continues, God had never actually spoken to him directly before. And 

what kind of conversation can you have with someone who isn't speaking back? Really! 

 The text itself speaks volumes, if subtle ones. The first time God calls to Samuel, the 

text merely says that He called out to him without saying precisely what He said. The second 

time, the text relates that God specifically called his name out, "Samuel!" When the text 
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relates how God called to Samuel a third time, it again fails to say precisely what He said, but 

then, the fourth and final time, it says explicitly that He called to him by calling out Samuel's 

name twice "as before", which presumably means that He had called out "Samuel, Samuel" 

the third time as well, since the second time He had only called his name out once. But that 

fourth time, "the Lord came and stood before him".... 

 From this progression, I learn that seeing, ultimately, is believing. And hearing can be 

believing too, but only if one stays tuned in to the station long enough to hear the end of the 

song. When God called Samuel by name, he mistook the voice of God for his master's. But 

when God called him by his name twice, something in his deep recollective consciousness 

was awakened: Samuel was an Ephraimite, as Joshua (who was to Moses as Samuel was to 

Eli) had been before him. Now Ephraim, the son of Joseph, was the grandson of Jacob--and 

Samuel no doubt knew the story of Jacob's life, how God appeared to him "in a night vision" 

at Beersheva as he took his children down to Egypt and called "Jacob, Jacob" to him, and how 

Jacob answered hin ni. In other words, when Samuel was listening with his ears, he missed 

the point entirely. But when he listened with his heart to the atavistic memories buried deep 

within its innermost chambers, he heard a lot more. But it wasn't until God stood before him 

as a physically real, absolutely existent image before his eyes (as Radak paraphrases our text) 

that he truly knew the God he had previously served but not really known at all. 

 Finally, Scripture makes a special point of mentioning that Eli was a very old man 

when this story takes place, a man whose eyes had already begun to dim and who could 

therefore hardly see. He was a lot of things this Eli, a judge (who judged Israel for forty 

years) and a priest--but he is nowhere called a prophet and, indeed, Scripture introduces the 

story of Samuel's prophetic initiation by saying outright words I have already cited: "In those 

days, the word of God was exceedingly rare and prophetic vision not at all widespread." 

 Yet, rare though it was to hear or see God, Eli, ninety-eight years old and mostly 

blind, didn't need much to realize that it was God who was calling out to Samuel, a fact that 

not only eluded Samuel himself, but which he, Samuel, continued to resist until the proof 

was overwhelming and his rationalist defences simply caved in under the weight of 

experiential evidence too profound to be fobbed off with mere intellectual theorizing about 

the likelihood or reasonableness of having the experience he was actually having at that very 

moment. 

 Eli himself had a sorry fate, but his life of service and worship paid off in the end. 

And so our story finishes off with poor, ancient, blind Eli somehow able to perceive God's 

voice--or at least its distant echo--when it came to his disciple. Would any of us be satisfied 

to devote a century to worship in exchange for an echo? The older I get, the more reasonable 

it sounds....  
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Kein Baqqodesh Ḥazitikhah 

 

 

 There are always two ways. 

 Judaism--the modern religion of the Jewish people--is the result of a careful blending 

of post-exilic efforts to recapture what those ancients considered to be the even more ancient 

spirituality of Israel long after the institutions that provided that antique faith with its frame 

and substance were either defunct entirely or else (dramatically or slightly) transformed by 

the same catalysts that still transform society in our own day: the alienation that derives 

from exile, the rage that results from political impotence, and the profound dismay that 

comes about as a function of sudden, unanticipated contact with ancillary civilizations no 

less sure of the legitimacy, power and authenticity of their own gods than one's own people 

were when they were supreme masters in their own house. 

 The fifteen or so decades between the arrival of Ezra the Scribe in Jerusalem at the 

beginning of the fourth century and the translation of the Torah into Greek sometime 

around the middle of the third century saw the production of the book we call Torah as an 

effort to transform the private spirituality of the Jerusalem priesthood into a public blend of 

ritual and dogma that could satisfy the spiritual yearnings of a people no longer willing 

simply to sponsor the religion of the priesthood by paying for it or showing up now and then 

in the course of the year to look at it. 

 As I have explained above, this same post-exilic Jewish world also produced another 

book, Tehillim, the Book of Psalms--a collection of old and new songs that reflected a 

different kind of ancient spirituality, that of the prophet rather than the priest. There's no 

question that many of the songs in the book were thought of as ancient even then--but the 

question is not so much how old any individual poem among the psalms is, but why the 

people who put together this particular hymnal found this particular gross of songs to be 

reasonable and proper hymns to include in their hymnal. Individual psalms may come from 

older, pre-exilic times, but the Psalter itself is a post-exilic work. Of that, there can be no 

serious doubt at all. And its compilers--if not necessarily the authors of every single one of its 

constituent poems--were the Levites of the post-exilic world who served in the Jerusalem 

Temple under the authority of the priests. 

 How did the groups that produced these two works view each other? It's hard to say, 

but, as I've already mentioned, the evidence suggests that there wasn't too much love lost 

between them. The Torah, for its part, stakes out its position in fairly bald terms as God is 

heard (or rather, overheard) to say that He has specifically taken the Levites (hithertofore 

just one among twelve different tribes) and given them over as sanctuary slaves (if such be 

the correct translation of the Hebrew netunim) to the priests. Given that kind of no-

nonsense hostility, the Torah's famous story of the rebellion of Korach, which basically tells 



 

 

32 

in detail how God had no choice but to execute those renegade Levites who dared challenge 

the authority of the Aaronide priesthood, makes perfect sense. (And the fact that eleven 

psalms were later attributed, perhaps slightly defiantly, to the "sons of Korach" only shows 

the circle closing even more tightly. Had the Levites expressed their spirituality through 

story rather than through song, the tale of Korach's rebellion would have presumably come 

out quite a bit differently!) 

 On the other hand, the Psalter refers to the priesthood only here and there, mostly 

either to nod to their suffering at the fall of Jerusalem, to predict (rather snidely, I think) that 

they will finally (or rather, probably) get to know God up close in messianic times and, 

possibly, to damn with the faintest of praise by noting that the priests had nice, well-oiled 

beards. Far more to the point, the themes of persecution and public ridicule are major themes 

in the Psalter, themes that recur over and over in almost countless passages and which are 

expressed, I think, in language redolent of the kind of despair that comes from rejection at 

the hands of people one wants to be able to trust and for whose acceptance one ardently 

wishes--but from whom one knows better than to expect anything more than grief and 

ridicule. 

 The hymns of the Psalter are the stuff of the neo-prophetic communion with God 

pursued by at least some groups within Levitical circles during the early Second Temple 

period. That's why they're they're in the Psalter in the first place, after all--because the 

Levitical editors of the book deemed these poems and not others to mirror their own intense 

spirituality. We can read them as great poetry, certainly, but we can also mine them for 

information about the search for experiential knowledge of God in what was perhaps the 

most formative period of Jewish spiritual history. There are always two ways, you see. 

 The sixty-third psalm is a good example and it is with this particular poem that we 

begin. The author is deep into the fantasy that his own spiritual search for sensual 

communion with God is made legitimate not merely (that is, after the fact) by the success he 

has experienced, but by the fact that his efforts were pioneered by no less unimpeachably 

legitimate a historical personality than David, King of Israel, himself. 

 The poet begins by imagining (himself as) David in the wilderness. (The poem begins 

with the words "A psalm of David when he was in the wilderness of Judah", but whether that 

superscription is part of the original poem or simply the first of many subsequent attempts to 

determine the specific incident in David's life that prompted its composition, I don't know.) 

At any rate, the commentators fill in the details, all of which seem right to me: that the 

specific scene being conjured up is the one in which David is in the Wilderness of Ziph 

fleeing from Saul as he tried to make his way to Kiryat Yearim, where the Ark of God was 

stored after the destruction of the sanctuary at Shiloh. Whether or not this was what the 

actual author of the poem had in mind as he wrote his psalm is ultimately irrelevant here, by 

the way. What I want to wonder about is how the Levites who actually used this psalm as 
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part of their spiritual regimen of song understood it. And it's into that question, I think, that 

the traditional commentators can provide deep insight. 

 At any rate, the story of David in the Wilderness of Ziph is told twice in the Bible, 

once in the twenty-third and twenty-fourth chapters of the First Book of Samuel and then 

again in the twenty-sixth chapter. Some of the details are different, but the story itself is 

basically the same in both places and it seems likely both versions are simply different 

accounts of the same incident. Saul is king of Israel, but he has already been told by his 

mentor Samuel that God has rejected his claim to kingship and "given it to one worthier than 

he." And it isn't only the slow process by means of which the throne is to be taken from his 

house that has begun either: Saul's personal descent into madness has also commenced, 

crystallized for the latter-day reader in Saul's (not entirely unjustified) paranoia regarding 

David and his place in the royal scheme of things. 

 In both versions of the story, David stops being the pursued, hunted party and turns, 

somehow, into the pursuer. 

 The second story takes place precisely in the Wilderness of Ziph, but in the first 

version of the story, David has already passed through that particular desert and has entered 

the wilderness of Ein Gedi. (Ein Gedi is still there, by the way, and is one of Israel's most 

beautiful natural sites. A friend of mine once broke his ankle there.) Anyway, for some 

reason, David is in the back of a cave when Saul, hot in pursuit, stops in to relieve himself 

before continuing his search. Is David hiding? Or is he resting? Scripture is unclear, but the 

basic set-up is classic: David suddenly finds himself a few feet from the very man who is 

hunting him. 

 The picture in the cave is all the more piquant for being so delightfully vulgar. The 

king has turned around to face out towards the mouth of the cave as he squats over his make-

shift privy hole, his long, royal robes pushed back behind him where they're less likely to get 

messed. David creeps up stealthily in the dark, the sound of his muffled footfalls presumably 

masked, one can only assume, either by the king's grunting or by the reverberating churning 

and gurgling of the royal bowels as they void, if not by both. 

 David sneaks up slowly, perhaps uncertain up until the last moment what his plan 

actually is. Should he murder the king? Saul certainly hasn't been making any bones about 

wanting to do away with David, having sent men to kill him more than once and even 

having called him a ben mavvet--a man marked for death--openly, a remark we can only 

assume would have reached David's ears one way or the other. From the back of the cave, 

David can hear the anxious breathing of his own men, loyal soldiers whose stage whispers 

behind their master egging him on to regicide are preserved in Scripture with neither 

censure, regret nor overt approval. 

 Slowly he approaches, his dagger in his hand. He lifts his hand, only to be visited by a 

sudden revelation: Saul is the anointed of God and his murder would thus be as much a kind 
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of deicide by proxy as it would be mere treason. (That's the whole point of anointing 

monarchs in the first place, after all: to grant them the strange, but highly desirable, status of 

being God's chosen instruments of governance and thus attackable--not to mention 

murderable--only by those who hate God.) And so David has to decide: to act or not to act? 

To slay the king or to throw himself on the mercy of the king? To rely on his own experience 

of the divine (according to which he himself is to become king) or to rely on the popular 

perception of God's will (according to which Saul is the legitimate monarch to whom all 

fealty is due)? 

 Let's stop the story for a moment and flash forward to its second version, the one 

preserved a few chapters later in the same book. Here, we are back in the Wilderness of Ziph 

proper. Saul is pursuing David and hears that he is hiding out in a place called Givat 

Hahakhilah, so he heads over there with no less than three thousand men. In this version, 

Saul doesn't step into a cave to relieve himself, but simply lies down on the ground to sleep 

for the night. Scripture paints a deeply evocative picture with only a few words. It is the 

middle of the night. Saul is asleep in the middle of a circle of officers pledged to defend his 

life. The moon hangs overhead, its silvery light barely illuminating the desert landscape as 

the royal party slumbers on. David and his nephew Abishai ben Zeruiah sneak into the king's 

camp. The snoring of the king's men masks the almost imperceptible footfalls of the two 

interlopers, making of them little more than two shadows cast by white moonlight across a 

barren wilderness. 

 Slowly, they approach the sleeping king and, as they do, they can see the details of 

the setting that had been invisible only moments earlier. The king is lying on the ground, his 

sword jammed into the earth by his head. His loyal men are sleeping in a circle around him, 

their leader Abner easily recognizable in their midst. A water jar sits near the king's head as 

well, a useless clay sentinel pointlessly taking in the details that would have been apparent to 

Abner and his men had they not been slumbering away when they ought to have been 

guarding the king's life. 

 In this version of the story, it is Abishai who offers to kill Saul, promising to dispatch 

him with one single thrust of the king's own sword. The irony of executing the king with his 

own weapon is exquisite, but the implications of murdering the anointed one of God are too 

much for David, who settles for stealing the king's sword and water jug. Is it amazing that 

David could enter the leave the camp without being caught? The author of the Biblical story 

thought it unlikely too: he explains that it was no ordinary slumber that immobilized the 

king's men, but a tard mah of God that had come over them. 

 The dark slumber of God--the tard mat hashem of the Biblical text--is deeply 

evocative to the savvy reader, recalling both the celestial torpor with which God 

immobilized (and, one can only hope, anaesthetized) Adam as He made Eve of one of his ribs 

and also the sleep which God cast upon Abraham at the great ceremony that finally 
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established the formal terms of their covenantal relationship, a sleep so deep that the Biblical 

text itself pauses to explain the term as being the equivalent of a "great, dark dread." 

 The ends of both stories are fairly upbeat. In the first one, David waits for the king to 

pull up his ermine britches (if that's what the kings of Israel wore under their greaves) and 

exit the cave, then calls out to him, using (a bit pathetically) the honorific title "Father". And 

then he produces a bit of fabric he cut from the royal cloak to prove that he, David, could 

have slain his king but didn't. Saul, unexpectedly, is touched by David's forbearance. He 

weeps openly, forgives David his destiny (despite its depressing implications for the House of 

Saul) and, in the somewhat laconic words of the Biblical text, "goes home." 

 The second story also ends on a note of reconciliation. David taunts Abner for having 

been such a useless bodyguard, but Saul hears David's voice and, moved by David's gesture of 

non-hostility, openly admits that he was wrong to pursue David, whom he (also a bit 

pathetically) now calls "my son." Again here, Saul concedes his destiny to David and the 

story ends on the same note as the previous one: with David and Saul, their peace made and 

their business with each other concluded, each going home. It's true that David takes 

advantage of the truce to flee to Philistia lest the king change his mind, but that's another 

story.... 

 

 I've gone on at some length, but only to set the stage for reading the words of the 

sixty-third psalm. The poet starts out, as I said above, by imagining David's mindset as he 

hides from Saul. He--David--is destined to be king of Israel, but he isn't exactly living the life 

of a prince--indeed, he is living the life of a vagabond, hiding out in the kind of dark, damp 

caves real kings use as latrines and wandering from place to place in the hope of finding a 

safe refuge from the mad king's fury. 

 In other words, the poet imagines his spiritual ancestor David in much the same 

position with respect to Saul that he himself is in with respect to God, his own King. The 

poet is a Levite, a temple functionary. The worship of God is his bread and butter, the stuff of 

his daily fare. Serving God, after all, is what he does all day both professionally and 

spiritually. If anyone should be enjoying his privileged position within the sacerdotal 

hierarchy of old Jerusalem, it should logically be he--and yet his soul is sad. He is no less one 

of God's chosen servants than David was God's anointed one...but, at least at the moment, he 

can only perceive God from a distance, sensing His presence in a formal, rather than a truly 

intimate way. And he's not only worried about the fulfillment of his spiritual destiny either--

he's worried about being attacked and beaten, possibly even killed, by powerful enemies 

entirely secure in their convictions regarding their own spiritual status and worth. Was the 

Levite a ben mavvet--a condemned man--in the sense Saul used the term of David? I don't 

think so and certainly hope not--but the kinship the poets whose songs fill our Psalter felt 
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with David is certainly primarily with the fugitive rather than with the successful, 

established monarch into which David evolved years later. 

 His soul, the poet's soul, is thirsting for God the same way parched land thirsts for 

water. And it is not mere faith in God that he wishes to attain--for he is one of those Levites 

who has already experienced sensual, visual communion with God and wishes it again and 

again. K n baqqodesh h. azitikhah he writes, meaning that he has seen God in the sanctuary 

in the past and now wishes to see him again. His vocabulary is the vocabulary of prophecy: h.
azitikhah is a form of one of the two or three most basic classical Hebrew verbs denoting the 

visual experience of God. 

 Was the Levite the author of the psalm or was he simply using an older poem as a 

vehicle for the expression of his own spiritual longing? If he was its author, then was he 

writing his poem as a kind of spiritual confession or as a hymn intended to be chanted by 

other seeking to see God? It is obviously no longer possible to know the answer to such 

obscure questions, but the implications of the poet's remarks are clear: he has known God 

not merely as one of His loyal priests, but as one of the faithful who know Him intimately. 

No wonder this poem made it into the Psalter: it mirrors the aspirations of the latter-day 

Levitical seekers to real communion with a visible, communicative Deity almost perfectly. I 

can't prove it, but I think they were responsible for writing this poem, not merely for 

preserving it. 

 Later in his hymn, the poet writes that his soul cleaved unto God even as he felt 

himself being supported by an unseen divine force--in other words, he felt God allowing 

Himself to be cleaved unto by the poet's soul--thus indicating that He seeks His faithful by 

allowing Himself to be sought, not unlike (except in every way imaginable) the way Saul 

only found David once he allowed himself to be found by David. 

 At the end of his hymn, the poet turns to one of the favourite themes of the Book of 

Psalms as a whole: the suffering those who seek God must endure at the hands of those who 

scoff at their efforts. Who were these scoffers who made the poet's life so miserable? Were 

they obscure villains who hated the poet for specific reasons we can only guess at? Or were 

they priests who laughed at and scorned the efforts of the Levites to develop a new kind of 

post-exilic prophetism that would hold the concept of visual (or, at least, auditory) 

communion with God to be the ultimate goal of honest religious effort and spiritual 

endeavour? Or were they other Jerusalemites, people for whom the service of God was a tax 

owed, not an unbearable thirst left unquenched for as long as they were obliged by their own 

laziness and apathy to endure life without the palpable presence of God in their personal 

sensual ambits. At any rate, the poet doesn't mince any words, wishing aloud that his 

enemies all go straight to hell once their gutted bodies are fed to wild foxes. 

 And so, twenty-five centuries or so later, we take up the journey towards God. Our 
guidebook is no guidebook at all, merely a collection of oracles and poems collected into a 
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larger work by an ancient anthologizer so that poetry inspired by the experience of seeing 
and hearing God might inspire others to seek still greater heights of sensual knowledge of the 
divine. The clues are few and far between, often couched in the most obscure language of 
symbol and metaphor. The author of the sixty-third psalm reveals many different facets of 
himself in his poem, but of his experience of gazing on God, he says only that it happened in 
the Qodesh, i.e. in the sanctum of the Jerusalem Temple. The Levites, whose hymns over and 
over identify the various courtyards and sanctuaries of the Temple as the ideal place in 
which to seek out the sensually perceptible presence of God, must have liked that. Did the 
Levites of the old Jerusalem Temple expect their book to be cherished by millions of people 
all over the world twenty-five centuries after their own day? It seems unlikely...but the 
lessons their book bears to those who still seek God are as eternal as the book itself appears to 
be. 
 From this particular psalm, we learn that God may (or is it must?) be sought in a holy 
place. And what does tradition teach constitutes a holy place? When Moses approached the 
burning bush, God told him he was standing on holy ground. When Joshua approached the 
angelic captain of the Lord's host in a field near Jericho a generation later, he was told the 
same thing. It was not a temple in which either man was standing, and neither did either 
scene play itself out in a shrine of any sort, not even in one of the much maligned high places 
of Biblical antiquity. The holiness, then, of those places apparently derived solely from the 
fact that God was perceptible in them. Now our tradition is unequivocal on this point: that 
the omnipresent God is (almost of necessity) everywhere perceptible as well. Does that mean 
that any place in which God is sought is by definition a holy place? Whether that is so or 
not, I can't say with certainty--but the fact remains that it was in a holy place that the 
Levites gathered late at night to seek God...to seek Him and to see Him and to hear His voice. 
Did they choose that place because it was already a holy place....or did they choose it 
specifically so that its holiness--not its historic sanctity, but its ongoing aura of divine 
presence--could be maintained through their efforts to know God in that place? Or did they 
seek God's palpable presence in the Temple simply because that was where they lived and 
worked and where the priests (for all their haughtiness, not necessarily wrongly) insisted 
that the aspect of God terrestrials may know was especially, perhaps even solely, accessible? 
The answers to those questions, dear readers, is lost in the mists of history, but one clue 
remains for us to ponder as we wonder how to go about seeking the kind of intimacy with 
the divine realm to which our Levitical ancestors so passionately aspired. K n baqqodesh h.

azitikhah, the poet wrote: "I (for one) saw You in the Holy Place." We can, therefore, begin 
no more logically than by seeking out a place of holiness in our world from which to set out 
towards a life in God. And how are we to know a holy place possessed of that kind of 
spiritual potential when we find one? That, at least, we can learn from the stories Scripture 
tells about Moses and Joshua: it is any place, any place at all.  
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’Esbe‘ah Behaqitz Temunatekhah 

 

 

 The author of the poem we call the seventeenth psalm starts off a bit slowly, labelling 

his effort merely as a prayer of David and leaving it for his readers to guess what specific 

incident in David's life was inspiring him. 

 It's not an easy poem. And the author's archaizing style, intended to remind his 

readers (he no doubt hoped) of the Hebrew of David's day, only makes the water even 

muddier than it would otherwise be. Still, the basic outline of the poet's religious world view 

is apparent and, for me, highly relevant. And I think I can see why such a way of looking at 

the world would have appealed to people trying to know God in a visceral, physical way. 

 Like the author of the sixty-third psalm--and like the authors of dozens of other 

poems in the Psalter--this poet too feels persecuted and hard done by. When he writes that 

his vindication will come from God, there's no problem catching his depressed drift: from 

God his absolution might (possibly, maybe even certainly) come, but not from frail, stupid, 

biased, bigoted human beings. When he calls on God to guard him "like the apple of His eye" 

from his mortal enemies--nameless scoundrels who are encroaching from every direction--

there's no easy way, even for us jaded modern types, to dismiss his poetry as nothing more 

profound than the disheartened snivelling of a professional whiner. And when he switches, 

just for a brief moment, from the plural to the singular to describe his nemesis as "a lion 

eager for prey lying in hidden ambush" and calls upon God to rise up and strike the 

scoundrel down, there's no logical reason to interpret (and thereby to dismiss) his plaint as a 

generalized lament about the relative strength of goodness and evil in the world. The poet 

was a real human being who had a real enemy, one who loathed him and belittled him and 

who mocked him, as my favourite English teacher used to say, on a variety of levels. 

 About the poet's anonymous enemy, I don't have much information to offer. But 

there's quite a bit I can say about the psalmist himself. For one thing, he was a person who 

longed for God to speak to him directly. Indeed, I think the sixth verse of his poem could 

accurately be translated to yield the idea that God will speak to him precisely because he has 

called on God in the precisely right way to catch His ear and, presumably, to awaken within 

Him the desire to speak. But the poet doesn't only want to hear God's voice, he wants to see 

God as well. And he doesn't mind saying so. 

 The last verse of his poem is as confident as it is precise. 'Ani betzedeq 'eh. ezeh 
panekhah, he writes, 'esbe`ah behaqitz temunatekhah. I give the words in Hebrew first 

because practically each one is laden with enough layers of evocative meaning to make it 

almost impossible to present it in English translation with anything but the palest, most 

ordinary accuracy. 
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 To begin with the end, the poet is clear about what he wants: not merely to see God 

in some sort of dream vision, but to see Him in a waking state in the manner of the great pre-

exilic prophets. Now, a few dozen centuries later, that might sound a bit banal. But in the 

context of the world in which the author lived, those were--to put it mildly--fighting words. 

And the punch they packed can only be gauged in terms of the degree to which they conflict 

with other received texts that present us with their own claim to unimpeachable authority. 

Indeed, the various instances of prophetic communion with God that were written up and 

preserved in the Bible are more or less all described precisely as waking visions. Yet, when 

the (priestly) Torah itself turns to the subject of such intimate experiences of the divine, it 

could not be clearer in its assertive, unambiguous insistence that Moses alone enjoyed that 

kind of familiarity with God. Moses, but no other prophet. Ever. 

 Perhaps we should look at that passage before we go on. In the twelfth chapter of the 

Book of Numbers, Scripture tells a brief story about the discomfort Aaron and Miriam felt 

with their brother Moses' status as divine confidant extraordinaire. The precise details of 

their complaint and the exceptional response it elicits are not that important in this context, 

but the words Scripture offers as God's response to their impudence are. It's the other 

prophets, the Torah insists, who see God in dreams and visions--but Moses is different. God 

speaks to him "mouth to mouth", a phrase parallel both to the remark in Moses' obituary to 

the effect that God spoke to him "face to face" and to the notice elsewhere in Scripture to the 

effect that God spoke to Moses "as one man speaks with another." 

 But it's not only how he hears that the Torah insists distinguishes Moses from the 

other prophets--it's specifically how he sees as well. It seems that they--the other prophets--

do indeed see God in their dreams. Now this is a bit of a stunning anachronism in the text--

are we really supposed to imagine that enough time has passed between the episodes related 

in the eleventh and twelfth chapters of the book to allow the Torah to make generalized 

statements about the kind of prophetic vision the newly invested prophet-elders of Israel are 

wont to have?--but the more important point here is the assertion that Moses is unique. 

Temunat hashem yabit, the text asserts: Moses sees the temunah of God, precisely the aspect 

of God the psalmist specifically wants to see, while they, the other (and lesser) prophets, see 

something else, something less precise and, by extension, less transcendant. And what's 

more, when Moses sees this kind of divine image, he sees it while he's awake rather than 

being asleep or in some sort of mystic trance, which is precisely how the poet himself intends 

to experience God as well. 

 So what is this temunah? In modern Hebrew, the word has come to mean simply 

"picture", which is what it appears to mean in the Ten Commandments when the faithful 

Israelite is forbidden to fashion an image, presumably a fetish of some sort, of any creature 

that flies in the air or lives in the sea or on the land. But can that be what the term means 

when we read that Moses was superior to the other prophets because he alone merited seeing 
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the divine temunah, presumably something better (that is, more real and more intimate) 

than the kind of image the others were able to see in their dreams? 

 There's an interesting passage in the Torah that's probably highly relevant in this 

regard--the semi-famous line in which Moses reminds the people that Israel's experience at 

Sinai was one of (mere) junior-grade prophecy on a national scale: "God spoke to you from 

within the fire," he admits, adding "but you only heard the sound of spoken words." Those 

are my italics, not Moses', but the point he's making couldn't be clearer and then, just in case 

it needed to be, he returns to the topic a few lines later to make his point even more plainly: 

"You didn't perceive any temunah," he continues, apparently forgetting for the moment that 

his audience consisted pretty much solely of the children of the people who stood at Sinai, 

"just sound...." 

 So we're left with the conclusion that, at least as far as our priestly Torah is 

concerned, there are three basic levels of prophecy: there's the mass experience the people 

had at Sinai during which they saw nothing at all of the divine image and were (or rather, 

had to be) content with hearing God's voice. Then, on a slightly more transcendant level, 

there are the prophets other than Moses who see something--something, but not the divine 

temunah. And then, of course, there's Moses himself, the only utterly transcendant prophet, 

who did indeed merit the experience of seeing God, not in visions or dreams, but in a waking 

experience in which he was able to perceive the actual divine image. (And even in Moses' 

case, it was an acquired taste--in its account of Moses' first up-close encounter with the 

divine at the burning bush, Scripture makes a point of insisting that he immediately covered 

his face once he realized what was happening "for he was afraid to look at God.") 

 Other passages in Torah, for example the famous aside that "no human being can see 

God and survive the experience," seem to buttress this general understanding of how people 

may perceive God. But this priestly view of things was apparently as foreign--and irrelevant-

-to the pre-exilic prophets as it was to their Levitical followers later on. They saw God and 

they all lived to tell the tale. What's more, they seem to have cultivated the experience with 

relish and enthusiasm--and without the slightest trace of suicidal mania. And what the 

author of the seventeenth psalm wants is precisely to experience the temunah of God in a 

waking, conscious state. To perceive God (if I may misquote Scripture slightly) "as one 

person might stand before another." To know God precisely as the Torah insists only Moses 

ever could. To survive precisely that experience of the divine that the Torah says 

unequivocally none but Moses could ever live through. 

 And he doesn't just want to taste this experience once or twice either. The verb he 

uses--'esbe`ah--implies that he wants to gorge himself on it, to experience it to complete 

(perhaps even excessive) satisfaction. (Another Biblical text uses the same verb to describe 

the way someone might cram so much honey into himself that he would actually have to 

puke some of it out before he could ever manage to digest any of it.) It's true that classical 
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Hebrew also uses the term in a variety of less gross passages to denote simply satiety, but I 

think that the poet is using the term in its coarser sense here, just as he uses it elsewhere in 

this same poem to refer not simply to having enough wealth for one's own needs, but to 

having enough to leave behind as a bequest to one's children, which is to say: having more 

than enough. 

 The verb in the first half of his verse is also loaded. 'Eh. ezeh, he says--I shall behold 

the face of God. This verb too has its own deeply evocative connotative meaning in the 

history of Israelite prophecy. I've already mentioned above that the author of the Books of 

Samuel makes a special point of noting that the original Hebrew name for the ecstatic 

prophets of Israel was h. ozim--seers (or rather, see-ers), individuals who were so called (I 

assume) because they beheld God. Even the Torah, with its essentially negative view of 

prophecy, uses the term in its account of the great covenantal meal the elders held on the 

slopes of Sinai to mean precisely what it apparently did mean. Vayeh. ezu 'et ha'elohim, the 

Torah says: the elders beheld God. (It's true that the Torah does seek to defuse the shock 

value of that remark by prefacing it with the note that in this exceptional instance--and, 

presumably, in this exceptional instance alone--God refrained from killing them for having 

done so. But that kind of backtracking-before-the-fact is just another example of the typical 

priestly knee-jerk reaction even to the intimation that anyone but Moses could ever have 

beheld the divine temunah.) 

 So if we put all that together, we can indeed interpret the last verse of the 

seventeenth psalm as an ancient poet's self-assurance that despite the insults and attacks of 

his enemies and despite the hostility of the priestly overlords and their anti-prophetic Torah 

and despite the almost terrifying hubris inherent even in the idea (let alone the actual 

practice) of seeking to see God--despite it all, "I am justified to seek Your face and, indeed, I 

shall gorge myself on the waking, conscious experience of Your temunah." 

 As I noted above, the poet approaches us behind the mask of David, the ancient 

prophet-king of Israel whose inestimably great cachet was apparently deemed sufficient to 

justify the psalmists' efforts to gaze at the godhead. But of which particular event in David's 

life was he thinking? In other words, what specific event does the poet imagine led the king 

to write this specific poem? 

 Radak, whose commentary to the psalms is among the most psychologically and 

theologically astute of them all, writes that it was in the aftermath of the incident involving 

Uriah the Hittite (and his lovely wife, Bathsheba) that David wrote this particular psalm. 

 The story is one of the Bible's best known, but perhaps I should retell it briefly just in 

case you've repressed (or forgotten or never knew) some of the details. It starts off with 

David having a smoke (or something) on the roof of his palace late one afternoon. He's 

strolling around and suddenly he sees a beautiful woman bathing on her own (slightly lower) 
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roof. David takes great interest, makes the appropriate inquiries and learns that she is none 

other than Bathsheba, wife of Uriah the Hittite, one of David's soldiers. 

 Anyway, one thing leads to another and before you know it--the Biblical storyteller 

delicately covers this part of the story in half of one sentence--she's pregnant. David is not 

amused. (Neither, we may assume, is Bathsheba, but she doesn't say much in the story. In 

fact, she doesn't say anything at all unless you want to count sending a two-word note ("I'm 

pregnant!") as saying something. Of course, the story is about him, not her...but still, you'd 

have thought the storyteller would at least give her something to do aside from getting 

pregnant, letting David know and (presumably) making her peace with what comes next. But 

he didn't.) 

 At any rate, what does come next is that David has to act quickly to cover up his 

misdeed. Of course, there wouldn't be that much to cover up if Uriah were living at home 

and sleeping with his wife--she could always claim that the child was her husband's even if 

he did somehow inherit David's red hair--but Uriah is simply too decent a fellow--this is 

Biblical irony at its best--to take pleasure in his own bed while his fellow soldiers are 

bivouacking it in the field even if he is legitimately on leave at home. So David goes to plan 

B: he sends word to General Joab and gets Uriah put in the front lines when he returns, 

whereupon he is duly killed during the next skirmish with the Ammonites. End of problem. 

 Not exactly. David moves Bathsheba into the palace about eight seconds after her 

formal period of mourning ends. Scripture doesn't say precisely how long that was, but we 

can presume Bathsheba was installed in the seraglio in plenty of time for no one to find it 

unreasonable for David to acknowledge her unborn child as his own. 

 Now the prophet Nathan gets involved. God makes the situation clear to the prophet, 

who comes to David with a parable about a rich man who steals a poor man's lamb to roast 

for lunch one day when a friend drops in unexpectedly. Nathan lays it on a bit thick--the 

best part is when he says the lamb was such a beloved member of the poor man's family that 

it was almost a daughter to him--but David still misses the point, taking Nathan's story for an 

account of a real incident and deciding on the spot that the rich man should be put death and 

(if that's not enough) fined four times the cost of a replacement lamb as a (presumably 

posthumous) punishment for his larcenous greed. Nathan, who had presumably hoped for 

just that response, now summons up his courage and faces the king. Atah ha'ish, he says--

"You are that man!"--packing more righteous indignation into two words than most authors 

can in two chapters. 

 What follows are only just desserts: since David was prepared to murder for the sake 

of his desire for another man's wife, so shall he have to endure the ignominy of knowing that 

another man shall sleep with some of his own wives. And not only that, but the child with 

whom Bathsheba is pregnant shall die. 
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 Both predictions come true--with the added ironic twist that it is none other than 

David's own son, Absalom, who ends up sleeping with ten of his father's concubines--but 

David doesn't need to wait to see either fulfilled. "I have sinned before God," he declares 

openly and guilelessly. And the prophet wastes no time in delivering the message of divine 

absolution David so intently desired. "God has removed your sin," he declares confidently, 

adding that David shall not die, even if the son to be born unto him must. 

 From the Jewish perspective, this (and neither the death of Uriah nor the child's 

death) is the centre of the story and its high point: the moment of repentance so pure and 

real that it alone serves to avert the divine decree--even though the child's life must still be 

forfeit. And this is the moment to which the commentators assign the composition of the 

seventeenth psalm. We can quibble about whether the poem was written by David himself 

or by a late poet writing as David, but the more essential point is the poet's cry for 

vindication as he contemplates the bitter aftermath of his sin...and his no less authentic 

assertion, all the more moving given its awful context, that, justified, he shall yet behold the 

face of God and not only see it in the normal prophetic way, but actually stuff himself with 

the experiential knowledge of God to the point of satiety (and then some.) 

 The poet knows he has sinned, as all terrestrials must. But he has done his best to 

achieve a state of total repentance and he wishes to be rewarded for those efforts in a way as 

profoundly meaningful as the appropriate punishment for his misdeeds would have been 

severe. I imagine him figuring that he can't possible have sinned as grievously as David, then 

asking himself why his reward then should be any less great. It's not such a bad question.... 

 No one who yearns to know God cannot pause, at least occasionally, to wonder about 
the inherent blasphemy in the whole enterprise of any human being seeking to gaze on the 
godhead in the first place. After all, Scripture does say fairly unequivocally that no human 
may see God and survive the experience. And if the accounts of the prophets seem to belie 
that assertion, then that surely only leaves us on the horns of a difficult dilemma, not resting 
comfortably in the afterglow of its resolution! 
 The seventeenth psalm, especially if Radak was right about the incident in David's life 
that inspired it, offers a second clue, dear readers. There is regret in this world and there's 
also remorse. But to overwhelm the sense of crippling, blasphemous absurdity that 
continually threatens to destabilize any thinking individual's quest for God, neither will 
suffice. To stand in the presence of God, one must first learn how to return unto God in 
complete repentance, that state of transcendental contrition that transfigures the individual 
who experiences it and makes that person, like Saul at Givat Ha'elohim, into a different 
person than he or she was a moment earlier. 
 Like all truly religious experiences, repentance cannot be sought in the rules of 
complex rituals and neither can it be prepared for or induced through the singing of hymns 
or the study of sacred texts. It is, therefore, something elusive and very difficult to 
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attain...but it's also the natural condition of the human heart that longs for God with a purity 
of purpose unsullied by laziness, apathy or greed, the absolutely requisite state that one must 
attain prior to seeking to know God sensually and passionately. And so we have it put 
plainly: to see God, one must first dare to look honestly and openly at oneself....  
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’Aḥat Sha’alti 
 

      ...a treasure of King David 

      committed to my trust--the 

      final hope of the sad Jews... 

         —Racine 

 

 

 Like the other poets we've been looking at, the author of the twenty-seventh psalm 

was not a happy camper. Evil men assailed him. Villains tried to devour his flesh. (I assume 

that's a metaphor.) Armies besieged him. He lived in an ongoing state of war with unnamed 

(but presumably not unknown) enemies. He experienced days he could only think to 

characterize as evil. He was denounced in court by false witnesses whose testimony inspired 

violence against him. He was under constant surveillance.... 

 This poet is also like the others in that he too writes behind the mask of David, 

preferring to temper the shocking reality of his personal situation by projecting it onto the 

distant past. The commentators vie with each other to find the precise point in David's life 

with which the author of the twenty-seventh psalm was so deeply identified. 

 For Sforno, that point wasn't a single event at all, but rather the long, protracted 

period of his flight from the wrath of Saul. Confused by the internal conflict between (on the 

one hand) the natural desire of any faithful courtier to serve his king and (on the other) his 

own sense of self-preservation, David turned to poetry to express both his outrage at the 

impossibility of his situation and his faith in the ultimate ability of God to resolve his 

dilemma reasonably. 

 For the Meiri, the psalm is just a general policy statement of David's in which the 

young king wished to give formal voice to--and thus, perhaps, to justify--the practice of 

seeking victory over his enemies not for the sake of honour or pleasure, but simply because 

living in peace was the sole way of which the king knew to free himself from the burdens of 

monarchy and governance sufficiently and long enough for him to be able to turn his 

attention fully to the worship of God. 

 For Ibn Ezra, the twenty-seventh psalm (like the 110th) is a prayer of the elderly 

David. Some time after the aborted rebellion of a certain Sheba ben Bichri against David was 

put down, Ibn Ezra suggests, things started to go less well for the elderly king. He bowed to 

the macabre demand of the residents of the city of Gibeon that two of Saul's sons and five of 

his grandsons be turned over to them for execution. (They were subsequently decapitated 

and their heads displayed on the side of a local mountain.) He became weary and was almost 

killed by Ishbibenob, one of the few remaining Philistine giants. (Luckily, David's life was 

saved by his nephew Abishai ben Zeruiah, who attacked the giant and killed him.) 
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 But David's men had seen enough. "You shall not go into battle with us any longer," 

they said, politely (but not too politely) insisting that they were being motivated by concern 

for the security of the dynasty rather than by any worries they might have been having 

about their own safety if they were to be led into battle by a doddering senescent. And it was 

in the context of this moment--of humiliation, of rejection, of forced retirement and of 

unwanted, probably unexpected, insight into his own mortality--that Ibn Ezra imagines 

David retiring to his tent to pen the two poems later included in the Psalter as the 27th and 

110th psalms. 

 Rashi's setting for the composition of the twenty-seventh psalm is even more 

elaborately far-fetched. David, Rashi knows, was a seer possessed of the intense insight into 

the future history of his people typical of all true prophets. And so, Rashi suggests, it came to 

pass one day that David had a vision of the future, of an event that would take place in the 

lifetime of his great-great-great-great-great-great grandson, King Joash of Judah. It's a long, 

shocking story, but it's a good one too and I tell it, therefore, with both relish and regret. 

 Unfortunately, it's also fairly complicated. The basic idea has to do with the fact that 

when Jehu ben Jehoshafat ben Nimshi assassinated King Joram of Israel (slightly at the 

behest of the prophet Elisha, who had secretly sent one of his disciples to anoint him--Jehu--

as king), he also killed King Ahaziah of Judah for good measure. What exactly Ahaziah was 

doing in the northern kingdom instead of ruling Judah safely from his palace in Jerusalem is 

another story, but the basic idea is that he was killed and his mother, the wicked Athaliah--

the Lady Macbeth of Biblical antiquity--responded to her son's death in the style of her own 

murderous mother, Queen Jezebel of Israel, and promptly had all her grandsons murdered 

lest any of them grow up to challenge her personal claim (as Queen Mother) to the throne. 

 Unfortunately (for Athaliah), Ahaziah had a half-sister named Jehosheba who secretly 

took the king's infant son and hid him in the Temple for seven years. (This was possibly 

facilitated by the fact that Jehosheba was married to the High Priest Jehoiada.) Scripture 

doesn't say precisely where in the Temple she hid the little prince--this was the future King 

Joash--but legend has it that it was in the attic chamber directly over the Holy of Holies that 

he was kept...and it was this particular idea of the baby growing to age seven (when he was 

finally crowned and his grandmother assassinated) in the most sacred space imaginable that 

inspired the prophetic David to pen the twenty-seventh psalm. Indeed, Rashi indicates that 

the words "He grants me shelter in his pavilion (Hebrew: sukkah) on a day of evil" refer 

specifically to the prince's experience of being hidden in the Temple for all those long years 

of Athaliah's evil reign. 

 Perhaps we can combine these last two approaches to the poem. David is a tired old 

man. He's suffered the indignity of being gently retired by his own troops. (Gently, but 

firmly: "You shall not go into battle...." not "How would you feel, O Illustrious Sire, about 

staying back on the sidelines just this once while we go forth to risk our own worthless lives 
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on your regal behalf...?") The conqueror of the legendary Goliath of Gath has already 

suffered the ignominy of barely escaping with his life when he stoops to take on some 

Philistine nobody with the ridiculous name of Ishbibenob. He can practically feel the pity 

his men are developing for their aging monarch as they watch him decline.... 

 And then, perhaps precisely in the wake of being told to stay back while his men sally 

forth to take on the Philistine hordes, David has a vision. He looks into the future and sees 

the very Temple in Jerusalem he himself has been forbidden (by God!) to build. And what 

does he see? He sees what is to become of the dynasty his men are so worried about 

preserving. He sees the bodies of Ahaziah's children being pitched into unmarked graves. He 

sees the wicked Athaliah triumphantly proclaiming herself Queen of Israel before she's even 

had the time to wash the incriminatory blood of her own grandchildren off her villainous 

feet. And he sees tiny Prince Joash hidden in the secret chamber Solomon is going to build 

(by divine inspiration, no doubt) just over the Holy of Holies--the single spot that even a 

jezebel like Athaliah might (might!) think twice about desecrating. 

 Suddenly, David is overcome with a desire than cannot be fulfilled. He wants only 

one thing--and so he writes in the twenty-seventh psalm, "One thing do I ask of the Lord, 

only one thing do I seek"--and that one thing is to dwell in the House of God for however 

many days the king has left and to gaze there on the beauty of God and to tarry (perhaps 

after having experienced this intense, visual communion with the divine realm) for as long as 

he wished in the specific part of the Jerusalem sanctuary in which such instances of neo-

prophetic communion apparently occurred. Okay, that's three things--but the idea is clear 

enough even if the king's arithmetic is a bit off. He wants to seek refuge in the presence of 

God, in the presence of the same God Who (he intuits) is going to protect the baby Joash for 

seven long years. He wants to move beyond the humiliation of his personal situation and 

transcend the world and its miseries by seeking communion with God. But the poet doesn't 

imagine David merely wishing to have his faith in God confirmed or even strengthened. He 

wishes to gaze with his own tired eyes on the beauty of the divine form. And he wishes to 

have that image of inexpressible beauty before his eyes not once or twice or even whenever 

he wishes to conjure it up--he wants it permanently, as a kind of filter through which he 

intends to view the rest of the world. He wishes to be a prophet not in the vague sense or in 

the theoretical sense, but in the ultimate sense. He wishes to see God. 

 The words the poet puts in his mouth are drawn from the language of prophecy. 

When he says that he longs to gaze on God, the word for gaze is the same Hebrew word used 

of the elders at Sinai, regarding whom it is written in the priestly Torah that "they gazed on 

God." When he refers to the beauty of God, he uses the Hebrew word used in Israel's most 

vividly erotic poetry to describe the exquisite beauty of the Shulamith. When he talks of 

tarrying in the temple sanctuary, the word the prophet uses is the word Jeremiah later would 
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use to condemn that very temple to destruction in one of his most famous diatribes against 

the corruption both of worshipper and priest in his day. 

 It's that image of David alone, lonely, rejected and abandoned that inspired the poet 

who apparently saw his own life reflected in the situation of the ancient king. Mocked by 

others, the poet seeks refuge in precisely the same thought that he imagines consoled David a 

half dozen centuries earlier: the thought that the experience of visual, sensual, ongoing 

prophetic communion with God is not merely its own reward in the theoretical sense, but 

also more than ample compensation for whatever unhappiness a life devoted to the 

cultivation of that experience might bring in its (slightly exclusionist) wake. And so the 

poem came into the Psalter. Those whose spirituality the poet's words endorsed had their 

own enemies to contend with--priests, less mystically-oriented Levites, the hoi polloi of old 

Jerusalem, perhaps even by their own parents ("For even though my father and mother have 

abandoned me, God Himself has gathered me unto Him")--and sought their solace in hymns 

like this one. Whether a Levite actually wrote these words or if they were bequeathed to the 

singers of the Second Temple by an earlier poet is irrelevant: what counts is that they spoke 

directly to the heart of the matter, to the situation in which the seekers of visual and 

auditory communion with God found themselves as they moved forward towards God in the 

context of the real world. 

 The search for the love of God is destined (if not quite guaranteed) to be fraught with 
difficulty and unhappiness. Devotion to cultivating (not mere belief in God, but) the actual 
experience of sensual perception of the divine will, more often than not, win the scorn of the 
less spiritually adept. (And, given the fact that no world could possibly be less supportive of 
spiritual enterprise than our own, the situation for moderns is only that much worse.) When 
another poet devoted to the search for mystic communion with God wrote that the Almighty 
is especially close to the broken-hearted, it seems likely that he was writing both from the 
heart and also about his own heart. And so we have our third clue: the success an individual 
will have in seeking to know God will vary inversely with the degree to which that person 
requires the encouragement and support of other people. Others can sell you the tickets and 
help you pack. Others can issue you your passport and drive you to the pier. But, at the end 
of the day, this is a journey you must make alone. Alone doesn't always (or necessarily) mean 
lonely. But it does always means alone. By yourself. With God once you find Him, but until 
then....unalterably, undeniably, unyieldingly alone.  
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Yeishvu Yesharim 'Et Panekhah 

 

 

 The author of the 140th psalm had a lot in common with the poets we've already 

discussed. (Don't forget that it's entirely possible that some, maybe even many, of these 

psalms were actually written by the same people. But in the absence of any real proof to the 

contrary, I'm going to write about their authors as though they were all separate people. Of 

course, that's also a conjecture with no real substance behind it....) 

 At any rate, this guy is even less happy than the author of the twenty-seventh psalm. 

He too knows that there are lawless, wicked people out to get him. Is he speaking poetically 

when he writes about wicked laying out ropes and snares to capture him as he walks down 

the street--or is he reporting on some actual attempt to abduct him? It's hard to say, but he 

certainly sounds as though he means it, especially when he prays that his enemies be pitched 

into pits so deep they'll never climb out and then (presumably for good measure) covered 

with burning coals. (Why anyone would be that exercised against a poet is hard to say. 

Maybe they found his kind of spirituality threatening. Or maybe they found it irritating to 

have their own experiences of the divine tacitly denigrated by the intimacy claimed by those 

whose idea of knowing God was seeing Him and hearing Him and feeling His presence in 

their lives in a visceral, sensual, tactile way. Facing the same kind of unspoken insult to my 

own spirituality, I don't think I'd resort to violence. But I'd certainly find the situation 

intensely unpleasant.) 

 These miscreants aren't just generic gangsters who committed generic, vaguely 

defined crimes, either: their specialty was slander and libelous denunciation and we can only 

assume that the author was the subject of their calumny. They seem to have been eloquent 

("They sharpen their tongues like serpents"), venomous ("Spiders' poison is dripping from 

their lips") and deliberate ("Their hearts are full of evil schemes / they plot war all day long.") 

And what, precisely, was it that they said about this particular person? That, the poet leaves 

out, but the commentators leave us a few choice observations that can be mined for some 

extra clues. 

 Ibn Ezra imagines that the poet is (or perhaps, is thinking of himself as) the young 

David fleeing for his life from the mad Saul and cursing (presumably in advance) those who 

might even think of denouncing him to the king, let alone those who might actually dare 

trap him with ropes and haul him into the royal court. Radak and the Meiri have the same 

idea, narrowing it down to the incidents with the Ziphites and with Doeg. I've already 

written about the Ziphites in connection with sixty-third psalm, but who was this Doeg? 

And what kind of slander was it he perpetrated against the young David? 

 It's a depressing story. Soon after Jonathan, Saul's son (and David's beloved friend) 

confirms that his father really is out to kill David, it becomes necessary (or at least prudent) 
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for David to flee and the first town he comes to is a place called Nob--one of the places in 

which the Ark of the Covenant was kept after Shiloh was destroyed but before David moved 

it (eventually) to Jerusalem--where the shrine is presided over by a priest named Ahimelech. 

At first Ahimelech is a bit suspicious, but he calms down once David gives him some savvy 

answers and even lets David take some consecrated bread after he's assured that the men 

who are going to eat it--David's men whom he's on his way to meet up with--haven't had sex 

recently enough for it to be an issue. (Why that mattered in the first place is a different 

question--Ahimelech doesn't say and I won't either.) 

 Anyway, David takes the bread, then asks if Ahimelech doesn't have some sort of 

dagger or sword he might also take along with him. As it happens, not only does Ahimelech 

have a sword on hand, but it's none other than the sword of Goliath, the Philistine giant that 

David himself slew years earlier. It's wrapped up in some fabric and stored behind the ephod 

(whatever that was) and David is delighted to take it. "It's the best sword!" David enthuses as 

he unwraps it and moves on to visit King Achish of Gath. 

 The whole incident would hardly have been worth recording except for the fact that 

Ahimelech and David weren't quite as alone as they (or rather, Ahimelech--see below) 

thought they were. Lurking in the shadows somewhere, it turns out, was one Doeg of Edom, 

Saul's chief shepherd (if that's what the slightly mysterious Hebrew title 'abir haro`im really 

means.) Now it's true that Scripture is irritatingly (I suppose I should say tantalizingly) vague 

about the reasons for which Doeg was hanging around Nob on that particular day. Rashi 

follows the classical rabbis and writes that he had just dropped in to learn a bit of Torah in 

the shadow of the divine Tabernacle, presumably an auspicious place to study, when David 

happened by. Radak suggests that he must have come around with some friends to offer some 

sacrifices and then hung around after the rest went home either to say his prayers or to offer 

up some extra animals. The Rid writes that he really hadn't intended to be there at all--he 

had simply been caught there when the sun went down on Friday evening and had therefore 

been obligated to spend his Sabbath at Nob and was still there when David arrived on 

Saturday evening just after sundown. (Why an Edomite would feel obliged to refrain from 

travelling on the Jewish Sabbath is left unexplained in the Biblical text. Maybe he was a 

convert!) They're all reasonable answers, more or less, but the important point isn't why 

Doeg was in Nob in the first place, but that he was close enough by to take in the whole 

scene that played itself out between David and Ahimelech. 

 The next day, David moves on to his next hiding place and Doeg (pronounced in 

Hebrew in two syllables with the accent on the second so it rhymes with "poached egg") goes 

back to Saul or his sheep or whatever. 

 By this time, Saul has sunk into a state of truly demented paranoia. He's mean and 

he's angry and he's half mad anyway...and this is the precise moment that Doeg steps out of 

the shadows and mentions that he happened to see Ahimelech of Nob giving David 
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provisions and Goliath's sword. To put it mildly, Saul is not amused. He sends for Ahimelech 

and all the other priests, gives them a fair chance to confirm or deny Doeg's story and listens 

politely as Ahimelech first confirms the story and then sets to defending his actions. Excuses, 

the king isn't interested in hearing. He orders them all executed and then, when none of the 

king's personal servants is willing to strike down priests of God, he orders Doeg to do the job 

himself. Scripture doesn't record precisely what Doeg's reply to that was--or even if he had a 

specific reaction--but just notes that he, Doeg, had no qualms about killing Ahimelech and 

the other eighty-four priests of Nob. Then, for good measure, he goes on to dispatch all the 

other inhabitants of Nob as well: "men, women, children, infants, oxen, asses and sheep--all 

to the sword." 

 Later on, David admits to the single one of Ahimelech's sons to escape with his life 

that he actually had known that Doeg was there that day when he took the bread and the 

sword from Nob and that he also knew, or ought to have known, that a man like Doeg would 

go straight to Saul with such a juicy piece of scandalous information. Because he ought to 

have seen the implications of Doeg's presence, David accepts ultimate responsibility for the 

priests' deaths, but that as much too little as it is much too late. 

 Anyway, that's the story of the talebearing Doeg and the awful carnage that his 

tattling brought in its wake. And that is the moment in David's life that both Radak and the 

Meiri think must have inspired the impassioned tirade against gossip and slander that is the 

140th psalm. 

 Without knowing the particulars of his life, it's hard to say if the author was justified 

in seeing those who were slandering him as latter-day Doegs who wouldn't shrink from 

lifting their hands to murder servants of God--the Psalter specifically uses the title "servants 

of God" elsewhere to refer to the Levites on nighttime watch duty in the Temple--whom 

they found wanting or presumptuous in some unbearable way. But there's a certain urgency 

in the 140th psalm that suggests, especially (I think) in the Hebrew, that its author truly 

feared for his life. Or that's at least how I read it. Was that a realistic fear? It's hard to say, but 

it seems hard to imagine otherwise given the intensity of emotion packed into the poem's 

fourteen short verses. 

  And then, the punch line. After he calls down the most serious imprecations on the 

heads of his enemies, after he denounces them for their slanderous, murderous calumny 

against him, after he stops just short of accusing them of attempted murder...after all that, the 

poet finishes with the pious assertion that he knows that God will always champion the 

cause of the poor and the needy--probably both internal names for the group of mystic 

seekers of God to which the poet belonged--and that the upright shall live out their lives in 

the presence of God's face. 

 It's a fairly obscure line. Is the idea that the upright--perhaps yet another name for 

this particular group of Levitical mystics--were seeking to attain a state in which the 
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sensually perceptible image of God's face was to be so permanently available to them that 

they could claim reasonably to be dwelling in its presence rather than merely dropping in to 

experience it, even intensely, from time to time? Or is the idea that the experience of 

knowing God and of gazing on the divine face was so profound and so moving so as to make 

all the suffering that belonging to the group of the upright brought in its wake worth (even 

perhaps well worth) the effort? 

 The bottom line is that the poet has a refuge from the world in the single aspect of his 

life and all its suffering that negates the pain, justifies the suffering and makes everything 

worthwhile. It isn't faith in God per se that makes the difference and neither is it the 

satisfaction that comes from following the rules of Torah really, really carefully. For the 

author of the 140th psalm, the only real way to justify a life spent scurrying from pillar to 

post in search of a place to escape from libel and calumny is to seek comfort and solace in the 

experience of seeing the face of God. And not merely in seeing it in the context of intense 

religious fervour, but actually living with it, dwelling in it, seeing it superimposed on the 

landscape of life as though God were some sort of omnipotent scrim separating the upright 

from the world and protecting them from it at the same time it reveals the world to them 

and grants them access to it. 

 The greatest impediments to attaining an ongoing experience of the sensually 
perceptible, empirically existent God in our lives are arrogance, self-puffery, and 
unwarranted pride in our own status in the world in which we live. The poet has no friends 
outside his tiny group of fellow travellers. Just to the contrary, he's surrounded--all day long, 
constantly--by wicked people hell-bent on his destruction. He seeks to dwell with God, 
therefore, at least partially because he fears to dwell with human beings. And so we come to 
our next clue. At a certain point, every adult learns that love--true, mature, abiding love--is 
less of a game than a long, lonely journey that can only be undertaken by an individual when 
he or she is ready and able to move slowly towards another--with all the vulnerability, self-
knowledge and openness of emotion that such a move inevitably entails. The poet is 
intimating that the same is true of the journey towards God. 
 The world is hostile to most spiritual effort. Those who wait for the approbation or--
even more absurdly--for the encouragement of the world as they grope their way towards 
God are doomed to spend their lives waiting for something that won't ever come. The key is 
to abandon the happy Sunday School image of a world of mutually supportive seekers of God 
helping one another and sustaining one another...and to start interiorizing the poet's image 
of a hostile world of naysayers and hypocrites lying in wait along a dark road in the hope of 
ensnaring those who would journey to God and bringing them back into this world by 
addicting them to the awful conviction that God may be placated through worship, but 
never really encountered. 
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 The search, therefore, is not only lonely, but must also entail a certain degree of 
renunciation. Judaism is not an ascetic religion. We've never preached the spiritual value of 
poverty or suffering or celibacy. No, just to the contrary, our faith teaches us to marry, to 
raise children, to serve God by feasting on His festivals and Sabbaths...but all that joy cannot 
obscure another truth: that the journey to God cannot be taken at the same time one is 
campaigning for the admiration of the world....  
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Yosheiv Hakkeruvim Hofi‘ah  

 

 

 The picture the Chronicler paints of David is a complex portrait of a man who plays 

many important roles and who sits at the top of a dozen different pyramids, each with a 

different set of underlings functioning as its living base. Thus David the General is provided 

by Scripture with a military hierarchy of generals and officers of various sorts. And David the 

King is provided with a parallel hierarchy of ministers and chamberlains to help him rule. In 

the same way, David the Prophet is provided with a hierarchy of prophets who serve him 

and under him. Of these, the three prophets-in-chief are Asaph, Heman and Jeduthun. I've 

already introduced these fellows, but since I'm about to discuss the eightieth psalm, which is 

attributed specifically to Asaph, perhaps I should reacquaint my readers with him just 

briefly. 

 It won't take long to say what we know because we don't know much. We know that 

his father's name was Berekhiah and that his family--he had four sons: Zakur, Joseph, 

Nathaniel and Asarelah--belonged to the clan of the Gershonites within the tribe of Levi. He 

and his colleagues--the "trained singers of God" chosen by David and his generals to 

prophesy "with lyre, harp and cymbal"--had 288 descendants. (It's a loaded number, by the 

way, as I briefly mentioned above: 288 is precisely four times the original number of 

seventy-two elders described by Scripture as constituting the original prophetic caste as 

ordained by Moses.) 

 And what did these new prophets do? They "sang in the House of the Lord." They 

uttered prophecies "for the greater glory of God" (assuming that's what "raising a horn as a 

seer" means in this context.) Even for our taciturn Scriptures, it isn't much to go on. 

 There are some other few details worth mentioning, however. Asaph is specifically 

counted, for example, among the musicians who played when David first brought the Ark of 

the Law to Jerusalem--his instrument was the bronze cymbal--and, alone among his peers, 

his descendants are listed as the singers who returned from exile in Babylon. That's basically 

how the Chronicler depicts the man for us--as an ancient prophetic functionary whose songs 

were still in vogue in the days of King Hezekiah a dozen generations after his death and 

whose descendants survived to bring the musical traditions of pre-exilic Israel into the post-

exilic age. 

 That passage, by the way, the one that mentions that the hymns of Asaph were still 

being sung centuries after his own lifetime specifically connects Asaph with David--whose 

songs were also still in vogue all those years later--almost as though there were special 

profundity in this particular parallel in the afterlife of their musical oeuvres. Furthermore, 

Asaph is the only one of his colleagues to have his name linked specifically to David's in that 

way by the Chronicler. I'm not sure if Nehemiah lived before or after the Chronicler, but he-
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-Nehemiah--made the same point in his diary, noting specifically that the musical 

organization of Temple already existed "in the days of David and Asaph." 

 Whether Asaph, Jeduthun and Heman really served as court prophets in David's time 

or whether the Levitical clans that flourished--when they weren't being denounced, trapped, 

kidnapped or ambushed--in the Chronicler's day simply liked to imagine that their pedigree 

was unassailable because their ancestors had been personally chosen by David, the original 

singing prophet of Israel, cannot be known with any certainty. But what matters to me isn't 

whether the tradition is historically accurate, but what it meant to the men and women who 

believed it. And, by extension, what it can mean to those of us drawn to its latter-day 

contemplation all these centuries later. 

 The eightieth psalm is one of twelve psalms in the Psalter ascribed to Asaph. The 

poem is remarkable in its openness: it is the mystic Levite's formal plea for God to appear, to 

be seen, to be known. His language is remarkably open: yosh v hakkeruvim hofi`ah, he 

commands half imperiously and half solicitously, "Appear, You Who are enthroned on the 

cherubs." Again and again, he returns to the same, amazingly unguarded refrain: "Illuminate 

Your face so that we (may see it and) be saved." 

 Although this poet writes as Asaph instead of David, he appears to be no less 

miserable than his "David" colleagues in song. A third of his daily drink is made up of his 

own tears. His neighbours hate him. His enemies treat him with open contempt. When he 

writes of Israel as a vine once tended by God, but now left to fend for itself as marauders 

breach the wall once built to protect it, passers-by help themselves to its fruit, wild pigs 

gnaw at its tendrils, beasts feed on it and malicious villains burn its runners at will, no one 

can fail to be moved by both the pathos and the bitter force of the poet's lament. 

 This Asaph is very, very unhappy. Indeed, he would have to cheer up considerably 

for us to characterize him as merely despondent. The poet is as miserable as the other poets 

whose words we've been reading...but his misery doesn't really fit the situation of the Jewish 

people in the time of David when the Chronicler's Asaph lived. We know so little about the 

history of Judah in the first post-exilic centuries that it's hard to say if it fits the situation that 

pertained in the author's day, but I wonder if it isn't possible that the poet is only formally 

talking about the people Israel anyway, but really has himself and his own friends in mind. 

Are they the real Israel? Are they the true vine that has its roots deep in the quest for the 

living God? Are they the ones to whom God might reasonably choose to appear because of 
(not despite) the humiliation they've had to suffer at the hands of their priestly masters, 

those dry-as-dust functionaries and pedants whose idea of communing with the divine was 

slaughtering barnyard animals and roasting their flesh and fat so that God, somehow placated 

by the savory smell, would deign to make it rain? 

 The commentators all find ways to make the psalmist's words mean something other 

than what their literal meaning would appear to imply. For Rashi, "Appear!" means "Show 
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Your might!" The Meiri starts off promisingly by noting that the poet refers to God as He 

Who is Enthroned Upon the Cherubs because that place above all others--the small spot 

between the wings of the golden cherubs sculpted onto the golden cover of the Ark of the 

Covenant--is the most propitious place in all existence for human beings to enter into a state 

of prophetic communion with God. Then, having said that, he withdraws to safer ground 

and writes that "Appear!" means "Watch over us!" rather than "Let us see you!" (As second 

best, he offers Rashi's interpretation.) 

 I personally see no reason to take the poet's words to mean anything other than what 

they mean literally. The poet's life was given to the quest for communion with God, a 

communion he defined (for whatever reasons) sensually rather than (merely) intellectually. 

He wanted God to appear before his eyes. He wanted God to illuminate His face so that he, 

the poet, and his friends might see it. Since they gathered at night in the Temple courtyard (I 

think) to engage in this kind of mystic endeavour, the light was a necessary additional 

request. Is this what another poet meant when he wrote in a different psalm that we can 

only see (real) light in the divine light of God--that we can only see God when He appears to 

us somehow (but potently) illuminated in His own light? When the poet calls on God to look 

down from heaven and see the suffering His faithful must endure, does he mean to say that 

God actually dwells in the sky and cannot, therefore, be seen by human beings below no 

matter how strong their wish to enter into an ongoing state of visual communion with God 

might be? 

 I think he means to say just the opposite: God dwells in heaven, but He does take note 

of those people below who seek Him...of them and of their suffering and of the humiliation 

they must endure from the less enlightened. But this is not as irrational a divine quirk as it 

might at first sound, since it is also possible that He allows them to endure their suffering, 

perhaps, for a profound reason: because only a broken heart can divest itself of arrogance to 

the extent necessary to know God even cursorily, much less intimately. God does indeed 

dwell in heaven, then, but He also exists, tenuously, theoretically, perhaps even only 

potentially between the golden wings of the cherubs atop the Holy Ark. His invisibility is 

neither a self-imposed penance nor is it an absolute characteristic of God; it is merely the 

garb God wears when He comes calling, no more and no less. And, of course, there was no 

ark in the Holy of Holies in the Second Temple. It disappeared either prior to the fall of 

Jerusalem or else into the maelstrom caused by the destruction itself, so those who sought to 

hear God's voice had no golden cherubs' wings to use as access points to the divine realm 

regardless of whatever theory of divine communicativeness was motivating or inspiring 

them. They had, therefore, to improvise... 

 And, in our day, must God be similarly dressed in His cloak of invisibility when the 
faithful come calling on Him, when the truly pious below devote their lives to the quest for 
the love of the God of Heaven? A hoary rabbinic tradition interprets an obscure couple of 
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words in the Book of Kings to mean that the tradition that the cherubs atop the ark were a 
male and a female did not simply mean that one cherub of each gender was depicted, but 
that they were actually sculpted as a male and a female embracing each other in the throes of 
passion. I've always liked that idea, not least of all because its daring eroticism makes such a 
mockery of the flaccid piety of those who seek to know God without experiencing His 
presence. And the idea might well have appealed to the author of the eightieth psalm who 
chose to write behind the persona of Asaph ben Berekhiah, an individual--Asaph, not the 
poet--who presumably knew quite well how the cherubs were depicted in their silent stance 
over the box that held the only tangible vestiges of the divine revelation left in a world too 
busy or bored to seek anything more than formal meaning in it, let alone to seek communion 
with the Revealer Himself. 
 Perhaps "Appear!" means "Reveal Yourself!"--but, at least in this context, not through 
Your word (or rather, not solely through Your word) and not through the awesome 
concentration of Your power between the wings of the cherubim (which, at any rate, 
disappeared either before or during the exile in Babylon) and not even through the (divinely 
inspired) ability some individuals below have to believe wholeheartedly in a God they can 
neither see nor hear--but "Reveal Yourself!" in the way that ordinary people, people for 
whom seeing is believing and hearing is believing, in a way such people can fathom. And so 
we have our fifth clue: to see God you only need one thing other than God being present in 
the first place and that is for Him to illumine His face. (How can that not be true?) The trick, 
as ever, is knowing how to earn the right, how to acquire the merit, how to provoke God to 
exist in the context of your specific life without being so offensively provocative as to have 
precisely the opposite effect from the one you are seeking....  
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Mitziyyon  ’Elohim Hofi‘a 

 

 

 He came. Or maybe He did. 

 The fiftieth chapter of the Psalter is also an Asaph psalm. And it begins with a 

startling assertion: that God indeed appeared to the poet. It's a bit ambiguous--the Hebrew 

word hofi`a is the same word I translated as a command when we were discussing the 

eightieth psalm--but although the past tense and the imperative in classical Hebrew aren't 

identical in every declension (just in some, and then only for certain verbs), the context here 

can easily be read to suggest that the poet is describing something that had actually 

happened. In real life. 

 Now, let's suppose I'm right about the tense. (And don't worry about the eightieth 

psalm coming after the fiftieth in the book as it's come down to us since there is no reason to 

assume the psalms are presented in the order in which they were written.) What actually did 

happen? God spoke. Aloud. (If that's what the poet means when he says that God summoned 

the whole world to this event--that any who were present at the right moment would have 

heard the voice, not just those who had cultivated the experience of hearing it from within 

the depths of their personal spiritual ability to know God.) He appeared from somewhere 

within the Temple--perhaps from where the cherubs' wings once were--which is why the 

poet has to assert that the voice was distinct and loud: the Levites weren't permitted to enter 

the innermost sanctum and would only have seen or heard God from a certain distance if it 

was there that He chose to appear or to declaim His word. He came in a whirlwind of fire 

and light. He called specifically for those of His faithful who served in the Temple to gather 

together that He might tell them His awful truth: that He's bored, perhaps even slightly 

irritated, by the whole sacrificial system. That He doesn't get hungry. Or thirsty. And that, in 

any event, He doesn't eat the flesh of the sacrificial bulls or drink the goat blood the priests 

spend their lives pouring out on the altar as libation offerings. That what He wants is neither 
blood nor fat...but to be sought. What solace for one who seeks to hear such words not from 

the mouth of like-minded co-religionists, but from God Himself! And what awful tidings for 

those for whom religion is rule and rule book, for those to whom worship is obedience rather 

than love.... 

 And then we come to the really bad news. The priests are wicked men who have 

forgotten God entirely, men the origin of whose right to teach others the rules of worship 

even God Himself can't quite recall. Worse, they are thick with the city's thieves and openly 

friendly and welcoming of adulterers into the sacred precincts--and the implication is not 
that they are reaching out to the sinners of the world to draw them back onto the right path. 

Worse than the company they keep, they gossip publicly about others--even their own 

brethren--and slander them without the slightest hesitation or moral compunction. And who 
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specifically are these brothers on whose behalf the poet is so righteously indignant? Could 

they be the Levites themselves, those latter-day proponents of prophetic Judah-ism for 

whom worship was communion as much as libation and sacrifice?  

 There's a hint that the Levitical poet had just that interpretation in mind in that he 

finishes up his report on the oracle he received during his nighttime vigil by saying that, of 

all the sacrifices offered to God, the single one that actually appeals to Him is the 

thanksgiving offering called the todah sacrifice. Was there some special connection between 

the Levites and the todah?  

 In the Torah of the priests, the todah was merely another sacrifice, a sub-category of 

the wellbeing offering that could be offered up for a variety of different reasons. But we have 

a remarkable account in the personal diary of Nehemiah ben Hakhaliah that specifically links 

the Levites of the post-exilic period to the todah. Nehemiah is one of the most sympathetic 

characters in the whole of Biblical history, I think, and one of the most interesting. This isn't 

the place for a long biographical sketch, but the short of it is that he was the fellow that was 

sent with the blessings of the Persian hierarchy to Jerusalem in the middle of the fifth 

century B.C.E. with the mandate of getting the walls of the city (and as much of its decrepit 

infrastructure as he could manage) repaired and rebuilt. He kept a diary, which is the longest 

and most moving work of its kind in the Bible. And it's in his account of the ceremony that 

marked his successful reconstruction of the city walls of Jerusalem that he mentions the 

Levites and their special relationship to the todah sacrifice. 

 I suppose I should let Nehemiah speak for himself. At the dedication of the wall of 
Jerusalem, he writes, the Levites, wherever they lived, were sought out and brought to 
Jerusalem to celebrate a joyful dedication with thanksgiving sacrifices (Hebrew: todot) and 
song, accompanied by cymbals, harps and lyres. The companies of singers assembled from 
the plains surrounding Jerusalem--from the Netophathite towns and from Beth Hagilgal and 
Sedoth Geva and Azmavet, for the singers had build themselves a series of towns around 
Jerusalem--and the priests and the Levites purified themselves as well as the rest of the 
people and the gates of the city and its wall. I had the officers of Judah go up onto the wall 
and I appointed two large todot (the plural of todah) and processions. One of these marched 
south on the wall to the Dung Gate, followed by Hoshaiah and half the officers of Judah...and 
some of the young priests with trumpets...and from there, they proceeded to the Fountain 
Gate, where they ascended the steps of the City of David directly before them...and onward 
to the Water Gate on the east. The other todah marched on the wall in the opposite direction 
with me and half the people behind it...and they halted at the Gate of the Prison Compound. 
Both todot halted at the House of God. And then the singers gave forth, with Yizrahiah 
conducting. On that day, they (presumably the priests) offered great sacrifices (presumably 

the todot) and they (presumably everybody else present) rejoiced, for God made them rejoice 
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greatly; the women and children also rejoiced and the rejoicing in Jerusalem could be heard 
from afar. 
 Now the meaning of the text rests in no small part on the meaning of the words todah 

and todot. It's usual to take them to refer to "thanksgiving choirs", an otherwise unknown 

usage of the term to refer to an otherwise unknown institution. I think it far more likely that 

the animals sacrificed that day were todah sacrifices--this was a festival of thanksgiving, after 

all--and that the word either refers to the oxen themselves or to the team of Levites that 

accompanied them to the altar. (And, if it does refer to a choir after all--then surely it would 

be to the choir whose songs accompanied the sacrifice after which it was named!) In either 

event, the point has been made forcefully in recent years that the Jerusalem Temple was 

basically a sanctuary of silence--to use Israel Knohl's felicitous phrase--but the todah-

thanksgiving sacrifice appears to have been the great exception. 

 Whether the sense was that deep feelings of gratitude could only be stirred by music 

designed to accompany the slaughter of the sacrificial animals or if there was some sort of 

sense that the todah sacrifice required Levitical participation for some now forgotten reason, 

the basic idea is still that there was something peculiarly (and uniquely) Levitical about the 

thanksgiving sacrifice in the post-exilic period...and that is how I would like to explain the 

assertion made by the poet at the end of the fiftieth psalm to the effect that God is more 

angered than pleased by the elaborate sacrificial structure developed over centuries within 

the priestly circles of old Jerusalem. The poet's contempt for the whole ritual world of 

sacrifice and libation is palpable, but he is prepared to make one single exception for the 

todah sacrifice, which he imagines that God continues (or rather, continued in his--the 

poet's--day) to find deeply satisfying: But someone who offers a todah sacrifice--that person 
is truly honouring Me...and it's to that individual--and not to any of those pretentious fools 

who think that sacrifice and ritual can have meaning outside of the quest for communion 

with Me--that I will show My face. 

 Other psalmists felt just as strongly about the matter, by the way. The author of the 

fifty-first psalm, for example, is practically quoting Hosea when he writes that the only true 

sacrifice--or at least the only one God will favour in this woefully pre-messianic age--is the 

worshipper's broken heart divested (for once) of its arrogance and pointless pride. And the 

author of the fortieth psalm is at least echoing Jeremiah when he categorically denies the 

authenticity of priestly tradition by insisting that God neither asked for nor takes any 

pleasure in the ritual sacrifices offered to Him as part of the priestly worship service. The 

point is not so much that sacrifices are bad or good, merely that they, like all rituals, are 

empty vessels that can be filled up with whatever sentiments the worshipper brings to 

them.... 

 And so we come to our next clue: the rituals of worship are intended to give form, 
even substance, to the journey towards God. When undertaken with the right spirit, the act 
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of pouring out the blood of a slaughtered ox on the altar--or, for that matter, of lighting 
Sabbath candles or of eating matzah on Passover--can be a wonderful spur towards creating 
the kind of closeness to God that is the essential prerequisite to faith rooted in knowledge, 
even in love, rather than in the fear of punishment. But ritual performed even according to 
the most exacting rules is utterly meaningless, perhaps even blasphemous, when undertaken 
for reasons other than the worship of God. That much seems unassailable...but whether the 
concept of worshipping God itself can have meaning outside of the quest for the kind of 
intimate, experiential communion with God that is by definition as highly idiosyncratic as it 
is personally profound is not at all obvious...unless it is. And how does one embark on this 
journey towards God? I suppose the same way one embarks on any journey...by lifting up 
one foot and placing it further ahead on the path one has chosen than it was before one lifted 
it up...just as the thanksgiving oxen marched along the walls of Jerusalem towards the 
Temple, the seat of the concentrated, palpable presence of God on this sorry earth....  
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‘Aneini 
 

 

 One-sided conversation is not exactly revered by most people as the pinnacle of 

dialogic art. Indeed, for most people, having a one-sided conversation is as intensely 

annoying as it is informationally unsatisfying: the whole point of dialogue is that it be carried 

on not only with an ear that listens, but with a voice that talks back in response. The word 

"dialogue" itself implies this and common sense demands it; the word spoken into the void is 

widely damned as wasted breath not because it bears no meaning, but because its meaning is 

non-provocative in the sense that it fails to provoke a partner in dialogue to speak in 

response. 

 Except in prayer. Plenty of people who would never chat for twenty minutes with a 

busy signal--or worse, a dial tone--spend countless hours in prayer without (as far as I can 

tell) actually expecting the Almighty to answer. Some people I know, bound to the concept 

of prayer but offended by the apparent refusal of God to respond to their prayers in the 

normal way, insist that God actually does speak to them, but in a secret, interior way that 

only they can perceive. It's a neat solution--in a certain sense, it's the only plausible solution 

to a theological dilemma that would otherwise be relatively insoluble--but it isn't especially 

satisfying, especially to those of us hearing about it second-hand. (And remember what 

happens in our world to most people who hear voices in their heads--other than the voice of 

God, of course--that no one else can hear.) 

 The ancients, for all that their world was different from ours in terms of its outer 

trappings, dealt with the same problems of theology and metaphysics we moderns do. They 

prayed to the same God and puzzled over His perplexing, slightly irritating, possibly even 

humiliating silence. Some of the prophets themselves appear to have opted for plan B--I 

suppose that the underlying assumption resting just beneath all those countless passages in 

which the prophets of Israel tell the people what God has spoken unto them has to be that no 

one but the prophet actually heard the word of God when it was actually spoken and that no 

one but the prophet, therefore, was in a position to proclaim it accurately. But others of the 

prophets--and especially the latter-day Levites of the post-exilic period whose hymnal was 

our Psalter--appear to have wished to transcend Elijah's famous voice of silence (that is, the 

inner voice that prompted Elijah to know what it was God wanted of him) and to seek the 

ultimate in dialogue: the actual, spoken voice of the other in response to their own actual, 

spoken utterances. 

 I don't know what single word appears the most often in the Book of Psalms, but it 

might as well be `an ni. Over and over, in poem after prayer after hymn after song, the 

authors of the various psalms actually dare to call upon God to answer them. `An ni means 

"Answer me!" (The plural form `an nu means "Answer us!" but is far less common.) Must we 
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assume that these words were intended by the many different authors in whose poems they 

appear to refer to a communicative experience other than the one people generally intend 

them to denote when they say them, usually in a certain tone, to inattentive children? I 

suppose one could argue that...but I'm not sure what arguments would truly persuade. When 

I, for one, tell my kids to answer me, I mean for them to respond in the normal way, in 

words rather than obscure gestures or thought patterns or subtle wrinkles in the natural 

pattern of being.... 

 It's a bona fide prophetic cry, this `an ni. Elijah, Scripture reports, used it at Mount 

Carmel and God hopped right to it, responding to the prophet's command with fire from 

heaven so intense that it consumed not only the bull sacrifice the prophet had prepared, but 

the altar the bull was resting on as well, stones and earth and wood included, and also, just to 

make the point even more forcefully, the moat Elijah had dug around it and filled with 

water. It wasn't much of a dialogic response--but Elijah, he of the voice of silence, seems to 

have been quite satisfied with it. Perhaps it suited Elijah for God to respond in the language 

of action rather than with human speech, but the Psalter, for whatever reason, simply takes 

the word and leaves the context behind. (Elijah's opponents, the prophets of Baal, use the 

same word in a slightly different form (`An nu, "Answer us!") to call upon their god, by the 

way. And although they were behaving like priests, Scripture makes a point of referring to 

them only as prophets. The narrator, I think, then portrays them using the vocabulary of 

prophecy to make his point even stronger.) 

 It wasn't an idle cry, either. Or at least it wasn't for some of the psalmists. Because, 

although the specific psalms in which the poets call upon God to answer them were 

composed (I suppose) as the liturgical part of the process of provoking mystic communion 

with the godhead, there are many other passages in the psalms in which God actually speaks 

directly to the poet. The poet, then, taking the role of public prophet, reveals the words of 

God to his (contemporary) listeners and (latter-day) readers. 

 As befits a book of prophecy provoked rather than endured, the Psalter mostly 

presents the oracles of God as short bursts of ecstatic inspiration. Hardly any long, complex 

prophetic speeches grace the twelve and a half dozen chapters of psalms that have come 

down to us. Instead we have the various pronouncements, messages and oracles that the 

mystics of the post-exilic period felt inspired (in both senses of the word) to report to others 

as the word of God. 

 One might well ask who these others were to whom they wished to communicate the 

stuff of their prophetic communion with God. It's actually a far more difficult question than 

it sounds like it ought to be because, by asking it, we are really asking to know the identity of 

the people for whom the psalms were written. Assuming they weren't composed as time 

capsules intended to bear news and information about the time and place of their 
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composition to interested parties dozens of generations in the future--which is precisely how 

we generally relate to them--then why precisely were they composed? 

 Undoubtedly, there are different answers for different psalms. But I think I can 

discern three larger groups of poems in the Psalter. (Remember that although the Book of 

Psalms was the hymn book of the Second Temple, there's no question that some of the poems 

in it were older songs resurrected for contemporary use. Others, probably the majority, were 

more likely composed specifically for use in the Temple. For what it's worth, there are 

hardly any citations of passages from the Psalms in any of the authentic pre-exilic books of 

the Bible.) 

 One group is undoubtedly made up of songs that were sung by the Levites in their 

capacity as Temple singers, but which played no role in their self-perceived role as latter-day 

proponents of the religion of the pre-exilic prophets. The so-called royal psalms probably fall 

into this category--hymns that either actually do derive from the days when Israel was ruled 

by kings or else which are simply intended to be nostalgically evocative of the monarchy of 

pre-exilic times--as do probably the psalms specifically labelled as "Songs of the Steps" which 

tradition recalls as songs the Levites sang during public sacrifice as they stood on the steps 

that led up from the Court of Women to the Court of Israel in the Second Temple. 

 A second category is made up of those songs we have been discussing, hymns which I 

think were used as part of the nighttime ritual designed to provoke ecstatic experiences of 

personally seeing or hearing God. 

 The third category would be made up of hymns based on previous experiences of 

divine communion, songs that incorporated prior revelations as appropriate meditative stuff 

for subsequent efforts to provoke the same kind of experience that yielded the words or 

images being used in the first place. This is a bit complicated, but if I'm right, then this is 

only the earliest example of just that use of previously acquired mystic content in later 

Jewish hymnody. (Indeed, the fabulously rich hymnals of the so-called merkavah mystics of 

rabbinic times were filled with songs composed according to precisely the same principle of 

using the stuff of previous revelation as the meditative focus of subsequent attempts to 

provoke ecstatic communion with God.) 

 Partially because of the nature of the Hebrew language, it isn't always clear which 

psalms belong to which category. When the author of the twelfth psalm, for example, writes 

that the Lord says that He will now rise up to respond to the cries of the needy, it isn't that 

obvious (at least not to me) whether he is reporting actual words he heard God say to him in 

the context of prophetic communion or if he is merely waxing poetic in order to warn the 

oppressors of the poor in the name of God to desist from their tyrannization of the destitute. 

Other passages are equally difficult to interpret. The last three verses of the ninety-first 

psalm quote God in the first person, but could be taken as part of the poet's conception of 

what God would say about those who revere Him properly as easily as an actual revelation of 
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the divine voice. On the other hand, when the author of the seventy-fifth psalm declares 

God's presence to be near and then segues neatly, almost seamlessly, into a first person oracle 

spoken by God, it's hard to imagine that the poet didn't expect his readers to presume that 

the substance of that oracle was vouchsafed to him in the context of some sort of prophetic 

experience of the divine. 

 This isn't a textbook on the psalms, so I don't feel obliged to discuss every verse in the 

book that could conceivably be taken as an oracle of God vouchsafed to a latter-day Levitical 

prophet. (I will, however, return to several of these passages in the next chapters.) Indeed, 

the point is merely this: when the poet wrote "O God, do not be silent, do not hold aloof, do 

not be quiet, O God", I don't think it's necessary (or reasonable or even especially desirable) 

to assume that his words must be assigned anything other than their simple meaning. No 

more than that, perhaps...but certainly also no less! 

 The only thing more absurd than the thought that God might deign to speak to us as 

individuals is the assumption that God lacks the will or, God forbid, the ability to speak at all. 
If there is a God and if He spoke once to his faithful, then it only seems reasonable to 
imagine that He will speak to His faithful again. So, however much we wish it to be, the 
problem is neither one of learning how to hear or even to listen. (Don't you know how to 
listen to someone speaking to you? Except for my children, doesn't everyone?) Those are 
after-the-fact excuses designed by the embarrassed pious to explain why their once garrulous 
God has fallen silent. I suppose that it's to their credit that they at least feel slightly 
embarrassed by the silence of God. But that's hardly enough...and the only real possibility of 
engaging in dialogue with the divine realm lies in learning to hear God when He speaks. Not 
to perceive divinity in the gnarly bark of an ancient oak or in the pristine stillness of a 
mountain lake at dawn. Not to hear the voice of God in a newborn's cry or in a lover's tender 
words. Not to denigrate the whole concept of divine speech by claiming to hear it where 
there is neither overt divinity nor, for that matter, actual speech of any real sort at all. But 
simply to hear God speak...as one individual might speak with another. As the prophets 
heard Him. As Scripture assures us the whole people once did manage to hear Him. As we all 
need to believe possible if we are to truly believe in the existence of a communicative God in 
the first place....  
 



 

 

Zeh Hasha‘ar 
 

       ...because this gate was 

       only meant for you... 

         —Kafka 

 

 

 The author of the 118th psalm hides behind neither David nor Asaph nor any other 

personality of the pre-exilic period. Perhaps for that reason, the rabbis of the Talmudic 

period debated whether this particular poem was created with reference to the past--as an 

expression of gratitude to God for David's successes--or as an oracle regarding the future. 

Modestly, I propose an alternative to both views: the poet is describing neither the future nor 

the past, but the present, his present. 

 In his own way, he's in as sorry a state as the authors of most of the other psalms I've 

written about. He's in intense distress. He perceives himself to be surrounded by fiends and 

villains on all sides. His enemies are all over him like a swarm of angry bees. He's learned 

better than to place whatever trust he can still muster in any mortal, even (probably he 

would say especially) in people of renown. But in the midst of all that detachment and 

alienation and misery and unhappiness, he calls on God and--amazingly enough--God 

answers him. And that experience, he says, brings him the relief he so desperately needs 

from the oppression of the world. 

 He doesn't tell us what God said. But the experience wasn't one of delightful intimacy 

as the uninitiated reader might expect it to have been. Just to the contrary, hearing God's 

voice was so intense an experience as to be almost painful. It sounds odd to hear the 

attainment of mystic communion with God described as pain, but the reality was apparently 

that the poet simply felt stretched to the limit of his endurance by the experience of hearing 

God speak--the word he uses is used elsewhere in Scripture to describe the kind of torture 

administered by evil taskmasters with whips and scorpions--but God did not hand him over 

to death--which he apparently half expected--and, in the end, he survived the experience at 

least long enough to write about it. 

 And now he is prepared to praise God precisely because He answered him--and not, 

God forbid, because of what it turned out to mean for a human being to suffer the experience 

of hearing the voice of God. 

 "This is the gateway to God," the poet declares triumphantly, setting aside his angst 

for a moment and exulting in the sheer triumph of having achieved communion with God in 

the style of the old time prophets no matter how blurred the boundary between the pleasure 
of knowing God and the pain of hearing God may have been. But this kind of intense 

communion is not for everybody. The gate may indeed exist, he continues, foreshadowing 

Kafka, but "the tzaddiqim alone may step through it." 



 

 

 And who, one may logically ask, are these tzaddiqim, these righteous individuals 

whom the psalmist allows may alone step through the gate towards God? The traditional 

commentators take the verse to refer to the righteous of any age, to the pure of motive and 

punctilious of observance whose faith is a function of (and a reward for) their piety as much 

as vice versa. But I wonder if there might not be a level here at which the word could be 

taken to refer specifically to the proponents of Levitical post-exilic prophetic Judaism. They 

are the ones, after all, who I believe actually did step through the gate to see and hear God.... 

 The tzaddiqim are mentioned as a group in more than a dozen psalms. And reference 

is made to individual tzaddiqim in another half-dozen texts. We've already had a chance to 

look at the 140th psalm, which concludes with the assertion that the tzaddiqim will be 

rewarded for their goodness and uprightness by being permitted to dwell "with the face of 

God." But what are we to make of the almost amazingly open comment in the 125th psalm to 

the effect that the staff of the wicked will never come down so totally on the backs of the 

tzaddiqim so as to send them packing entirely? These tzaddiqim certainly sound like the 

authors of the other psalms we've investigated, individuals all who felt persecuted by 

proponents of a kind of religion other than the one they themselves were promulgating as 

the key to communion with God. 

 The neo-prophets whose hymnal was our Psalter must indeed have felt that they had 

found the gateway to God. Did they feel a certain kinship to Father Jacob, the man who 

awoke after his vision at Bethel to exclaim in wonder that he had somehow found the 

gateway to heaven in that place? I've already suggested that they may well have, especially if 

the obscure reference to the name of the patriarch in the twenty-fourth psalm is correctly to 

be taken as a reference to a particular conventicle of specific individuals devoted to the 

search for God. 

 And what did they find when they passed through the portal to the celestial realm? 
They found a God who occasionally allows Himself to be seen. They found a God who speaks 
(at least sometimes) when spoken to. They found a God who takes responsibility for having 
made human beings such that we believe what we see and hear in a different and far more 
profound way than what we must merely conceptualize intellectually without the benefit of 
sensual stimuli to help us along. But these details pale in comparison to the larger, far more 
awesome point: that they actually did find God by stepping through the gate once 
specifically reserved for the tzaddiqim and now, we can only hope, for those who seek God 
honestly and forthrightly and in the context of absolute spiritual integrity. And where 
precisely is this gate to be found? That, after all, and not "where is God?" is the real question 
to ask. The good news is that the gate exists. The bad news is that it exists for each individual 
individually, privately, and totally, utterly idiosyncratically...and for nobody else. No one 
will ever find his or her private gate by contemplating the spiritual successes of others in 
establishing their lives in God or in finding their own private gateways to God. You can 



 

 

admire such people. You can even emulate them, but to find God, you must step through the 
gate that exists for you alone.... 
 



 

 

Sefat Lo Yada‘ti ’Eshma‘ 
 

 

 The Book of Psalms is a book of prophecy as studded with the remnants of prophetic 

experience as it is infused with the aftermath of spent prophetic passion. The authors of the 

psalms knew that it was possible not only to know God, but even to see him despite the stern 

warnings of the priestly tradition against daring to attain communion with the divine on 

such an intensely intimate level. They knew that the splendid light of God's presence--the 

light of His face, as they so often dared to call it--was there waiting to be accessed by the 

spiritually adept below who had both the nerve and the stamina to seek to love God in a 

sensual, real way rather than being content with the warm afterglow of prayer earnestly said 

or ritual activity zealously carried out. They understood revelation to be a concept that exists 

at many levels...and they understood, logically, that the private oracle whispered into the 

ears of the pious during a nighttime vigil in the Temple courtyard was neither inherently nor 

necessarily less authentic than an experience of revelation carried out at the national level in 

the presence of millions. 

 The story of Israel at Sinai had, in the meantime, become the foundation myth of the 

Jewish people, the story that gave meaning and substance to the Jews' sense of themselves as 

an `am segulah and a goy qadosh--a treasured people, apart from the world and holy unto 

God. But in the post-exilic period, the word qadosh meant different things to different 

people. In the Torah, it is a synonym for priestly--which is why the phrases mamlekhet 
kohanim ("a kingdom of priests") and goy qadosh ("a holy nation") are used as parallel terms 

in the nineteenth chapter of Exodus. For the Chronicler, however, it was the Levites 

especially who were called holy, as the Chronicler's use of the word qadosh in the version of 

the prayer he puts in the mouth of King Josiah demonstrates. And, if the Psalter was (as we 

have been positing) their hymnal, then it was those same Levites, or at least some groups 

among them, whose holy work consisted of actually hearing the word of God spoken and 

gazing at that which the priests taught no one may look at and live. 

 And what did God say when He deigned to speak? In the twelfth psalm, He says that 

He will arise (either from His throne or from His lethargy or perhaps from both) to bring 

redemption to the oppressed. In the thirty-second psalm, the psalm destined eventually to be 

designated for communal recitation on the Day of Atonement, He is heard to admonish His 

faithful to be neither like mules nor horses. (The poet cites God's own explanation of this 

rather gnomic thought: that although animals need bits and bridles to keep them going in the 

right direction, human beings should be sufficiently motivated by the desire to serve God so 

as not to need such artificial restraining devices.) 

 Sometimes the messages received are so obscure as to defy interpretation these many 

centuries later--we can only guess what it meant to the ancients to know that God had 

declared his intention to divide up the town of Shechem and personally survey the valley of 



 

 

Sukkot, as reported by the author of the sixtieth psalm and then repeated a second time for 

good measure in a different chapter in the Psalter. The references to Babylon and Rahab in 

the eighty-seventh psalm are equally obscure, but other oracles are as clear as they are 

pointed. When the author of the seventy-fifth psalm, for example, reports that God has 

determined to judge the world equitably at a time of His own choosing, for example, it isn't 

hard to imagine whom the Levitical poet was hoping to upset with that news. 

 Actually, any number of oracles preserved in the Psalter endorse the hostility the 

psalmists felt towards their detractors and enemies. I've already suggested that it could well 

have been the priests of their day--men whose brand of Judaism was so totally different in 

style and emphasis than the neo-prophetism of the psalmists--about whom they liked to 

imagine they were singing. The sixty-eighth psalm, for example, notes that God has 

specifically predicted that the tongues of the psalmists' dogs will have the opportunity one 

day to lap up the blood of their enemies. Other passages are equally blunt: the author of the 

110th psalm, for example, quotes God as predicting that the enemies of the author's superior 

would end up as his personal footstool, presumably after being slaughtered and stuffed by 

some bloodthirsty taxidermist. 

 Other oracles are directed at the group of prophetic seekers themselves or at the 

entire Jewish people. They shouldn't be stubborn, stupid people who provoke God's anger 

even though they have seen (!) the tangible, physically perceptible evidence of God's power. 

They should be proactive and vigorous in their support of the poor. They should be kind to 

orphans. The should comport themselves in a way that reflects their faith that God judges 

each individual according to his or her own deeds. They should seek God's peace by avoiding 

foolishness. 

 Perhaps the most extended description of the ritual designed to provoke God into 

speaking is found in the eighty-first psalm, a poem attributed to Asaph. It is night, the night 

of the new moon. The sky, illuminated only by the thinnest sliver of lunar surface, is at its 

darkest. The proceedings are thus enshrouded beneath a blanket of semi-darkness as  

a hymn begins to the accompaniment of drums and harps. God is invoked in the song as the 

God of Jacob, the very patriarch elsewhere identified with those who seek the divine face, 

the man who found the gateway to heaven even though he knew not the true nature of the 

place in which he was when he first lay down there to sleep for the night. 

 Suddenly, the assembled hear a blast of the ram's horn, the same shofar that the 

Israelites heard at Sinai and which (then as now) signalled the onset of the communicative 

presence of God. And with that, God begins to speak. He speaks not in a human tongue--for 

how could the word of God ever be imprisoned in the grammar and vocabulary of any 

specific human language?--but in the language of the heart, of the soul. Sefat lo yada`ti 
'eshma`, the psalmist relates, unsure how to describe an experience that transcends human 

language in normal words: I hear, he writes, speech encapsulated in a kind of speech I hadn't 

previously known to exist. And what kind of speech is it of which the mystic poet has never 



 

 

heard if not the sefat 'emet--"the language of truth"--that the author of a different Biblical 

book describes as the speech of eternity? 

 The assembled are hesitant at first: who are they, they wonder humbly, to hear the 

voice of God? To this, the poem itself responds with reference to history: the quest for God is 

as old as the flight from Egypt to Sinai...and (presumably) as legitimate in any setting as in 

any other. Reassured, the seekers calm themselves as they begin to interiorize the spirit of 

prophecy and master the message being sent to them from God. They set their ritual 

paraphernalia aside--mysterious allusion is made to a basket or a pot of some sort that one 

seeker appears to have taken from the shoulder of another perhaps as a sort of ritual 

unburdening of the body meant to mirror (or provoke) the unburdening of the soul that 

must precede participation in this kind of intercourse with the divine realm--and prepare to 

know God. 

 God's first words are calming: "You have called upon Me in distress," God says, "but I 

shall grant you relief even as I answer you in a voice of thundering secrecy and test your 

mettle in the manner in which I tested your ancestors in the desert." (The words s ter ra`am, 

"thundering secrecy," could be translated in a variety of ways, but I think they probably refer 

to the inner voice of God the prophet hears with his heart and in his head rather than 

through his ears. Others, it is true, reported that the divine voice was audible to any and all 

who were, or who might have been, present, but this particular instance of neo-prophetic 

communion with the divine seems to have been centered on an intimate experience rooted 

within the perceptive powers of the individual rather than the group. Perhaps the poet is 

trying to find his own way of expressing the inner voice that the Biblical author who 

described the experiences of Elijah at Sinai could only think to call a voice of thin, barely 

existent silence.) 

 At any rate, the meaning is clear enough: the courage to hear the word of God has to 

be developed from within the seeker's own breast and is neither something to be sought as a 

gift from God nor something to be presumed automatically to exist. The ability to withstand 

the degree of intimacy with God that the mystic seeker seeks is itself a test...and is, 

ultimately, the only true test of the mystic's mettle. But this is not a fool's path down which 

the prophet has begun to wander: if the prophet will only open his mouth, then God will fill 

it up with words of divine origin, with prophecy. 

 What comes next is a strange mixture of traditional and innovative information. Israel 

must obey God. Israel must worship no other gods--and especially not the gods of foreign 

nations. Israel must acknowledge God as the Master of History. The men and women of 

Israel must abandon the promptings of their own willful hearts. 

 And then, presumably, the point: God will indeed crush the enemies of Israel, striking 

them again and again. Moreover, those who truly hate God will eventually end up cowering 

before Him, terrified before the prospect of eternal damnation and doom. 



 

 

 Given the constant emphasis in most of the psalms I have been discussing on the need 

for God to keep the mystics' enemies from mocking them or even from physically abusing 

them, I wonder if the prophetic word in the eighty-first psalm wasn't meant as a double-

edged sword, one side of which could threaten the outer enemies of Israel at the same time 

the other edge intimidated the inner enemies of the true Israel, the faithful who sought God 

in the style of the old-time prophets and who actually succeeded, at least sometimes, in 

provoking the word of God. 

 I suppose either reading is possible--and it's certainly possible that both are correct--

but the more important point to be gleaned from the eighty-first psalm is that honey can 

indeed come from the rock (as the poet notes in his closing strophe) and that mere human 

beings are not damned by their humanity as much as they are enabled (and ennobled) by it 

to seek God and to hear His voice. 

 Taken all together, the information we can glean from the eighty-first psalm is 
profound. Israel has an outer and an inner aspect. The outer aspect--based on blood and 
faith--endures as an ongoing monument to the role God plays in history, but the inner 
aspect--the one rooted in the unquenchable, (almost) undeniable desire every human being 
feels (or rather, may feel) to know God and to love God and to commune with God 
personally, idiosyncratically, privately and intimately--that aspect exists as well and may be 
nurtured and cultivated in any time and place. History, after all, doesn't limit the search for 
God in the future as much as it grants that noble quest legitimacy in all subsequent 
generations. And this too: one gets the impression that the psalmists' world basically 
consisted of two distinct groups of people: the one made up of those who sought God and the 
other, of their enemies. To the extent that their world is ours as well, then what other option 
(I might ask) do we have other than belonging to one group or the other? Looking at the 
situation logically, the only plausible answer would have to be: none at all.  
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Epilogue: Lo Navi Anokhi 
 

 

        Seek God and live! 

          —Amos 

 

 There are always two ways. 

 The Torah devotes an enormous amount of time to discussing the great moveable 

sanctuary the Israelites constructed in the desert during their long years of wandering from 

slavery in Egypt to freedom in the Land of Israel. That sanctuary was called by a variety of 

names: 'ohel mo` d ("the tent of assignation" or "the tent of meeting"), qodesh ("the 

sanctum") and mishkan ("the tabernacle" or, more literarily, "the dwelling"), all of which are 

used more or less interchangeably in Scripture. There are, however, four distinct passages in 

Torah in which the phrase 'ohel mo` d 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. Although this might seem at first to be a mere issue of lexicography or 

literary style, there is a profound point to be made here and so it is precisely those four 

anomalous texts I would like now to consider. 

 The first consists of four verses in the thirty-third chapter of Exodus: Now Moses 
would take the tent and pitch it outside the camp at some distance from the camp and he 
called it the 'ohel mo` d ("the tent of assignation"), since it was to this tent, which 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 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. 
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 commentators do their best to connect this passage to its larger 

context, these connections seem forced and, to a certain extent, motivated 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 

particular tent would have been clear--but that that context is not the chapter in which this 

passage appears in Scripture as it now stands. 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 
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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 unmistakeable reference is 

made to this same tent. For example, in the eleventh chapter of Numbers, we read the 

following story: And God said to Moses, "Gather for me seventy of Israel's elders...and bring 
them out to the 'ohel mo` d and set them up there with you. I will come down and speak to 
you there and draw off some of the (prophetic) spirit that is on you and I will put it on them 
so 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 cloud 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!" 
 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 'ohel mo` d, 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 Israelites in search of God would send 

Moses to the tent so God could speak to him through the guise of the pillar of cloud, while 

here, the elders are actually to be invested as prophets in Israel and 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 did not generally take place. 

Even the cloud provides a link between the two texts, as it seems impossible to imagine that 

the pillar of cloud in Exodus and the cloud in Numbers are not meant to denote the same 

divine disguise. 

 Nor can there be any question of the identity of the tent mentioned in the very next 

chapter of Numbers. There, in the context of the story about Aaron and Miriam's dispute 

with Moses I've already mentioned a few times, we read the following details: Suddenly, the 
Lord called to Moses, Aaron and Miriam, "Go out, all three of you, to the 'ohel mo` d!" 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. 
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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. 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? 

 The tent here has to be the same as in the other texts: it is called 'ohel mo` d, it is 

outside the camp ("go out, all three of you...") 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. Furthermore, the phrase peh 'el peh ("mouth to mouth") is clearly parallel 

to the reference 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 stand at the 'ohel mo` d that I might instruct him." And Moses 
and Joshua went and stood at the 'ohel mo` d. And the Lord appeared at the 'ohel mo` d in 
a pillar of cloud and the pillar of cloud stood at the opening of the 'ohel....  
 The tent here is certainly the same as in the other texts: it is called 'ohel mo` d, 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: God is shifting the burden of prophecy from Moses' 

shoulders (there, in Numbers, partially; here, in Deuteronomy, entirely) and this can only be 

accomplished, or rather, can only properly take place at the focal point of Israelite prophetic 

endeavor: the 'ohel mo` d. 

 Now, as I mentioned above, there is another tent as well in Israelite tradition and it 

too has a variety of names, including 'ohel and 'ohel mo` d. The most elaborate description 

of this other tent is in the twenty-fifth through twenty-seventh chapters of Exodus, but 

although the word 'ohel is used repeatedly in the text to denote this sanctuary, the 

construction of which Scripture specifically attributes to Bezalel ben Uri and Oholiab ben 

Ahisamach, there can be no doubt that this 'ohel is not the 'ohel mentioned in the previous 

texts. For one thing, this 'ohel is located inside the camp at its very centre, not outside. For 

another, it is the centre of priestly worship, not of prophetic communion, and therefore only 

the priests, Aaron and his descendants, may enter into its innermost precincts; there is 

almost no mention of Moses penetrating into this 'ohel, much less of little Joshua (an 

Ephraimite!) actually dwelling there, either alone or in the company of the other lads. 

 Now there is a passage in the Book of Exodus that asserts that this inner sanctuary was 

precisely the place to which a prophet would have to repair to hear the voice of God 

booming out from between the wings of the cherubim sculpted atop the golden cover of the 

ark, but that's only so much priestly theory...and the reality of the situation is that there is 

only one single verse in the Bible that specifically refers to Moses actually entering into this 

priestly sanctuary for the sake of experiencing the prophetic voice of God in that place. This 
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latter reference, however, precise and unambiguous though it may be, is a solitary, 

anomalous, strangely contextless remark that can hardly be given the weight of an 

independent substantiating narrative and which is overridden anyway by the weight of 

tradition: when Scripture actually does offer a picture of Moses behaving like a working 

prophet--for example, when he turns to God for an answer to the specific question raised by 

the daughters of Zelophehad about the laws of inheritance or for divinely inspired 

information about how to deal with the issue of the people unable to celebrate the Passover 

by virtue of their personal impurity or for divine instructions about how to punish the public 

blasphemer or what to do with (or rather, to) the unfortunate man who was caught 

gathering sticks on the Sabbath--in those cases, the text is often suspiciously vague about 

where precisely it is that Moses retires to make his inquiries. There are, at any rate, no 

references to mercy-seats or cherubs' wings at any of these places, thus leaving readers to 

come to their own conclusions about the precise place it was to which Moses repaired "to 

bring their case--the case of Zelophehad's daughters--before the Lord (Numbers 27:5.)" And 

then, on top of all that, there are the specific instructions preserved in the priestly Torah to 

the effect that no one but the High Priest may enter the Holy of Holies (where the ark with 

its golden cherubim was to be installed)...and even he is severely restricted as to when and 

under what circumstances he may go there. How, then, was Moses to feel free to drop in 

whenever any Israelite wished him "to seek God" on his or her behalf? 

 Be all that as it may, this priestly 'ohel has specific appurtenances which are discussed 

and described in Scripture in exquisite detail--but none of them, least of all the altars, has 

anything to do with the prophetic experience, thus leaving the priestly sanctuary singularly 

unsuited to be named as the specific place to which the Levite Moses was instructed to go to 

hear the voice of divinity and to learn the precise answers to the specific questions he wishes 

to put to his God. 

 How are we, then, to explain the fact that this inner-camp sanctuary, so often called 

mishkan or qodesh is also called 'ohel and 'ohel mo` d? 

 It is, I think, clear enough that Israelite tradition originally maintained two distinct 

traditions about desert sanctuaries. The Tent of Meeting, the 'ohel mo` d, was outside the 

camp and was recalled as having been the locus of prophecy and, as such, the domain of 

Moses. The Tabernacle, usually called mishkan or qodesh, but also 'ohel and, occasionally 

even 'ohel mo` d was inside the camp and was the sacred centre of Israelite priesthood: the 

domain of Aaron. Later confusion surrounding the distinct nature of these traditions 

notwithstanding, it is clear enough that each of these shrines plays its own role in Israelite 

tradition. Together, they establish the unimpeachable cachet of desert provenance for both 

the priesthood and the institution of prophecy, the twin poles of ancient Israelite religious 

behaviour. 
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 But we are peeking behind the scrim here--and the reality of the situation is that the 

text of the Torah as it has come down to us presents only one sanctuary to its readers, one 

single desert shrine that is called by a variety of different names and which appears to have 

once been two different and distinct things. 

 As I've remarked again and again, the Torah is a priestly document that reflects the 

spirituality and political positions of the priests of post-exilic antiquity. In their world, there 

was only one sanctuary. And it was in their world (or rather, in their world-view) that there 

were priests rather than prophets leading the people forward towards God. Their spirituality 

had overwhelmed and subsumed the spirituality of the prophetic caste of the ancients. And 

as for the Levites--slaves of the priestly caste, as the Torah itself repeatedly, if rather 

petulantly, insists--their pathetic midnight efforts to resurrect the spirituality of the 

prophetic caste of the pre-exilic kingdoms of Israel and Judah were barely existent, barely 

worth nodding towards...just as Torah barely stops to nod to the tradition of a second 

sanctuary of prophecy located outside rather than deep within the camp of Israel. 

 The Psalter, the songbook of the ancient Levites, is riddled with poets' worries about 

being overwhelmed by hostile forces, foes too many to count who are out for blood 

constantly and in the greatest earnest, enemies who demand proof positive that the poet 

truly does know God and who are hardly going to be fobbed off with, of all pathetic things, 

poetry. And these aren't occasional observations, either. Indeed, there are scores upon scores 

of references to the poets' fears of suffering scorn and humiliation, even physical harm, at the 

hands of unnamed and unidentified villains throughout the Book of Psalms. I've cited some 

of these texts above, but the reader needs to realize that the Psalter is literally riddled with 

this kind of writing and that the fear of denunciation, public ridicule and physical assault is 

one of the two or three unifying themes that transform the disparate songs of the Psalter into 

a cohesive work. 

  Did the Levites fear being overwhelmed by adversaries selling a different kind of 

spiritual merchandise, a different method of seeking, of worshipping, of knowing and loving 

God? If the Psalter is their hymnal, then the answer certainly could be that that was 

precisely what they feared. And if the five-part Psalter of David was composed as a response 

to the five-part Torah of Moses, then the point can only have been to try to preserve a kind 

of ancient Judaism that risked being subverted, submerged and finally subsumed altogether 

by the institutionalized, cultic faith that had power, money and the inestimably grand 

authority of the Jerusalem high priesthood behind it. 

 Eventually, if only literarily, the sands of the Sinai began to cover the prophetic tent, 

the 'ohel mo` d to which "all who sought God would go." But the image became frozen in 

time when the text of Scripture was suddenly fixed in the very period of history we are 

discussing--and here and there, one can still see some few references to that sanctuary of 

prophecy peeking out from just behind and (occasionally) between the stately columns of the 
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priestly Torah. Indeed, it was in this period that the priestly Torah became the Torah of all 

Israel or, as Scripture itself puts it, the Torah of God. The original nature of the Psalter was 

forgotten and the rabbis--for whom the Torah of Moses was the word of God in even the 

most literal (and least likely) sense of the term--found nothing in it even remotely hostile 

either to the spirituality of the Torah or to their own religious program. The memory of the 

desert sanctuary vanished almost entirely, but not entirely, continuing on to live in a real 

enough way for textual archeologists to uncover, ponder and (at least in this author's case) 

admire millennia later. 

 The specific meaning of the various references to the specific practices in which the 

Levites engaged to awaken the visible or auditory presence of God in their midst were 

forgotten or dismissed as so much poetry or metaphor. Indeed, the ancient tradition the 

Levites must have cherished above all others--that tradition which affirmed the Levitical 

ancestry of the greatest of all prophets, Moses himself--seems to have been suppressed, if not 

quite submerged, by the authors of Scripture as it has come down to us. There are, at any 

rate, no references to Moses acting as a Levite per se in any Biblical story. Indeed, Scripture 

has God referring to Aaron as Moses' brother Levite, not the other way around! Now Aaron, 

of course, was also a member of the tribe of Levi. But by emphasizing that aspect of his 

pedigree rather than his status as progenitor of the priestly caste, Scripture is laying the 

groundwork for thinking of the Levites of the post-exilic period as junior priests rather than 

prophets, precisely as the priestly editors of the Torah would have no doubt liked everybody 

to think: the Biblical period hadn't even come to an end and already the sense was being 

created that the priests and their version of the ancient religion of Israel was the truly 

authentic one. 

 The tension between prophets and priests in post-exilic Judah was eventually no less 

forgotten than was the real point of the poet's wistful musing about how lovely it would be if 

brethren were only able to find the will (or would he have said the courage?) to sit down 

together in peace. 

 The books of the prophets were deemed so entirely in step with rabbinic theology 

that passages from them were selected and entered into the weekly lectionary cycle of 

Scriptural passages to be read aloud in synagogue as a kind of literary supplement to the 

weekly reading from the Torah itself. The word torah in the Psalter was deemed always to 

refer to the Torah of Moses, despite the fact that more or less every single one of the three 

dozen or so verses that feature the word (two thirds of which are in the 119th psalm, where 

at least one reference is to serving God precisely by abandoning his torah) is equivocal and 

could be referring just as easily to the torah of the prophets as to the Torah of the priests. (At 

any rate, when the psalmist wrote that he felt torah--the word itself means nothing more 

specific than "teaching" or "lesson" in Hebrew, a language without capital letters--when he 

felt the abiding presence of torah deep within his bowels, he was, I think, certainly referring 
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(as he says more or less specifically) to a special, personal revelation intended by God 

specifically for him much in the same way the prophet Ezekiel spoke about how the personal 

scroll God sent him filled up his bowels or the prophet Jeremiah about the word of God 

churning and roiling in his troubled intestines.) 

 In every age, there have been those who have sought to know God intimately rather 

than merely to know of Him through the medium of other people's revelatory experiences. 

These are the people to whom Amos was speaking when he said, speaking in the name of 

God: Seek ye Me and live. The Hebrew words--dirshuni vih. yu--have a certain immediacy to 

them, a certain challenging cadence that resists translation. Seek Me and live--not despite 

the experience, but because of it. Seek Me and live--not by remaining alive, but by becoming 

alive. Not merely by being not dead as a result of journeying to God, but by being alive as a 

result of embracing life fully and specifically through the worship of its Author. 

 The context in Amos is telling. The prophet is a northerner and he speaks in a 

northern context and from a northern vantage point. He warns his countrymen not to seek 

God at Bethel or at Gilgal, two of the great holy sites of the northern kingdom, much less at 

Beersheba in neighbouring Judah. There are only buildings in those places, he means to say, 

conditionally holy sites that came into existence at a certain moment and which will 

eventually stop existing. Seek God and live, the prophet says, this time speaking in his own 

name. Seek God in His temple, he says, meaning that the faithful should not waste their time 

seeking the temple, but should rather devote themselves and their efforts to seeking the God 

whose worship the temple was built to inspire. 

 Amos had his run-ins with the official priesthood of his time and place in the person 

of one otherwise unknown priest named Amaziah who served in the northern sanctuary of 

Bethel. What the real cause of this Amaziah's problem with Amos was, I can't say. The 

whole passage is short and neither Amaziah nor Amos says all that much in it, but one thing 

Amaziah does insist is that he's learned of--without quite saying that he himself has heard--

some seditious remarks the prophet has made about King Jeroboam. He tries to throw him 

out of the country, or at least out of Bethel which is, he notes pointedly, both a royally 

sponsored sanctuary and the site of the royal palace. The prophet is unimpressed. Lo' navi' 
'anokhi, Amos says--he's not a prophet, at least not a professional member of the prophetic 

guild, and neither was his father one. What's more, he already has a job, he insists, actually 

more than one: he raises cattle and sheep and tends sycamore trees for a living. This prophet 

business is a temporary thing, Amos adds almost wearily--he was just minding his own 

business when God came unexpectedly to him and sent him to bear His word to Israel. 

 Although they don't cite it directly, the creators of the Book of Psalms must have 

liked that story, truncated though it might be in its Scriptural version. For they too were 

neither nevi'im nor ben  nevi'im, neither "real" prophets nor members-in-training of the 

long-defunct prophetic guild of ancient Israel. Indeed, I see them as the first non-prophets 
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who strove nonetheless to know God, to hear His voice, to see His face, to "come to the 

temple and to gaze on the beauty of the divine form". In a certain sense, they were the first 

Jewish mystics. If you ask me, they were also the first Jewish moderns. 

 We, in our world, are so used to dismissing efforts to perceive God sensually rather 

than merely intellectually as so much metaphor and hyperbole that it actually requires some 

degree of discipline to take such efforts seriously as authentic, pious acts and their 

practitioners (or attempters) as bona fide religious people whose spiritual work was (and is) 

legitimate, ancient and, at least in terms of its end goals, deeply traditional. It's a stretch for 

most of us who live out our spiritual lives within the complacent, smug world of organized 

Jewish life to consider--or even, for that matter, to remember--that there were once Jewish 

individuals for whom ritual was a tool rather than an end unto itself. And it's even more of a 

challenge to force ourselves to ponder the fact that, at the earliest stages of the 

transformation of Judah-ism to Judaism, there were already people opting out of the system--

or at least choosing a distinctly different spiritual path--not in order to become free of God 

and His service, but to embrace both God and His service in a palpable, sensual way that 

corresponded then (as, indeed, it corresponds now) to what human beings really mean when 

they say that they know one another in the simple, unmysterious way in which ordinary 

people perceive, esteem and enjoy each other in friendship and love. 

 

 Like Amos--and certainly like the Levites of the post-exilic period--I am also neither 

a prophet nor the son of a prophet nor am I a member of the professional prophetic guild 

(now fallen several millennia even further into desuetude than it was in post-exilic Judah.) 

For better or worse, what I am is the product of twenty-two or three post-Biblical centuries 

of development and thought. My Judaism, therefore, cannot be what Judaism itself isn't. But 

it can be enhanced, perhaps even defined, precisely by considering what Judaism became in 

light of what it could have been. The priests of old won. Their Torah is our Torah and their 

faith, our religion. Their sanctuary became the desert shrine Scripture describes in such 

exquisite, one might almost say excessive, detail and it is their rituals, and no one else's, that 

became the commandments that bind all Jews to each other and to God. 

 Like all line drawings, the picture painted in this book is distinctly simpler than the 

actual reality behind it must have been. The vast majority of Jewish people in antiquity--

Levites and priests and regular folks--were not fully in one camp or in the other, I don't 

imagine. They were somewhere on a spectrum, perhaps closer to one or the other of its ends, 

but nevertheless obliged--or rather, challenged by circumstance--to discover a way to 

balance two conflicting views of Jewish spirituality and to find some sort of reasonable way 

for them to co-exist within the same breast. The same could be said of us all: the vast 

majority of engaged, committed Jewish people today are neither dry-as-dust ritualists nor 

wild-eyed seekers of visual or auditory communion with the divine realm. Instead, they--
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we--fall somewhere on a spectrum between what Judaism is and isn't, between Pentateuch 

and Psalter, between Torah and Tillim, between the worship of God as Israel's end of the 

covenantal bargain that binds God and the Jewish people and the use of that same worship as 

a vehicle towards intimate, sensual, utterly personal communion with that same God. 

 Where do I personally stand in all of this? I ask that question aloud not because I 

intend to answer it publicly, but merely to show that it can be asked, perhaps even that it 

must be asked openly. The answer--the honest answer, as opposed to the knee-jerk response 

rabbis are trained to give--however, cannot be sought in books, even sacred ones, or in 

sermons...but can only come from the deepest recesses of a specific individual's spiritual 

consciousness. From the secret source of the desire for God that animates and guides human 

life from cradle to grave. From the private heart to which the psalmist referred when he 

wrote the words bekhol l v yidreshuhu--they shall seek Him wholeheartedly, which is to 

say: with all their hearts, with all its chambers, secret and otherwise, and with both of its 

sides.  
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rewards Israel may hope to attain is found at Leviticus 26:3-13. The passage in which it is 

related that Moses saw the temunah of God when he experienced his prophetic visions is 

found at Numbers 12:8. The author of the sixty-third psalm used the prophetic word h. azah 

to describe his experience of mystic communion with the godhead in the third verse of his 
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no. 118; Sheffield [U.K.]: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991), p. 38, and also see below, chapter 

12. The story of the seventy elders whom God invested with the spirit of prophecy is told in 

the eleventh chapter of Numbers. The story of Yahaziel is told at 2 Chronicles 20:14-19. The 

Chronicler remarks that it was David himself who selected Asaph, Heman and Jeduthun (and 

their descendants) to be the "trained singers" in the sanctuary at 1 Chronicles 25:7. 

(Regarding women singers in the Second Temple, cf. verses 5b-6: "God gave Heman fourteen 

sons and three daughters, all of whom were under the charge of their father for the singing 

in the House of Lord, to the accompaniment of cymbals, harps and lyres, for the service of 

the House of God by order of the king.") The reference to Solomon being wiser than Heman 

(and also than Ethan the Ezrahite, to whom the eighty-ninth psalm is attributed) is found at 

1 Kings 5:11. Regarding the possible identification of Jeduthun and Ethan, cf. passages like 1 

Chronicles 6:16-33 and 15:16-178, which present Asaph, Heman and Ethan as the 

eponymous heads of Israel's musical guilds, with passages like 1 Chronicles 16:37-43 and 

25:1-7, where Jeduthun appears with the other two instead of Ethan. The tradition that the 

Levitical singers were appointed to their positions by David appears again in Chronicles at 2 

Chronicles 35:15. The story of how David reported a prophetically received message to 



 

 

Solomon appears at 1 Chronicles 22:7-10. Note that the Chronicler reports twice (at I 

Chronicles 22:8 and 29:3) that David said that the word of God regarding his plan to build a 

permanent temple in Jerusalem had come directly to him, i.e. in a prophetic state of 

communion with the divine, while at I Chronicles 17:1-10, he echoes the story preserved in 

2 Samuel 7:4 to the effect that this same information was specifically said to have been 

conveyed to David by the prophet Nathan. The passages linking the figures of David and 

Elijah appear at I Kings 18:37-38 and I Chronicles 21:26. The passage in which the poet uses 

the same verb used of Moses at Exodus 2:10 to describe himself being drawn out of the water 

is the seventeenth verse of the eighteenth psalm (=2 Samuel 22:17.) The eighteenth psalm is 

attributed to David. The term 'ish ha'elohim is used to refer to Moses at Deuteronomy 33:1, 

Joshua 14:6, Ezra 3:2, Psalm 90:1, 1 Chronicles 23:14 and 2 Chronicles 30:16. David is also 

called 'ish ha'elohim at Nehemiah 12:24. The Chronicler's report that God appeared to David 

is found at 2 Chronicles 3:1, which may be compared to the story at 2 Samuel 24:17. The 

passage offering the last words of David in which he identifies himself (more or less) as a 

prophet of God appears at 2 Samuel 23:2. Note also the prophetic style of 2 Samuel 23:1, 

which may be compared easily to the opening style of the two of Balaam's prophetic 

speeches found at Numbers 24:3 and 15. The passage in which Solomon is heard to remark 

that God spoke "with his mouth" to David is found at I Kings 8:15. (Cf. the reference to God 

speaking "mouth to mouth" with Moses at Numbers 12:18.) The modern author who wrote 

that David's Biblical portrait is that of a prophet as much as of a king was A. Robert, writing 

in his essay "La sens du mot Loi dans le Ps. cxix (vulg. cxviii)," Revue Biblique 46(1937), p. 

202. Many ancient authors would have agreed with this sentiment, cf. Josephus, Jewish 
Antiquities 6:166, the author of Luke-Acts at Acts 2:30 ("...but since [David] was a 

prophet...") and 4:25 and even the author of the Qumran scroll called 11QPsa, who wrote 

that "David, son of Jesse, was a wise man, a light like the light of the sun...the Lord gave him 

an intelligent and enlightened spirit. He wrote 3600 psalms...All this he expressed under 

prophetic inspiration, which was given to him on the part of the Most High (trans. Tourney 

in Raymond Jacques Tournay, Seeing and Hearing God with the Psalms, p. 44, and cf. the 

translation of J.A. Anders in The Dead Sea Psalms Scroll [Ithaca (New York), 1967], p. 137.) 

The talmudic tradition about David's composition of the psalms while under the direct 

influence of God's presence in the world is found at BT Pesah. im 117a. Saadia's opinion about 

David's status as a prophet is recorded in his first introduction to the Book of Psalms, printed 

in his commentary to the Psalter, trans. and ed. Y. Kafih (Jerusalem, 1966), p. 28, cf. the 

comments of Uriel Simon in his 'Arba` Gishot Leseifer Tehillim Meirav Sa‘adiah Ga’on `Ad 
R. 'Avraham 'Ibn `Ezra (Ramat-Gan, 1982), pp. 13-54. Saadia then goes on to demonstrate 

why the specific attribution of various poems within the Psalter to other people does not rule 

out taking the entire book as the prophetic output of David. (Cf. Rashi to Psalm 72:20.) The 

Talmudic tradition to the effect that David was the editor of the Psalter is preserved at BT 
Baba Batra 15a. Ibn Ezra writes about the prophetic nature of the Psalter in his introduction 



 

 

to the Psalms (printed in Simon, 'Arba` Gishot, p. 248.) Regarding the Chronicler's 

connection of the Levitical singers of his own day with the psalmists and songsters of David's 

time, see D.L. Petersen in his Late Israelite Poetry: Studies in Deutero-Prophetic Literature 

(Missoula, 1977), p. 85. The Chronicler gives his "revised" version of I Kings 23:2 at 2 Ch 

34:30. Regarding this passage, see Petersen, loc. cit. and also J. Myers in his Anchor Bible 

commentary to Chronicles, vol. 2 (Garden City, 1965), p. 208. The idea that the Levitical 

singers of the Second Temple period were the spiritual descendants of the prophets is also 

related somehow to the mysterious way the Chronicler lists the names of the sons of Heman 

at 1 Ch 25:4. The last nine names on the list appear to form the fragment of some forgotten 

psalm that could be translated to yield: "Have mercy on me, Lord, have mercy, (for) you are 

my God / I have glorified and magnified Your Help / Still afflicted, I spoke: Grant many 

visions." The translation is tentative in part. See P. Haupt, "Die Psalmverse in I Chr 25,4" in 

the Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 34(1914), pp. 142-145 and H. 

Torczyner, "A Psalm by the Sons of Heman," Journal of Biblical Literature 68(1949), pp. 247-

249, both of whom offer quite different translations and cf. D.L. Petersen, op. cit., p. 65. The 

question of whether the traditions connecting David with the invention of psalmody were 

themselves developed within the levitical guilds of post-exilic Jerusalem is discussed briefly 

by Alan M. Cooper in his essay, "The Life and Times of King David According to the Book of 

Psalms," pp. 129-130, printed in The Poet and the Historian: Essays in Literary and Historical 
Biblical Criticism, ed. Richard E. Friedman (Chico [California], 1983), pp. 117-132.  

 

Chapter Three: The story of Saul's anointing and subsequent experiences at the tomb of 

Rachel, Alon Tabor and Givat Ha'elohim is related at 1 Samuel 10:1-13. Groups of ecstatic 

prophets are specifically said to have lived at Bethel and Jericho in the beginning of the 

second chapter of 2 Kings. Groups of prophets connected to the royal court are mentioned in 

Scriptural accounts of the court of King Ahab at I Kings 18 and 22. It isn't obvious to me 

whether the reference to the prophets of Jerusalem in the time of King Josiah at 2 Kings 23:2 

is to a group of royal prophets or not. (The evidence of Jeremiah 26:7, 8 and 11 suggests that 

there was simply a settlement of prophets in Jerusalem during the reign of King Jehoiakim, 

Josiah's son. These, presumably, would be the same prophets mentioned in 2 Kings 23, cf. 

Lamentations 2:14.) The wives of Isaiah and Ezekiel are referred to at Isaiah 8:3 and Ezekiel 

24:18 respectively. The husband of the prophetess Hulda is named at 2 Kings 22:14. The 

divine command forbidding Jeremiah to marry "in this place" (i.e. in Jerusalem on the eve of 

its destruction) is preserved at Jeremiah 16:2. Scripture uses the phrase "spirit of God" as a 

synonym for the charismatic force of an individual's personality at 1 Samuel 11:6 and as a 

synonym for mental wellbeing at 1 Samuel 16:14, where the text conveys the idea that Saul 

was slowly becoming mad by stating that "the spirit of the Lord had departed from [him] and 

an evil spirit from the Lord began to terrify him." The Bible speaks of the spirit of God 

coming over Samson at Judges 14:6 and Jephthah at Judges 11:29. The remark of Obadiah, 



 

 

steward of Ahab's palace, about the power of the divine spirit is preserved at 1 Kings 18:12. 

The comments of the prophets of Jericho to Elisha about the power of that same spirit are 

given at 2 Kings 2:16. The story about Elijah outrunning Ahab's chariot is given at 1 Kings 

18:41-46. The various verbs used to describe the way in which the divine spirit possesses a 

prophet are found in the following places: fills him with strength, at Micah 3:8; falls on him, 

at Ezekiel 11:5; comes mightily onto him (Hebrew: tzalah. ), at 1 Samuel 10:6 and 10; envelops 

him (Hebrew: lavash), at 1 Chronicles 24:20; descended upon him and rested on him, at 

Numbers 11:25. The passage about Saul at Naioth from 1 Samuel 19 is given in the translation 

of the latest Jewish Publication Society Bible. The Biblical text that talks about Levites being 

unable to recognize their close relatives is at Deuteronomy 33:9. 

 

Chapter Four: Ahab's remark about Michaihu ("For I loathe him...") is found at 1 Kings 22:8. 

The citation from the story of Michaihu and Kings Ahab and Jehoshafat is taken from 1 

Kings 22:16-19. (The story presented at 1 Kings 22 can be compared with the version that 

appears in 2 Chronicles 18.) The Bible reports that God appeared to Solomon at 1 Kings 3:5 

and 9:2-3, to which the parallel passage at 2 Chronicles 7:12 may be compared. The rather 

obscure sole reference in the Bible to God appearing to David is at 2 Chronicles 3:1 in a 

passage that has no parallel in the Book of Kings. Amos is heard to report his experience of 

visual communion with God at Amos 9:1. The story of Isaiah's prophetic investiture is told at 

Isaiah 6:1-13. The quotation from the first chapter of Ezekiel is taken from Ezekiel 1:26-28. 

Ezekiel refers to the divine glory again in the vision described in Ezekiel 10 (where he 

implies strongly, but stops just short of saying in so many words, that the image of the 

godhead in this particular vision was the same as the one he had in his inaugural prophetic 

experience on the banks of the Kebar) and then again in Ezekiel 43:1-6, where he makes that 

precise observation explicitly. The vision of God described by the author of the Book of 

Daniel is preserved at Daniel 7:9-11, to which may be compared the text at Daniel 10:5-7.  

 

Chapter Five: The verse that begins "And lo, the Lord passed by..." is 1 Kings 19:11. The verse 

"To whom can one compare God..." is Isaiah 40:18. The Psalter is divided into five books as 

follows: Book 1: Psalms 1-41, Book 2: Psalms 42-72, Book 3: Psalms 73-89, Book 4: Psalms 

90-106 and Book 5: Psalms 107-150. 

 

Chapter Six: The story of King Uzziah's mystic lessons is preserved (all too briefly) at 2 

Chronicles 26:5. (The Hebrew verb used is darash.) The reference in the twenty-seventh 

psalm to seeking God within the precincts of the Temple is found at Psalm 27:4. The 

reference to a sacred meal in the twenty-second psalm is at Psalm 22:27, cf. Psalm 34:11, 

where the satiety of the "Seekers of God" (one of the terms also used in Psalm 22) is 

contrasted with the hunger of their rivals. (On the other hand, the beginning of the forty-

second psalm could be read to suggest that those who sought out communion with the divine 



 

 

face did so in a context of fasting from food and, especially, from drink. Perhaps the idea is 

that the actual experience of communion was preceded by a period of fasting, but completed 

in the context of feasting.) The references to seeking God in the context of joyful song are at 

Psalms 69:33 and 70:5. (The singing of long, repetitive hymns was also a feature of the mystic 

methodology of the merkavah mystics of the Talmudic and post-Talmudic periods. See the 

responsum of Hai Gaon published by B.M. Levin in his 'Otzar Hagge'onim to H. agigah 

[Jerusalem, 1932], p. 13-15.) The opening verses of the 105th psalm also include references to 

intense joy and the singing of hymns in the specific context of seeking communion with the 

face of God. Psalm 4:7-8 also connects the idea of experiencing the light of God's face with 

the idea of joy. Cf. Psalm 16:11 and 21:7, where the concepts of joy and the face of God are 

also linked.) The reference to Jacob in the twenty-fourth psalm is at Psalm 24:6. (The 

reference in the Torah to Jacob at Peniel is at Genesis 32:30.) The rabbinic tradition about 

the number of poems in the Book of Psalms is preserved among the extra-Talmudic tractates 

at Sofrim 16:11, cf. Midrash Tehillim to Psalms 22:19 (ed. Buber, p. 190) and 104:2 (ed. cit., p. 

439) and the related material preserved at BT Berakhot 9b-10a and PT Shabbat 16:1, 15c. 

(The tradition is also cited by the Tosafot at BT Pesah. im 117a, s.v. hakhi garsinan, and is 

implied in the large number of rabbinic passages collected and presented by Buber in his 

notes to the passages from Midrash Tehillim mentioned above.) Scripture gives the patriarch 

Jacob's age at his death as 147 at Genesis 47:28. References to God hiding His face are found 

in the Psalter at Psalms 13:2, 27:9, 30:8, 44:25, 51:11 (where the psalmist anomalously sees 

the image as something positive, i.e. that God will agree to turn His face away from the poet's 

sins), 69:18, 88:15, 102:3, 104:29 and 143:7. References to the light of the divine face may be 

found in the eightieth psalm in verses 4, 8 and 17 (where the reference is to fire rather than 

light and the idea is that the light can become too intense [i.e. it can turn to fire] if the 

epiphany is left uncontrolled; cf. Ps 21:10) and 20. Cf. also Psalms 31:17, 44:4, 89:15-16, 

105:5, 90:8 and 119:135. The yesharim are said to sit with the divine face at Psalm 140:14. 

The psalmist refers to rising at midnight to supplicate before the divine face at Psalm 119:58 

and 62, presuming both verses to be referring to the same experience. The reference to the 

servants of God rising at midnight to supplicate in the Temple courtyard is at Psalm 134:1. 

The references in the Psalter to the various names the latter-day prophets gave themselves 

are as follows: humble ones: Psalm 69:33; seekers of God: Psalm 34:11; seekers of the divine 

face: Psalm 24:6 or Psalm 70:5; upright ones: Psalm 140:14; the pious (Hebrew: h. asidim): 

Psalm 132:9, where the term is used as the counterpart of kohanim (cf. Deuteronomy 33:8, 

where the term h. asid is specifically applied to the tribe of Levi); the God-fearers: Psalm 

115:9-11 and 118:2-4, where the group, presumably the Levites, within the Temple 

population that aren't the Israelites or the priests are called God-fearers (but cf. Psalm 

135:19-20, where the God-fearers and the Levites are mentioned separately and also Psalms 

25:14 and 34:8, where the poets appear to be presuming that their readers will recognize 

their references); the righteous: Psalm 118:20, where the people who pass through the gate to 



 

 

(gaze on?) God are called the Righteous (tzaddiqim); the servants of God: Psalm 134:1 (cf. 

Psalm 113:1). The reference to the eighty-ninth psalm is to verse twenty, which recasts 2 

Samuel 7:4 as a group experience directed not to the prophet Nathan (as in Samuel), but to a 

group called "the pious" (Hebrew: h. asidim.) The poet pleads with God that He not take the 

holy spirit of prophecy from him at Psalm 51:13. The passage from the 108th psalm is Psalm 

108:8 (=Psalm 60:8.) The psalmists use the verb darash to characterize their search for God in 

several different poems, e.g. Psalms 34:5 (cf. verse 11), 53:3 and 77:3. That the word refers 

specifically to the cultivation of prophetic communion with the divine realm is obvious from 

many Biblical passages, e.g. Genesis 25:22-23, Exodus 18:5, 1 Samuel 9:9, 1 Kings 22:8, 2 

Kings 3:11, 8:8, 22:13 and 18, Jeremiah 21:2 and 37:7, Ezekiel 20: 1 and 3, 1 Chronicles 15:13 

and 21:30 and 2 Chronicles 17:7 and 34:21. Examples of the inconsistent redactional traits of 

the Psalter and the Torah are Psalm 72:20 ("Here end the prayer of David son of Jesse") when 

dozens of psalms ascribed to David follow and Leviticus 26:46 ("These are the statutes, laws 

and torot that God...gave into the hand of Moses at Mount Sinai") when the very next verse 

introduces a section of text said (at Leviticus 27:34) to be constituted of different laws given 

by God to Moses at Mount Sinai. (Even if the latter verse was meant to refer to all of 

Leviticus, then the book still has two endings.) A certain general unwillingness to smooth 

over obvious textual problems is also characteristic of the final editors of both works, but the 

evidence of this willingness varies according to the genre of the passage. In the legal portions 

of the Torah, for example, we have laws that are in obvious contradiction with each other 

(like the laws regarding the specific animals that may be used for the paschal sacrifice at 

Exodus 12:5 and Deuteronomy 16:2), while in the narrative portions of Torah, we have 

details from different versions of the same story presented as though they were entirely 

consonant with each other (like the detail of what the Midianites did with Joseph once they 

kidnapped him presented at Genesis 37:28 and 36). In the Psalter, on the other hand, we 

have the phenomena of acrostic poems being presented with some of their letters missing, 

either one single letter (as in Psalm 145) or a much larger number (as in Psalms 9 and 10, 

which the Septuagint presents as one single poem and which are, in effect, one long acrostic 

hymn) and also of the same poem appearing as two different psalms, e.g. Psalms 14 and 53. 

Parallel passages within the Psalter are as follows: Psalm 14=Psalm 53; Psalm 70:2-6=Psalm 

40:14-18; Psalm 108=Psalm 57:8-12 and 60:7-14. The five books of the Torah are Genesis, 

Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. The five books of the Psalter are given above 

in the notes to chapter five. The five books of the so-called Deuteronomic History are 

Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings. The Book of Proverbs consists of five 

distinct collections of material: chapters 1-9, 10-24, 25-29, 30 and 31. The Book of Daniel 

may also be broken down into five constituent units, each of which begins with the formal 

dates that appear in the book at the beginnings of chapters one, two, seven, eight and ten. 

The scholar who feels that the first nine chapters of 1 Chronicles was originally a distinct 

textual unit that was added onto the larger part of the work at a secondary stage of the book's 



 

 

redaction is Adam C. Welch, whose arguments are set forth in his Post-Exilic Judaism 

(Edinburgh and London, 1935), pp. 185ff. 

 

Chapter Seven: The story of how Isaiah wandered naked in the streets of old Jerusalem is 

preserved in the twentieth chapter of the Book of Isaiah. The story of Moses', Samuel's, 

Jeremiah's, Amos' and Ezekiel's prophetic investitures may be found at Exodus 3:1-4:23, 1 

Samuel 3:1-14, Jeremiah 1:1-19, Amos 7:12-17 and Ezekiel 1-7 respectively. Scripture does 

not present an account of the destruction of the sanctuary at Shiloh, but refers to it at Psalms 

78:60. That the ark was taken into battle against the Philistines from Shiloh (as recounted at 

1 Samuel 4:3-5), but not returned there seven months later when the Philistines relinquished 

it (it went first to Beth Shemesh and then to Kiryat Yearim; cf. 1 Samuel 6:19-7:1) suggests, 

at least obliquely, that it was at this point that Shiloh was destroyed, cf. the evidence of 

Psalm 78:60 and of Jeremiah 7:12 and 14 and 26:6. The comment of the Biblical author to the 

effect that prophecy was not widespread in the time of Samuel is found at 1 Samuel 3:1. The 

observation that the term "prophet" replaced the earlier seer is found at 1 Samuel 9:9. The 

story about how young Saul set out to seek a seer (who turns out to be none other than 

Samuel) to help him find his father's lost asses is told in 1 Samuel 9. Scripture says that 

Joshua remained permanently ensconced in the prophetic sanctuary that Moses built outside 

the camp during the years Israel wandered in the desert at Exodus 33:11. The Bible says that 

Samuel slept "where the Ark of God was" at Shiloh at 1 Samuel 3:3. Abraham says hin ni to 

God at Genesis 22:1 and 11, as do Jacob at Genesis 46:2 and Moses at Exodus 3:4. The full 

story of how Samuel first came to hear the word of God is told at 1 Samuel 3:1-18. Regarding 

Samuel's omission of God's name when he follows Eli's instructions (as recounted at 1 

Samuel 3:10), see the ad locum comments of Rashi and, especially, Radak. Scripture says 

explicitly that Samuel's experience at Shiloh was his very first prophetic experience at 1 

Samuel 3:7. The reference to Eli judging Israel for forty years is at 1 Samuel 4:18. The point 

about prophecy being rare in Eli's day is made at 1 Samuel 3:1. 

 

Chapter Eight: Kein Baqqodesh H. azitikhah: Psalm 63:3. The story of Ezra reading to the 

people from a book he called "the book of the torah of Moses" is told in the eighth chapter of 

Nehemiah. The reasons for doubting that this book is the book we know as the Torah are 

three: first, that it appears to have had no reference in it to the Day of Atonement since the 

people appear to have known of no holiday between the first day of the seventh month 

(when they had gathered to hear Ezra read) and the feast of Sukkot on the fifteenth of that 

same month despite the fact that our Torah (at Leviticus 16:29 and 23:27) specifically 

indicates that the Day of Atonement is to be observed on the tenth. Furthermore, the 

citation from the book preserved at Nehemiah 8:15 not only does not appear in our Torah at 

all but appears to contradict the simple meaning of Leviticus 23:40. Finally, the Temple tax 

described in Nehemiah 10:33-34 is set at one-third of a shekel, which is contrary to the law 



 

 

of our Torah at Exodus 30:11-16, where the tax is set at a half shekel. The story of the 

translation of the Torah into Greek in the days of King Ptolemy II Philadelphus of Egypt is 

told in detail in the ancient book called The Letter of Aristeas. Scholars have debated the 

details of the legend forever, but it seems likely that the mid-third century date, at least, is 

fairly accurate. The Torah speaks of the Levites as the servants of the priests at Numbers 3:9, 

8:16 and 8:19. Regarding the word netunim, see the comments of Jacob Milgrom on Numbers 

3:9 in his commentary on Numbers published by the Jewish Publication Society 

(Philadelphia, 1990), p. 17. The story of the rebellion of Korach is told in Numbers 16, cf. the 

note at Numbers 26:11 to the effect that the sons of Korach did not actually die when their 

father and his followers were killed. Psalms 42, 44, 45, 46, 47, 48, 49, 84, 85, 87 and 88 are 

attributed to the otherwise unidentified "sons of Korach". (Psalm 88 bears a double 

attribution: to the sons of Korach, but also to Heman the Ezrahite.) The Psalter mentions the 

suffering of the priests during the siege of Jerusalem at Psalm 78:64. The prediction that the 

priests will know God in messianic times is one way to translate the two references to the 

priesthood in the ninth and sixteenth verses of the 132nd psalm. The reference to the priests' 

beards (or rather to Aaron's) is at Psalm 133:2. The story of David's installation of the ark in a 

tent at Jerusalem is told by the Chronicler at 1 Chronicles 15 and 16, to which may be 

compared the account of the same event at 2 Samuel 6. The medieval commentators upon 

whose work I've relied principally are Rashi, Ibn Ezra and the Meiri, whose commentary was 

published by Joseph Hakohen in Jerusalem in 1936 and subsequently reprinted. (The 

medievals, of course, took the attribution of the psalm literally and presumed the sixty-third 

psalm to be an actual poem of David's. I'm trying to access the depth of their insight into the 

Biblical text without abandoning my sense of its actual history.) The story of David in the 

wilderness of Ziph is told in 1 Samuel 23-24 and then again, with changes and additions, in 1 

Samuel 26. (That the story of david in the wilderness of Ziph was one that engaged the 

circles that produced the psalms is evident from the superscription of the fifty-fourth psalm.) 

The story of how God took the kingship away from the House of Saul and gave it to "one 

worthier than he" is told in 1 Samuel 15. One account of Saul sending men to kill David is 

found at 1 Samuel 19:1-7. Saul specifically calls David a ben mavvet at 1 Samuel 20:31. The 

comments of David's men as he approaches the defecating Saul are preserved at 1 Samuel 

24:4. (I have told the story as it appears in the Bible with only a few slight changes.) The 

story of how David and Abishai ben Zeruiah sneaked into the king's camp at Givat 

Hahakhilah is found at 1 Samuel 26:1-25. The reference to the tard mah of God that kept 

Saul's soldiers asleep as David and Abishai penetrated their camp is at 1 Samuel 26:12. The 

translation of the eimah h. asheikhah gedolah of Genesis 15:12 as "great, dark dread" appears 

in the translation of the text published by the Jewish Publication Society Bible. The author of 

the sixty-third psalm expresses his wish that his enemies would go to hell at Psalm 63:10. 

The reference to foxes eating their gutted bodies is at verse 11. The superscription to the 



 

 

fifty-seventh and 142nd psalms both make reference to the (or perhaps, an) incident in 

David's life that took place in a cave. 

Chapter Nine: 'Esbe`ah Behaqitz Temunatekhah: Psalm 17:15. There are dozens of texts in 

the Psalter that can be characterized either as personal or communal laments--poems in 

which the poet decries his personal fate or the fate of his nation. The most forceful personal 

laments are Psalms 6, 7, 9, 10, 28, 31, 36, 55, 57 and 64. The best known communal laments 

are Psalms 12, 14, 60, 85 and 126. All of these texts are discussed in detail by W.H. Bellinger 

Jr. in his Psalmody and Prophecy (Sheffield [U.K.], 1984 [=Journal for the Study of the Old 
Testament, Supplement Series, volume 27), pp. 32-77. The author of the seventeenth psalm 

asserts that his vindication will come from God in the second verse of his poem, following 

the translation of the Hebrew mishpat in the 1985 Jewish Publication Society Bible. The 

reference to the poet's enemy being like a lion in ambush is found at verse 12 and the call to 

God to bring about his enemy's downfall is at verse 13. The poet's assertion that God will 

speak to him is found at verse 6. The remark that God spoke to Moses "mouth to mouth" is 

found at Numbers 12:8. There are references to God speaking to Moses "face to face" at 

Exodus 33:11 and at Deuteronomy 34:10. The reference to God speaking to Moses "as one 

man speaks to another" may also be found at Exodus 33:11. The word temunah appears in the 

Ten Commandments at Exodus 20:4 and Deuteronomy 5:8. Moses notes that the Israelites' 

experience of God at Sinai was strictly aural and not at all visual at Deuteronomy 4:12. (He 

reiterates this point a few lines later at verse 15.) The text in Numbers 12 seems to be using 

temunah and mar'eh ("vision") as referring to distinctly different experiences of the divine, 

but cf. Job 4:16, where they are used as parallel terms. Scripture notes that Moses covered his 

face when he realized that he was about to behold God at the burning bush at Exodus 3:6. 

The remark to the effect that no human being can see God and live is found at Exodus 33:20. 

The reference to vomiting after eating a surfeit of honey is at Proverbs 25:16. The author of 

the seventeenth psalm refers to having enough wealth to leave behind a bequest to one's 

children in verse 14 of his poem. The story of how David arranged for Uriah's death and an 

account the aftermath of that deed are found in 2 Samuel 11 and 12. Bathsheba's note ("I'm 

pregnant") is cited at 2 Samuel 11:5. The account of how Absalom slept with his father's 

concubines is told at the end of 2 Samuel 16. Radak, in his comment to verse 2, connects the 

composition of the seventeenth psalm to the incident involving Uriah and Bathsheba, as does 

Sforno. Rashi assigns the composition of the psalm to the period immediately following that 

incident in his comment to Psalm 17:11. We can be certain that the story of David and 

Bathsheba played a role in the psalmists' thinking from the beginning of the fifty-first psalm, 

where it is specifically noted that that poem was written by David as a response to Nathan's 

intervention in the matter. Furthermore, it could certainly also be the case that the more 

than slightly obscure references to the death of a child that appear, if they are really there, in 

the superscriptions to the ninth and forty-sixth psalms (the latter even less obviously than 

the former) might well refer to the incident as well. 



 

 

 

Chapter Ten: 'Ah. at Sha'alti: Psalm 27:4. The epigraph is from act 5, scene 2, of Racine's play, 

Athaliah, in the translation of Kenneth Muir as published by Hill and Wang (New York, 

1960), p. 283. (The French is: ...de David un trésor est resté...c'était des tristes Juifs 
l'espérence dernière.) The references in the opening paragraph to the twenty-seventh psalm 

are as follows: evil men assailed the poet: verse 2; villains tried to devour his flesh: verse 2; 

armies besieged him: verse 3; he lived in an ongoing state of war: verse 3; he experienced evil 

days: verse 5; he was denounced in court by false witnesses whose testimony inspired 

violence against him: verse 12; he was under constant surveillance: verse 11. (The verbal 

system of classical Hebrew makes it difficult in most of these instances to decide whether the 

poet was referring to repeated or single incidents he had experienced.) The comment of 

Sforno is cited by A.Y. Lebanon in his 1969 edition of the psalms called Yalqut La`anaqim. 

The Meiri's comment appears as his introduction to Psalm 27, ed. Hakohen (Jerusalem, 

1936), p. 60. Ibn Ezra discusses the origin of the twenty-seventh psalm in his comment to 

Psalm 27:4, cf. his comment to Psalm 110:1. Although it is clear from the context they were 

executed, the precise nature of the fate the sons and grandsons of Saul met at the hands of 

the Gibeonites rests on the correct interpretation of the Hebrew word vayyoqi`um at 2 

Samuel 21:9, a term variously translated as referring to impalement, exposition (i.e. of their 

bodies), crucifixion or some other form of solemn execution. (Cf. the brief summary in the 

Brown, Driver and Briggs lexicon (1907; rpt. Oxford, 1972), s.v. yaqa`, p. 429.) The 

assumption that Ishbibenob (whose name may simply mean Ishbi of Nob, cf. the comment of 

Radak ad loc.) was a giant is based on Radak's interpretation of the word rafah at 2 Samuel 

21:16. The men of David are cited as declaring that their king shall "no longer go into battle 

with them" at 2 Samuel 21:17. The story of how Jehu assassinated the kings of Judah and 

Israel and came to the throne after being anointed king of Israel by a disciple of Elisha is told 

in 2 Kings 9 and 10, cf. 1 Kings 19:16. The story of the murderous Athaliah and how her 

stepdaughter Jehosheba saved the baby Joash (also called Jehoash in Scripture) is told in 2 

Kings 11. The connection between the twenty-seventh psalm and the story of Joash and 

Jehosheba is preserved in the midrashic Seder Olam Rabbah, chapter 18, a passage to which 

Rashi makes reference in his comment to Psalm 27:5. Jehosheba is called Jehoshabeath at 2 

Chronicles 22:11, where it is mentioned that she was the wife of the High Priest Jehoiada. 

The Torah uses the Hebrew verb yeh. ezu at Exodus 24:11 to denote the experience of gazing 

on God. Following the suggestion of David Altschuler in his Metzuddat Tziyyon 

commentary to the Book of Kings (to 2 Kings 16:15), I have translated the word levaqq r at 

Psalm 27:4 as "to tarry" in accordance with the clear, if unusual, meaning of the word at 

Leviticus 13:36. It is also possible that the verb in 2 Kings 16 refers to some specific cultic act, 

a point I first found made in Helmer Ringgren's The Faith of the Psalmists (Philadelphia, 

1963), pp. 3ff. A verbal form of the word used to describe the beauty of God at Psalm 27:4 is 

used to describe the beauty of the Shulamith at Song of Songs 7:7. Jeremiah uses the Hebrew 



 

 

word h khal to refer to the Jerusalem Temple at Jeremiah 7:4, which usage is mirrored 

dozens of times through the other Biblical books, especially the Book of Kings and Ezekiel. 

(That same word is used to denote the Temple in Jerusalem elsewhere in the Psalter as well, 

e.g. at Psalm 5:8, 79:1 or 138:2.) The line about the poet having been abandoned by his father 

and mother is Psalm 27:10. The words of the poet who wrote that God is especially close to 

the broken-hearted are preserved at Psalm 34:19. For an utterly different, entirely non-

mystical appreciation of Psalm 27:4, the reader may consult Helmer Ringgren's book 

mentioned just above or Claus Westermann's The Living Psalms (trans. J.R. Porter; Grand 

Rapids, 1989), pp. 146-149. 

 

Chapter Eleven: Yeishvu Yesharim 'Et Panekhah: Psalm 140:14. The reference to people 

laying snares and traps for the author of the 140th psalm is in verse 6 of his poem. The 

reference to the evil having tongues like serpents is in verse 4, as is the remark about the 

author's enemies having spider poison dripping from their lips. The remark about the poet's 

enemies having hearts full of evil schemes as they plot war against him all day long is found 

in the third verse of the poem. Ibn Ezra's sense of the specific circumstances of David's life 

the poet is trying to capture is found in his comment to verse 2. The story of David at the 

shrine of Nob is told in 1 Samuel 21. What exactly the ephod was behind which Ahimelech 

had stored Goliath's sword is unclear. See the brief discussion in the Brown, Driver and 

Briggs lexicon, s.v. 'eifod, p. 65. "It's the best sword" is the Hebrew 'ein kamoha at 1 Samuel 

21:10. Doeg is called 'abir haro`im 1 Samuel 21:8, cf. the comments of Rashi and Radak ad 
locum. The theories of Radak and the Rid regarding the reasons for which Doeg was hanging 

around Nob in the first place are found in their comments to 1 Samuel 21:8. The account of 

how Saul had the men, women and children of Nob killed is preserved at 1 Samuel 21:16-19. 

The reference to David accepting ultimate responsibility for the slaughter is at 1 Samuel 

22:22. Levites are specifically called "servants of God" at Psalm 134:1, assuming that the poet 

is referring to the Levites who stood on sentry duty in the Temple, as discussed in 1 

Chronicles 23. That the story of Doeg was of special interest to the authors of the poems that 

make up our Psalter is obvious from the superscription to the fifty-second psalm, which 

notes that it was composed "when Doeg the Edomite came and told Saul that David had been 

to the house of Ahimelech." 

 

Chapter Twelve: Yosheiv Hakkeruvim Hofi‘ah: Psalm 80:2. It is noted that David and his 

generals chose Asaph and his colleagues to become prophet/singers at 1 Chronicles 25:1. 

Asaph's sons are named at 1 Chronicles 25:2. Asaph is designated "a royal prophet" in the 

same verse. The number of descendants of Asaph, Heman and Jeduthun is given at 1 

Chronicles 25:7. The story of how Moses ordained the first raft of public prophets is told at 

Numbers 11:16-30. The references to the prophets "singing in the House of the Lord" is at 1 

Chronicles 25:6. The phrase "raising a horn as a seer" is found at 1 Chronicles 25:5. The name 



 

 

of Asaph's father is given at 1 Chronicles 6:24 and 15:17. The reference to Asaph playing a 

bronze cymbal when David first brought the Ark of the Law to Jerusalem is at 1 Chronicles 

15:19, cf. 1 Chronicles 6:16-33 and 16:37. Scripture notes that 128 descendants of Asaph 

returned from exile in Babylon at Ezra 2:41 and Nehemiah 7:44. (Cf. the list preserved at 

Nehemiah 11:17, in which it is noted that a descendant of Jeduthun apparently appeared 

among the Levites in Jerusalem later on, cf. 1 Chronicles 9:15-16.) The remark to the effect 

that Hezekiah and his officers ordered the Levites to sing songs by David and Asaph during 

the rededication of the Temple in the first year of Hezekiah's reign is preserved at 2 

Chronicles 29:30, which is also where David's name is linked specifically to Asaph's. 

Nehemiah notes that the musical organization of the Temple was already in place "in the 

days of David and Asaph" at Nehemiah 12:46. The twelve psalms assigned to Asaph are 

Psalms 50 and 73-83. The poet wrote that we can only see light in the light of God at Psalm 

36:10, cf. the remark at Psalm 112:4 to the effect that God shines a light in the darkness for 

the upright (Hebrew: yesharim). References to the text of the eightieth psalm are as follow: 

the poet drinks his own tears: verse 6; his neighbours hate him: verse 7; his enemies treat 

him with contempt: verse 7; Israel is a vine once tended by God: verse 9; wild pigs feed on 

the vine: verse 14. The description of the cherubim that graced the ark in the Tabernacle is 

given at Exodus 25:18-22. The rabbinic tradition to the effect that the cherubs were depicted 

in amorous embrace is preserved at BT Yoma 54a-b. 

 

Chapter Thirteen: Mitziyyon 'Elohim Hofi‘a: Psalm 50:3. References from the fiftieth psalm 

are as follow: God is bored with sacrifice: verse 9-10; God doesn't hunger or thirst: verse 12; 

God doesn't eat the sacrificial flesh or drink the blood of libation: verse 13; God wishes to be 

sought, not merely worshipped: verse 15; the priests are evil men: verse 16; God can't recall 

the origin of the priests' right to teach Torah: verse 16; the priests are friendly with thieves 

and adulterers: verse 18; the priests are slanderers: verses 19-20; God looks with favour on 

the todah: verse 23. The rules of the todah sacrifice are given at Leviticus 7:11-21. The rules 

for the larger category of wellbeing sacrifice (Hebrew: shelamim, singular form: shelem, cf. 

Amos 5:22 and the discussion in George Wolf's Some Lexicographical Comments on the 
Hebrew Bible [New York, 1990], p. 140) are found at Leviticus 7:11-38.) The todah sacrifice 

is mentioned in a number of different passages in the Psalter, e.g. Psalms 50:23 or 69:31. The 

long passage from Nehemiah's diary is taken from Nehemiah 12:27-43, passim. The author 

who has written about the Jerusalem Temple as a "sanctuary of silence" is Israel Knohl in his 

The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness School (trans. Feldman and 

Rodman; Minneapolis, 1995.) Scripture lists the Levites in charge of singing hymns of praise 

and thanksgiving at Nehemiah 12:24, cf. verse 28, reading the word l vi after ben  with at 

least one ancient manuscript of the Septuagint, cf. the comment of J. Myers in his 

commentary to Nehemiah in the Anchor Bible Series (Garden City [New York], 1965), p. 

200. The text at Nehemiah 12:35 notes that the priests were playing trumpets, which I 



 

 

suppose must mean that it was the Levites who were singing. See Myers' table of participants 

in the ceremony, op. cit., p. 204. The passage from the fifty-first psalm to which I refer is 

Psalm 51:18-21, the beginning of which sounds to me like a paraphrase of Hosea 6:6. The 

passage from the fortieth psalm is Psalm 40:7, which echoes the almost amazingly 

iconoclastic sentiments of Jeremiah 7:22-23. 

 

Chapter Fourteen: `Aneini appears many times in the Psalter, e.g. at Psalms 4:2, 13:4, 27:7, 

55:3, 60:7 (reading the text according to the suggested masoretic qeri reading), 69:14,17 and 

18, 86:1, 102:3, 108:7, 119:145, cf. Psalm 20:10, 65:6, 91:14, 119:26 and 138:3. (The plural 

form `aneinu ["Answer us!"] appears in the Psalter at 60:7 according to the uncorrected 

masoretic text.) The story of confrontation between Elijah and the prophets of Baal at Mount 

Carmel is told in 1 Kings 18. The prophets cry `an nu and Elijah cries out `an ni at verses 26 

and 37 respectively. Psalms 120-134 are designed "songs of the steps" in the Psalter. The 

rabbinic traditions about the "songs of the steps" are preserved in the Mishnah at Sukkah 5:4 

and Middot 2:5 and in the Talmud at BT Sukkah 53a, cf. the comments of Rashi and Ibn Ezra 

to Psalm 120:1. The reference to the twelfth psalm is to Psalm 12:6. The oracular portion of 

the seventy-fifth psalm begins with verse 3. The words "O God, do not be silent, do not hold 

aloof, do not be quiet, O God" come from Psalm 83:2. 

 

Chapter Fifteen: Zeh Hasha`ar Lashem: Psalm 118:20. The epigraph from Kafka is from his 

story "Vor Dem Gesetz". Radak refers to the rabbinical approach to this psalm in his 

comment to the first verse of the poem. References to the text of the 118th psalm are as 

follows: the author is in distress: verse 5; surrounded on all sides: verse 10-11; enemies are 

like bees: verse 12; he can no more trust in human beings: verse 8; he even mistrusts people 

of renown: verse 9; God answered him and brought him relief: verse 5; the experience was 

torture, but in the end God did not hand him over to death: verse 18. The verb yasar is used 

of torture by whip and scorpion at 1 Kings 12:11 and 14. Reference is made to the tzaddiqim 

in the Psalms at Psalms 1:5-6; 32:11; 33:1; 34:16; 37:17, 29 and 39; 52:8; 68:4; 69:29; 97:12; 

118:15 and 20; 125:3; 140:14; 142:8 and 146:8. Reference is made to individuals called 

tzaddiqim at Psalms 37:12, 16 and 32; 55:23; 58:12 and 97:11. As discussed above, the end of 

the 140th psalm actually says that the yesharim ("the upright") will dwell with the face of 

God, but the structure of the verse implies that the yesharim and the tzaddiqim are the same 

people. The verse I've cited from the 125th psalm is verse 3, translated with a bit of poetic 

licence. The story of Jacob's vision at Bethel is told in Genesis 28:10-19. The reference to 

Jacob in the twenty-fourth psalm is in verse 6, cf. the material collected above in the notes to 

chapter 6 relating to the connection between Jacob's age at his death and the number of 

psalms in the Psalter. 

 



 

 

Chapter Sixteen: Sefat Lo Yada`ti 'Eshma`: Psalm 81:6. The phrase `am segulah ("a treasured 

people") appears in the Torah at Deuteronomy 7:6, 14:2 and 26:18, cf. Malachi 3:17, 1 

Chronicles 29:3 and Psalm 135:4. The expression goy qadosh ("a holy people") appear in the 

Torah at Exodus 19:6, cf. Leviticus 11:44-45 and 19:2 and Numbers 16:3 among many other 

examples of the Israelite nation either being called or exhorted to become qadosh. The 

Chronicler's version of Josiah's prayer is given at 2 Chronicles 35:3-6. The specific reference 

to the Levites as being holy is in verse 3. The references to the twelfth and thirty-second 

psalms are to Psalms 12:6 and 32:9 respectively, cf. the comment of Rashi to Psalm 32:9, 

which fleshes out the meaning of the reference to donkeys and mules a bit more clearly. The 

references to Shechem and the valley of Sukkot appears twice in the Psalter, once at Psalm 

60:8 and then again at Psalm 108:8. (Since the 108th psalm is made up of pieces of two others 

psalms, I assume that the original setting for the oracle about Shechem must have been the 

sixtieth psalm.) The references to Babylon and Rahab in the eighty-seventh psalm are in 

verse four. The reference in the seventy-fifth psalm to God judging the world equitably 

(Hebrew: m sharim) is in the third verse of the poem. The verse about the tongues of the 

psalmists' dogs lapping up their enemies' blood is found at Psalm 68:24. (The text is difficult 

and my translation, based on the latest translation of the Jewish Publication Society, ignores 

the traditional masoretic punctuation of the verse.) The reference to the enemies of the 

author's lord becoming his footstool is at Psalm 110:1. (The rabbinic tradition connects this 

psalm with Abraham as he prepared to do battle with King Chedorlaomer of Elam and his 

allies, cf. the comments of Rashi to verses 1 and 7, Ibn Ezra to verse 1 and the comments of 

Radak to verse 1. The Meiri takes the entire psalm to be discussing the Messiah, an ironic 

approach given the spin on the first verse of the psalm developed within Christian tradition, 

cf., e.g., the use made of the psalm in the New Testament at Hebrews 1:3 and 13.) The 

admonition not to be stubborn in the face of the tangible evidence of divine power is at 

Psalm 95:8-9. The references to being supportive of the poor and generous to orphans are at 

Psalm 82:3-4 in a passage that appears to have resulted from the poet's perception that he 

heard God speaking not precisely to him, but to some celestial gathering of the divine 

underlings who administer justice in the world. The reference to God judging each 

individual according to that person's own deeds is at Psalm 62:13 in a passage specifically 

labelled (in verse 12) as an oracle. The psalmist notes that he was specifically warned away 

from foolishness (Hebrew: kislah) at Psalm 85:9. References to the eighty-first psalm are as 

follow: the night of the new moon masking the proceedings under a blanket of semi-

darkness: verse 4; a hymn accompanied by drum and harp: verse 3; the Deity is invoked as 

the God of Jacob: verse 1 (the connection between Jacob and the seekers of the God's face is 

at Psalm 24:6); a blast on the shofar sounds: verse 4 (the shofar at Sinai: Exodus 19:19); the 

poet hears a language he never knew to exist: verse 6 (the reference to the language of truth 

in the Book of Proverbs is at Proverbs 12:19); the quest for God is as old as the Exodus: verses 

4-5; the setting aside of ritual paraphernalia: verse 7; God says that he will answer in 



 

 

thundering secrecy: verse 8 (Elijah's voice of silence: 1 Kings 19:12); the experience of 

hearing the word of God is a test of the prophet's mettle: verse 8 (the reference to Meribah 

may be read in light of the narrative at Exodus 17:1-7); God will fill the prophet's mouth 

with prophecy: verse 11; Israel must obey God: verse 9; Israel must worship no alien gods: 

verse 10; Israel must recognize God as the Master of History: verse 11; Israel must abandon 

its willful ways: verse 12; God will crush the enemies of Israel: verse 15; the enemies of Israel 

will cower before God: verse 16 (taking the Hebrew yikhah. ashu-lo in light of Psalms 18:45 

and 66:3 as does the new Jewish Publication Society translation); honey from the rock: verse 

17. 

 

Epilogue: Lo' Navi 'Anokhi: Amos 7:14. The epigraph is taken from Amos 5:6 (=5:4). The 

texts relating to the prophetic 'ohel mo` d cited in this chapter are Exodus 33:7-11, Numbers 

11:16-29, Numbers 12:4-8 and Deuteronomy 31:14-15. The phrase denoting "all those who 

seek God" at Exodus 33:7 is the Hebrew kol mevaqqeishei hashem. The words 'ohel or 'ohel 
mo`ed are used regularly to denote the mishkan, as, e.g. at Leviticus 8:1-3 ("The Lord spoke 

to Moses, saying: Take Aaron along with his sons and the vestments, the anointing oil, the 

bull of sin offering, the two rams and the basket of unleavened bread and assemble the whole 

community at the entrance of the 'ohel mo`ed.") 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 'ohel mo`ed, or 

at Exodus 39:40, where the text simply tacks a reference to the 'ohel mo`ed onto an 

otherwise perfectly comprehensible statement about the mishkan. In Exodus 40, the word 

'ohel 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 'ohel 
mo`ed"), but the final five verses show clearly how the prophetic tent was turned into the 

priestly tabernacle--even its pillar of cloud (which indicates the communicative presence of 

the Deity in Exodus 33) has been recast as a kind of divinely inspired weather vane leading 

the Israelites off in the right direction and at the precisely most auspicious time for them to 

pursue their desert wandering. Other passages are equally tantalizing. 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 'ohel mo`ed", the text could certainly mean 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 (i.e. the so-called 

"mercy-seat") within the priestly sanctuary derives directly from Exodus 25:22, but the only 

place in Scripture where Moses is actually said to have entered the Sanctuary to hear the 

divine voice issue forth is Numbers 7:89. The stories in which Moses acts like a prophet are 

located as follows: the story of the daughters of Zelophehad at Numbers 27:5, the story of the 

man who gathered sticks on the Sabbath at Numbers 15:34, the story of the blasphemer at 

Leviticus 24:12 and the story of the people who were unsure how to proceed because they 

were in a state of impurity during the celebration of Passover at Numbers 9:8. The Biblical 



 

 

tradition to the effect that even Aaron (let alone the non-priest Moses) may not enter the 

innermost sanctum of the sanctuary whenever he wishes is preserved at Leviticus 16:2. 

Scripture mentions the roles of Bezalel and Oholiab at Exodus 35:30-36:1. The Levites are 

called the slaves of the priests at Numbers 3:9, 8:16 and 8:19; see above, chapter 8. (For a 

traditional attempt to coordinate the traditions about the two tents without having to insist 

that they were actually the same place, see Rashi's comments to Exodus 33:11.) References to 

worries about enemies in the Psalter are as follow: overwhelmed by hostile forces: Psalm 

42:11; foes too many to count: Psalm 3:2; enemies seeking to kill: Psalm 40:15. Scripture 

refers to Aaron as Moses' brother, the Levite, at Exodus 4:14. The poet's reference to how 

lovely it would be for brethren to sit down together is at Psalm 133:1. The phrase "Torah of 

God" appears in the Bible at Joshua 24:26, Ezra 7:10, Nehemiah 8:18, 9:3 and 10:29, 1 

Chronicles 22:12 and 2 Chronicles 12:1, 17:9 and 34:14. The reference to serving God by 

abandoning the Torah is at Psalm 119:126. The reference to there being a torah within the 

psalmist's bowels is at Psalm 40:9. The reference to the private scroll is at verse 8 of that same 

poem. Ezekiel's account of the private scroll that filled up his own bowels is preserved at 

Ezekiel 3:1-3. Jeremiah writes about his intestines at Jeremiah 4:19. The story of Amos and 

Amaziah is told at Amos 7:10-17. The prophet's remark that he is neither a navi' nor a ben 
navi' is slightly ambiguous and I have translated it differently in different contexts, taking 

the later expression both to denote non-membership in the prophetic guild called the ben  
nevi'im and, somewhat more literally, to mean that Amos was not the biological son of a 

prophet. The words "to come to the temple and to gaze on the beauty of the divine form" are 

a paraphrase of Psalm 27:4 (see above, chapter 10.) The words bekhol l v yidreshuhu come 

from the second verse of the 119th psalm. 
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