Parashat Teruma
“The Ark of the Testimony” or “The Ark of God”?

What is the connection between the Mishkan [Tabernacle] and the nation’s encounter with God at
Mount Sinai?

Why was Parashat Mishpatim placed between the encounter at Sinai and the commandment to build
the Mishkan?

What is the role of the Ark?

What was the original name of the Ark?
A. The Mishkan as an Extension of Sinai
“And let them make Me a Temple”

In Parashat Teruma, God commands Moses for the first time to build the Mishkan and its vessels:
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And God spoke to Moses, saying: “Speak to the Children of Israel, and let them take a donation
for Me... and let them make Me a Temple and | shall dwell among them. According to everything
that | show you, the pattern of the Mishkan and the pattern of all its vessels, thus you shall
make it.” (Ex. 25:1-9)

“And let them make an Ark”

The verses immediately following this command detail the structure of the Mishkan’s vessels. The first
one Moses is commanded to make is the Ark:
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And let them make an Ark of acacia wood... (Ex. 25:10)

This lesson will deal mainly with the Ark, but first we shall discuss the context for building the Mishkan.
The first point is the order of the parashot:

Parashat Yitro describes the encounter at Mount Sinai — the nation’s sanctification and preparations and
the encounter itself. Inmediately afterwards, Parashat Mishpatim lists a number of commandments,
mostly related to monetary law and interpersonal conduct. At the end of the parasha, a covenant is
formed and Moses ascends Mount Sinai, remaining there for forty days and nights. The following



parasha, Parashat Teruma, deals with the commandments concerning the building of the Mishkan and
its accessories.

The Encounter at Sinai — A Covenant of Commitment

The encounter at Sinai was a unique event in which God’s presence was revealed powerfully to the
entire nation. Still, this was no fleeting incident. The entire people had experienced the revelation of
God'’s presence and had received the Ten Commandments (followed by the rest of the commandments
of the Torah). The purpose of this awesome encounter was:
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And now, if you surely listen to My voice and keep My covenant, you shall be a treasure for Me
out of all of the nations... and you shall be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. (Ex. 19:5-6)

In other words, the encounter at Sinai was the formation of a covenant — a powerful, unique ceremony
which leaves its mark upon the soul, leaving a lasting memory which demands commitment to uphold
and fulfill the conditions of the covenant. This encounter fundamentally changed the nation’s
willingness to keep God’s covenant and fulfilling His commandments.

The Encounter at Sinai — A Revelation of God’s Presence

Until this point, we have interpreted the divine revelation at Sinai as a one-time event (the formation of
a covenant) with lasting consequences (commitment to the commandments). Parashat Teruma brings
additional depth to the revelation at Sinai. The commandment to build the Mishkan and its vessels
appears immediately after the description of Moses ascending Mount Sinai (at the end of Parashat
Mishpatim); apparently, this was one of the commandments Moses received during his 40-day stay on
the mountain immediately after the nation’s encounter with God."

At the beginning of Parashat Teruma, God states: “And let them make Me a Temple and | shall dwell
among them” (Ex. 25:8). The Mishkan (“Temple”) allows God’s presence to dwell continuously in the
Israelite camp.

! The connection between Moses’ stay on Mount Sinai and the command to build the Mishkan is also hinted to in
chapter 27:
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...Hollow with planks, you shall make it, as it was shown to you on the mountain, so they shall make it. (Ex.
27:8)
And in chapter (25?7 Rabbanit- not 31):
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And you shall make a Menorah [candelabra] of pure gold... and see and make them in accordance with their
patterns that you were shown on the mountain. (Ex. 25:31-40)



It seems that the Mishkan fulfills the purpose of keeping God’s presence in the camp after the nation
leaves Sinai’ — the Divine Presence is not only revealed once, but remains among the people on a
permanent basis.?

The Divine Presence — Dependent on Keeping the Covenant and the Commandments

Ramban, in his introduction to Parashat Teruma, draws a connection between the two aspects of the
revelation of the Divine Presence, thus explaining why Parashat Mishpatim, which deals mostly with the
details of various commandments, appears between the encounter at Sinai in Parashat Yitro and the
events at the end of Parashat Mishpatim — the formation of the covenant and Moses’ ascent of Mount
Sinai:
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When God spoke to the nation face to face [and gave them] the Ten Commandments, and
commanded them through Moses regarding a few of the commandments that were like primary
principles of the commandments of the Torah, as the Sages were accustomed to do with converts
who came to convert to Judaism, and the nation of Israel took upon itself to do everything that
He commanded them through Moses, and He made a covenant with them regarding all of these
things — from that moment they were His nation and He was their God... And behold, they were
holy and worthy of having a Temple to keep His presence among them. And therefore He
commanded them first regarding the Mishkan, so that He would have a home among them
dedicated to His name, where He would speak to Moses and command the Children of Israel...

Ramban underscores an important point: hosting the Divine Presence in the camp on an ongoing basis is
a direct extension of the encounter at Sinai, but it is dependent upon the nation accepting the
commandments and making the appropriate preparations. God’s presence dwells among the people in
merit of their holiness, in merit of the fact that they accepted the covenant of the commandments. For
this reason, the nation was given a number of practical commandments in Parashat Mishpatim as a part
of their encounter with God at Sinai — so that they would be worthy of continuing that encounter,
continuing to host God’s presence among them.*

> This is Ramban’s opinion, who states that the Mishkan was to be a continuation of Mount Sinai (see Ramban’s
introduction to Parashat Teruma quoted below). Rashi, however, explains that the order of these verses is not
significant, as “there is no earlier or later [i.e. no chronological order] in the Torah.” In his view, the commandment
to build the Mishkan was only given after the sin of the Golden Calf (see Rashi on Ex. 31:18).

3 Hosting the Divine Presence in the camp on a permanent basis was no simple matter; it demanded special
preparation, exceptional behavior on the nation’s part and continual influence of the Mishkan and the priests on
the nation. These matters are discussed in later parashot, mostly in the book of Numbers.

*In his commentary on the end of the book of Exodus, Ramban draws a parallel between the description of the
Divine Presence at Mount Sinai and its description at the end of Exodus:
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“And God’s honor filled the Mishkan” — for inside it was filled with Glory, for the Glory dwelt within a cloud
within the Mishkan, as it was stated at Mount Sinai: “Into the thick cloud where God was” (Ex. 20:17)... and
the reason for this is so that [Moses] would not enter without permission; rather, He would call him and he
would enter into the cloud as he did at Sinai: “And He called to Moses on the seventh day from within the
cloud” (Ex. 24:16), and it says: “And Moses came into the cloud” (Ex. 24:18). (Ramban on Ex. 40:34; see also

Ramban on Lev. 1:1)
In his introduction to the book of Numbers, Ramban draws a parallel between the limitations placed on the
Mishkan to those placed on Sinai:
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...And now He placed limitations on the Mishkan while it was in the wilderness as He did on Sinai when
the Glory rested there; he commanded, “And the stranger who approaches shall be put to death” (Num.
1:51), as it says there: “For he shall surely be stoned” (Ex. 19:13). Further, he commanded: “They shall not
come in to see the holy things as they are covered, lest they die” (Num. 4:20); as he warned there: “Lest
they break through to God to see, etc.” (Ex. 19:21), and he commanded: “And you shall keep the charge
of the holy things and the charge of the altar” (Num. 18:5 Rabbanit?? Not Ex. 18:5) as it says there: “And
also the priests who approach God shall sanctify themselves, etc., and the priests and the nation, etc.”

(Ex. 19:22-24).

Ramban discusses the subject in greater depth and detail in the source quoted above — his introduction to
Parashat Teruma:
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And the secret of the Mishkan is that the glory which rested on Mount Sinai would rest upon it in a hidden
manner. And as it is stated there: “And God'’s glory rested upon Mount Sinai” (Ex. 24:16), and it is written:
“Behold, the Lord God has shown us His glory and His greatness” (Deut. 5:21), so it is written by the
Mishkan: “And God’s glory filled the Mishkan” (Ex. 40:34)... and the glory which had appeared on Mount
Sinai was with the nation always in the Mishkan. And when Moses came, God spoke to him in the same way
He had on Mount Sinai. And as it said when the Torah was given: “From the heavens He made his voice
heard to you, to instruct you, and on the earth He showed you His great fire” (Deut. 5:36), so it is written by
the Mishkan: “And he heard the voice speaking to him from above the Kapporet, from between the two
cherubim, and He spoke to him” (Num. 7:89)... and one who looks well at what is written by the giving of
the Torah and understands what we have written about it, will understand the secret of the Mishkan and
the Temple...

In other words, the hidden, ongoing revelation of God’s presence in the Mishkan was a direct continuation of the

one-time revelation of His presence to the entire nation at Sinai.

Rabbenu Bayha develops this topic further:
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B. The Ark — Heart of the Mishkan

Parashat Teruma — The Ark is First

Parashat Teruma begins with a commandment to collect the materials needed to build the Mishkan and

its vessels (Ex. 25:1-9) immediately followed by a description of the construction of the vessels. As
mentioned above, the first vessel Moses is commanded to build is the Ark (Ex. 25:10).

Parashat Vayakhel — The Mishkan is First

However, in Parashat Vayakhel, which describes the Mishkan’s actual construction, the Ark is not the

first thing to be built — rather, the Mishkan, the “home” of the vessels, is built first.

The Sages discuss this inconsistency in the Talmud:
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And you are aware that the glory which descended upon Mount Sinai was transferred to the Mishkan. Just
as it descended upon Mount Sinai with groups of ministering angels, so the nation, when they traveled with
the Mishkan, were arranged in groups. Just as limitations were placed on Mount Sinai, as He said: “Do not
touch it with your hand” (Ex. 19:13), so were limitations placed on the Mishkan: “And the stranger who
approaches shall be put to death” (Num. 1:51). And so it is here, that when the dedication of the altar was
completed and the Mishkan was established they brought twelve sacrifices — this is parallel to the twelve
pillars that Moses erected at Mount Sinai corresponding to the twelve tribes of Israel... And as it mentioned
here: “And when Moses came to the Tent of Meeting to speak with Him,” parallel to this, so it was at Sinai:
“And when Moses came before God to speak with Him, he took off the veil” (Ex. 34:34). (Rabbenu Bahya on
Num. 7:87?? Rabbanit not 27)

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch comments:
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As it was said previously of Sinai: “And God’s glory rested on Mount Sinai and the cloud covered it” (Ex.
24:16), so the Mishkan now became the place of the revelation of God’s presence on earth, and it became
so from the moment that the Torah found itself a place to dwell on earth amongst the people of the world.
For from this moment the words of the Psalmist came true, which were written in the psalm that speaks of
God’s revelation: “God is among them, as at Sinai, in holiness” (Ps. 68:18) — from here onwards Sinai would
dwell in holiness. (Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch on Ex. 40:18)

In addition, numerous laws that applied in the Temple had already been given at Mount Sinai. For example, the
laws pertaining to the continual burnt-offering [olat hatamid] which appear in the book of Numbers, are confirmed
as having come from Sinai: “It is a continual burnt-offering which was offered at Mount Sinai for a sweet aroma, an
offering made by fire to God” (Num. 28:6). Hizkuni comments: “Since you brought it at Sinai, as it is written: ‘And

he sent the young men of the Children of Israel and they offered burnt-offerings,” | do not want it to ever be
stopped” (Hizkuni on Num. 28:6).

For further discussion of this point, see Rabbi Ariel, Machzor HaMikdash for Shavuot, p. 71 and onward.

® The Mishkan: Ex. 36:8-38; the Ark: Ex. 37:1-9.



Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said that Rabbi Yonatan said: Bezalel was named for his wisdom.
When the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses, “Say to him, to Bezalel, ‘Make Me a Mishkan
and an Ark and vessels,”” Moses reversed [the order] and said to him, “Make an Ark and vessels
and a Mishkan.” [Bezalel] said to him, “Our teacher Moses, it is the way of the world that a man
first builds a house and then brings in vessels, and you tell me to make an Ark and vessels and a
Mishkan — these vessels that | make, to where shall | bring them? Is it possible that God told you
to make a Mishkan [and then] an Ark and vessels?” [Moses] said to him: “Were you in the shadow
of God [betzel El] that you knew this?”

The process consisted of three stages: in the first stage — God’s command to Moses — the Mishkan was
mentioned first; in the second stage — Moses’ command to Bezalel —the Ark was mentioned first; and in
the third stage — the actual construction — the Mishkan was built first, in accordance with the original
command.

The Ark — Heart of the Temple
Why, then, did Moses reverse the order given by God by putting the Ark first?

Rashbam explains:
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And although we find that Bezalel made the Mishkan first and the vessels afterwards — the Ark,
the Menorah and the Table — for where would he have put the vessels while the Mishkan
remained unbuilt? Rather, the commandment had to mention the Ark and the Table first, for it
was for the sake of the Ark, which is the heart of [the command] “And let them make Me a
Temple,” that the Mishkan needed to be built. (Rashbam on Ex. 25:10)

According to Rashbam, the Ark is the main element of the Temple; the entire Mishkan was built for its
sake. Therefore, the commandment to build the Mishkan opens with the core of the Mishkan — the Ark.
According to this interpretation, the Sages’ statement in the Talmud means that Moses reversed the
order of the elements in order to clarify to Bezalel the reason for building the Mishkan: housing the Ark
within it (leaving aside the technical constraints that would necessitate building the Mishkan first).

Why is the Ark the main element of the Mishkan?

According to Ramban’s comments quoted above, this is clear: the Ark is the heart of the Mishkan
because the principal purpose of the Mishkan is to host God’s presence, and the Ark is the place where
God’s presence rests. Ramban continues:
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And now, the main purpose of the Mishkan is to be the place where the Divine Presence rests —
that is, the Ark, as it says: “And | shall meet with you there and speak to you from above the
Kapporet,” therefore He mentioned the Ark and the Kapporet first here, for they are primary in
importance. (Ramban on Ex. 25:2)

Let us examine this further in light of the sections which describe the Ark and the vessels of the
Mishkan.

C. “The Ark of the Testimony”
The Vessels of the Mishkan and Their Purpose

By each of the vessels of the Mishkan, the command to build the vessel appears first, followed by a
short description of its function:®

The Table: “And you shall make a Table... and place the bread of the Presence on the table before Me
always” (Ex. 25:23-30).

The Menorah: “And you shall make a Menorah of pure gold... and light its lamps to give light over
against it” (Ex. 25:31-37 Rabbanit?? Not 31-40)

The Incense Altar: “And you shall make an altar to burn incense upon... and Aaron shall burn upon it an
incense of sweet spices” (Ex. 30:1-7 Rabbanit?? Not 1-10)

The Purpose of the Ark — Preserving the Testimony
What is the purpose of the Ark?

The description of the Ark and its function begins similarly to that of the other vessels: “And you shall
make an Ark... and you shall place in the Ark the Testimony” (Ex. 25:10-16); meaning the function of the
Ark is to be a receptacle for the “Testimony” (either the Tablets of the Covenant or a complete Torah
scroll, as we shall discuss below).

The Kapporet — A Separate Vessel?

Following verse 16, which seems to summarize the commandments pertaining to the Ark, verse 17
begins with an additional command: “And you shall make a Kapporet [ark-cover]...” (Ex. 25:17). Since the

® In this lesson we shall discuss the construction of the vessels of the Mishkan, and particularly the Ark. The
sections detailing the commandments to build each of the vessels are quoted in full in the Appendix.



purpose of the Ark was mentioned in the previous verse, which seems to conclude the section
describing the Ark, it would seem that verse 17 begins a new section dealing with a separate vessel.’

The Kapporet — Part of the Ark

However, this approach proves to be problematic. First, the Kapporet is, in fact, a part of the Ark; verse
21 states: “And you shall place the Kapporet upon the Ark from above” — in other words, the Kapporet
covers the Ark, and would not be considered an independent vessel. Second, these verses are written in
the Torah scroll such that the verses describing each vessel appear as a separate section, bounded on
either side by white space. The Ark and the Kapporet, however, appear in the same section.

In addition, once the Kapporet has been described, the Torah repeats its description of the common
purpose of the Ark and the Kapporet:
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And you shall place the Kapporet upon the Ark from above, and into the Ark you shall place the
Testimony that | shall give to you. And | shall meet with you there and speak to you from above
the Kapporet, from between the two cherubim which are on the Ark of the Testimony, of all of
the things that | shall command you [to convey] to the Children of Israel. (Ex. 25:21-22)

In other words, the Ark and the Kapporet are one vessel — both are parts of the complete Ark.2
Therefore, verses 10-22 are included in one section with two parts: the first part (verses 10-16)
describes the Ark, while the second (verses 17-21) deals with the Kapporet. The Ark is thus unique
among the vessels of the Mishkan.

At the same time, the Ark and the Kapporet are also independently unique.
The Role of the Ark — Preserving the Testimony
What is the independent purpose of the Ark?

Verse 16, which summarizes the section dealing with the Ark, states: “And you shall place in the Ark the
Testimony...” The purpose of the Ark is to preserve the “Testimony.”

The Role of the Kapporet — Revealing the Divine Presence

What is the role of the Kapporet?

7 Some commentators do express the opinion that the Kapporet is a vessel in and of itself. See Ramban on Ex.
25:21, where he quotes and explains Rashi’'s commentary.

¥ See the commentary of the Emek Davar on Ex. 26:34 for further discussion of the relationship between the Ark
and the Kapporet.



Verse 22, which summarizes the section describing the Kapporet, states: “And | shall meet with you
there and speak to you from above the Kapporet, from between the two cherubim.” The Kapporet, then,
facilitates man’s encounter with God and the revelation of the Divine Presence.

The Cherubim — God’s Throne of Honor

The cherubim, which rest on the Kapporet, merit their own discussion; at present we will only note that
some commentators’ identify these cherubim with the ones seen by Isaiah and Ezekiel in their visions of
the Divine Chariot.'® They are (a kind of “model”) of the cherubim who bear God’s glory, and their
purpose in the Mishkan is to be a throne for God’s glory and a place for His presence to rest."

Two Parts of the Ark — Two Function

The Ark is thus composed of two parts: The Ark, which preserves the Testimony, and the Kapporet,
which facilitates the revelation of the Divine Presence.

Our discussion until this point can be presented as a table:

The Ark The Kapporet
The construction And let them make an Ark... And | And you shall make a Kapporet...
you shall make staves of acacia And you shall make two
wood... (Ex. 25:10-15) cherubim of gold (Ex. 25:17-20)
The function And you shall place in the Ark And | shall meet with you there
the Testimony that | shall give to | and speak to you from above the
you (Ex. 25:16) Kapporet, from between the two
cherubim (Ex. 25:22)

This raises the following question: what is the main purpose of the Ark and the Kapporet as a unit —
preserving the Testimony or revealing the Divine Presence?

Back to the Role of the Ark
However, this division is not entirely accurate. Verse 21 breaks the pattern:

The description of the Kapporet is concluded in verse 20. Verse 21 states: “And into the Ark you shall
place the Testimony that | shall give to you.” This is surprising for two reasons — first, because it repeats

° See Rabbenu Bahya on Ex. 25:18, who discusses at length the significance of the cherubim, comparing them to
the ones seen in the Divine Chariot. He explains that Rambam in his Guide for the Perplexed intended to draw this
parallel as well.
1% see Isaiah ch. 6 and Ezekiel ch. 1.
" Hizkuni writes:
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..And although He said, “Do not make yourself a sculpture or any image,” here He allowed the form of the
cherubim, for they were not made to be bowed down to, but for His throne, (?? Rabbanit) (Hizkuni on Ex.
25:18)




verse 16; and second, because we would expect that the role of the cherubim and the Kapporet — “And |
shall meet with you there” (verse 22) — would appear immediately after the description of the cherubim
(verses 17-20). In reality, verse 21 interrupts this pattern; it does not relate to the purpose of the
cherubim, but repeats the role of the entire Ark.

Why, then, does this verse appear specifically at this point?*?

A closer look at the text reveals that while verse 21 seems to repeat verse 16, there is one important
difference. Verse 16 states: “And you shall place in the Ark,” while verse 21 states: “And into the Ark you
shall place.” This reversal — mentioning the Ark before the verb — signifies that the Torah is emphasizing
the Ark in this verse.

Preserving the Testimony — The Main Purpose of the Ark

In other words, verse 21, which we would expect to summarize the details pertaining to the Kapporet,
does not actually mention the independent purpose of the Kapporet, but shifts the focus back to the
role of the Ark as a whole. This emphasizes the Kapporet's role as a cover for the Ark*® and thereby
highlights the Ark’s role: to preserve the Testimony. It is specifically after the description of the
cherubim that the Torah returns to the matter of the Ark and emphasizes that the preservation of the
Testimony within the Ark is the main purpose of the Ark as a whole.

The Cherubim Which are Upon the Ark of the Testimony

Verse 22, which describes the cherubim’s role as the place where the Divine Presence is revealed, also
emphasizes the fact that the cherubim are placed on the Ark: “And | shall meet with you there and
speak to you from above the Kapporet, from between the two cherubim which are on the Ark of the
Testimony.” Two points are highlighted here:

A. The cherubim are not an independent vessel, but stand upon the Ark.
B. The Ark is called “The Ark of the Testimony”; the name of a vessel reflects its main role.

Combining the Roles — Preserving the Testimony and Revealing God’s Presence

God'’s presence rests on the Ark of the Testimony. There is no separation between the Testimony and
God'’s presence, which rests upon the cherubim; in fact, the Testimony is the main element of the Ark,
and it is upon this that God’s presence rests.

'2 Rashi comments: “I do not know why this is repeated, for it was already said: ‘And you shall place into the Ark
the Testimony’” (Rashi on Ex. 25:21). He answers that it comes to teach us that while the Ark was bare, without the
Kapporet, the Testimony should be placed into it and covered with the Kapporet afterwards. This is what was done
when the Mishkan was actually built: “And he placed the Testimony into the Ark,” and afterwards: “And he placed
the Kapporet upon the Ark from above” (Ex. 40). See also Rabbi Yosef Bechor Shor ad loc.

B The literal meaning of the word kapporet is “cover,” as may be seen in Genesis: “Make for yourself an ark of
gopher wood, with rooms you shall make the ark, and cover [vekafarta] it within and without with pitch” (Gen.
6:14; see lbn Ezra ad loc.). The simple meaning of the word kapporet supports the idea that the Kapporet in the
Mishkan is not the main element of the Ark, but merely a cover.



Thus, verse 22 does not summarize only the details of the Kapporet, as one might have thought — it
summarizes the entire section: the revelation of God’s presence takes place on the Kapporet, between
the cherubim, on the Ark of the Testimony."

The section should therefore be represented as follows:*™

The Ark The Kapporet

The Construction And let them make an Ark... And | And you shall make a Kapporet...
you shall make staves of acacia And you shall make two
wood... (Ex. 25:10-15) cherubim of gold (Ex. 25:17-20)

Placing the Testimony And you shall place in the Ark And into the Ark you shall place
the Testimony that | shall give to | the Testimony that | shall give to
you (Ex. 25:16) you (Ex. 25:21)

Purpose of the Entire Vessel And | shall meet with you there and speak to you from above the
Kapporet, from between the two cherubim which are on the Ark of
the Testimony (Ex. 25:22)

The Ark — A Continuation of Sinai

Not only is the Testimony the main element of the Ark — but it is in merit of the Testimony that God'’s
presence rests between the cherubim.

It is interesting to note that the revelation of God’s presence on the Ark is described as a meeting: “And |
shall meet you there.” The similarity between Testimony [edut] and meeting [hitva’adut] is no
coincidence. “The Ark of the Testimony” is the Ark in which the Testimony rests and which serves as the
meeting point between man and God.

" This is discussed in Ramban’s commentary on verse 21:
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Since He had commanded that the cherubim have their wings spread upward, but had not said why he
should make them at all and what purpose they would serve in the Mishkan, therefore He now said: “And
you shall place the Kapporet with its cherubim,” for they are all one vessel, “upon the Ark from above,
for in the Ark you shall place the Testimony that | shall give you, so that | shall have a Throne of glory, for |
will meet you there and | will cause My glory to dwell upon them. “And | will speak with you from above the
Kapporet, from between the two cherubim” because it is “upon the Ark of the Testimony.” And behold, so it
is in the Divine Chariot that the prophet Ezekiel saw, of which he said: “This is the living creature that | saw
under the God of Israel by the river Chebar; and | knew that they were cherubim” (Ez. 10:20). This is why He
is called “He Who sits upon the cherubim,” for they spread their wings upward in order to teach us that
they are the Chariot that carries the glory... (Ramban on Ex. 25:21)

> A similar chart, as well as further discussion, can be found in: Rabbi Elchanan Samet, “HaAron UBadav

VeKapporet HaKeruvim” in lyyunim BeParashat HaShavua (p. 231-233).




The Ark, as the core of the Mishkan, facilitates a continuation of the nation’s encounter with God at
Mount Sinai by preserving the Testimony and by serving as the meeting place with God — the place
where His presence is revealed.'® The Ark, which until this point had been called only “the Ark,” now
receives its full name: “The Ark of the Testimony.” This is God’s original name for the Ark, and it is
repeated a number of times throughout the descriptions of the construction of the Mishkan."

The Ark of the Covenant

Other names for the Ark appear later on in the text. The name “Ark of the Covenant,” or “Ark of God'’s
Covenant,” appears numerous times in Numbers, Deuteronomy,18 and later in the Bible.'® This name
seems similar to “Ark of the Testimony” — both indicate that the Ark contains the testimony of the
covenant between God and the nation.

“Testimony” — The Torah or the Tablets?

What are the Testimony and the covenant contained in the Ark? Rashi explains:

.73 NI2IN57 NIZA DINX PNPNXY 0373731 °P2 MY XOOW 7N — 7Ny
0,772 MDY

“The Testimony” — The Torah, which is testimony between Me and you that | commanded you
regarding the commandments written within it. (Rashi?? Rabbanit on Ex. 25:16)

According to Rashi, the Ark contains a complete Torah scroll.

Rashbam and Ibn Ezra, however, disagree with Rashi, explaining that “Testimony” refers to the Tablets
that Moses received at Sinai:*°

'® The centrality of the Testimony to the revelation of God’s presence is already mentioned at Sinai, and is the basis
for the construction of the Mishkan. The encounter at Sinai can be divided into two parts: Chapter 19 presents the
divine revelation itself, while chapter 20 presents the content of the revelation. It is already clear in chapter 19
that a precondition for the revelation is God’s request from Moses in verses 5-6:
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And now, if you surely listen to My voice and keep My covenant, you shall be a treasure for Me out of all of

the nations, for all of the earth is Mine; and you shall be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.
Only after the nation expresses their consent: “Everything that God speaks, we shall do” (verse 8), does God tell
Moses: “Behold, | come to you in the thickness of the cloud so that the nation will hear Me speaking to you, and
believe in you, too, forever.” The nation’s commitment to fulfilling the commandments is a condition for the
revelation of the Divine Presence.
7 See for example: Ex. 26:33; 30:6, 26; 39:35; 40:40; Num. 7:89.
8 See for example: Num. 10:33; 14:44; Deut. 10:8; 31:9.
¥ see below.
2% With regard to the question of which Tablets were in the Ark (the second set or the shards of the broken first
set) there are a number of different opinions. This dispute is related to another one: was there only one Ark —the
one made by Bezalel, which rested in the Holy of Holies and accompanied the nation to wars? Or was there a
second Ark?



07137 MM P 591,280 773p 172 1121 NITY O NP — “NTIY NR”

“The Testimony” — The Tablets, which are testimony and covenant between God and Israel, and
therefore they were called “The Tablets of the Covenant.” (Rashbam on Ex. 25:16)

In either case, the “Testimony” mentioned is a testimony to the covenant between God and the nation
of Israel, which obligates them to keep the commandments. The Ark is called “The Ark of the Testimony”
or “the Ark of the Covenant” after the Tablets or Torah placed within it. These names reflect the true

essence of the Ark.
D. “The Ark of God”

At the beginning of the book of Joshua (ch. 3-4), the nation crosses the Jordan and enters the Land of
Israel with the Ark preceding them. The Ark is called by a number of names: once “The Ark of
Testimony,” and ten times “The Ark of the Covenant” or “The Ark of God’s Covenant.”

The Ark of God, Master of All the Land
However, in addition to the usual names, a new name for the Ark appears in this chapter:

In chapter 3, the Ark is called “The Ark of God, Master of All the Land” (Josh. 3:13). This name is new
and surprising in its intensity; what does it mean?

Until this point, the Ark has been highlighted as the Ark of the Testimony or the Ark of the Covenant.
Now an entirely different aspect is brought to light: the Ark, in a manner of speaking, carries within it
God Himself.

It is not difficult to see where this idea came from: the Ark not only preserves the Testimony; it is also
the place where the cherubim rest and God’s presence is revealed.

Why is this name mentioned for the first time specifically in the book of Joshua?

It seems that in his speech to the nation, Joshua sought to strengthen the feeling that God was present
with them and would fight on their behalf. Therefore, he added that the Ark of the Covenant is the
master of all the land, as is explicitly stated:

According to Rashi there was an additional Ark made of wood, which was built by Moses (as described in Deut. ch.
10). This Ark held the pieces of the first set of Tablets and accompanied the nation to war. According to Abarbanel,
one Ark held both sets of Tablets, but the Ark that the nation took to war was a different Ark —one that held the
Urim VeTummim, which were consulted during wars. Ramban explains that there was only one Ark — the one made
by Bezalel, which held the first and second sets of Tablets and accompanied the nation during wars.

This dispute is a complicated one, as there is evidence to support each of the opinions. We shall not discuss it
further here, as in both wars we shall discuss later on (the war upon entering the Land of Israel and the war at
Jericho), as well as the Israelites’ war with the Philistines (see | Sam. ch. 4), it is clear that the Ark that accompanied
the nation was the one built by Bezalel — the Ark which rested in the Holy of Holies.

For further discussion of this topic, see Rabbi Eitan Shandorfy, “Ha’Im Yatza Aron HaBrit LeMilchemot Yisrael,”
Merchavim 6.
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And Joshua said, “By this you will know that the Living God is among you, and He shall surely drive
out from before you the Canaanite and the Hittite and the Hivite and the Perizzite and the
Girgashite and the Amorite and the Jebusite. Behold, the Ark of the Covenant, master of all the
land, passes before you in the Jordan.” (Josh. 3:10-11)

The Ark of God at the War in Jericho

An additional name with the same meaning is “The Ark of God.” During the battle at Jericho (Josh. ch. 6),
in which the Ark went before the nation and the entire battle was waged with the help of miracles, the
Ark is called “the Ark of God” six times, while the name “the Ark of the Covenant” is mentioned only
twice. This highlights the fact that when the nation took the Ark to war, their faith in God and His
assistance was strengthened.

The Ark of God in the War (of Even Ha’Ezer?? Rabbanit)

Another war in which the Ark plays a central role is described in the book of Samuel:
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And the Philistines put themselves in array against Israel, and the battle spread, and Israel was
smitten before the Philistines, and they struck of the army in the field about four thousand men.
And the nation came to the camp and the elders of Israel said, “Why has God smitten us today
before the Philistines? Let us take the Ark of the Covenant of God from Shiloh, and He shall come
amongst us and save us from the hand of our enemies.” And the nation sent to Shiloh, and they
carried from there the Ark of the Covenant of the God of Hosts, Who sat upon the cherubim, and
the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phineas, were there with the Ark of the Covenant of God. (I Sam.
4:2-4)

The story opens with the nation losing their battle with the Philistines. They ask themselves, “Why did
God smite us today?” This question seems to be an opening for soul-searching, and we would have
expected them to acknowledge their sins, perhaps call for a fast, weep before God and pray. But,
surprisingly, they skip these steps. Instead of answering their own question — why they lost the battle —
they immediately suggest a way to overcome their loss and use their proven solution: “Let us take the



Ark of the Covenant of God from Shiloh.” Taking the Ark is perceived as bringing God to war, and if God
comes to war — they will certainly defeat the Philistines.

The idea of taking the Ark to war was naturally brought about by the results of the battle of Jericho, in
which the Ark of God accompanied the nation to war and miraculously defeated its enemies. The war
with the Philistines, of course, ultimately ended in crushing defeat, and the Ark itself was captured — the
ultimate disrespect. Why did this happen?

This narrative, recounted in chapters 4-6,* deals with the nation’s relationship with the Ark. The Ark
seems to be the “hero” of the story — it is mentioned no less than 37 times. What names is the Ark given
in this narrative?

At the beginning of the story, it is called “The Ark of the Covenant of God” four times by the nation, but
throughout the remainder of the narrative it is called “The Ark of God” 31 times, (period?? Rabbanit).

The Mystical Perception of the Ark of God

The multiple mentions of this name suggests the prevalent perception of the Ark at that time. It is
interesting to note that the first time the name “the Ark of God” appears, it is used by the Philistines;
later on, both the Israelites and the Philistines call it “the Ark of God” or “the Ark of the Lord.” This
phenomenon demonstrates that the nation perceived the Ark in the same way that the Philistines did:
as a sacred object which was the dwelling place of God, in a manner of speaking, and as such held
independent, mystical powers. In their view, bringing the Ark to war meant that God came with it. When
the Philistines win the war and capture the Ark, it is as though they had, in a manner of speaking,
captured God Himself.

Preserving the Testimony — A Condition for the Revelation of God’s Presence

Clearly, this perception of the Ark is not the Torah-mandated perspective. While the Ark is where God’s
presence is revealed, it does not have any independent power; God’s presence there is not even
guaranteed — rather, it depends on the relationship between the nation and God. The nation forgot that
God reveals himself upon the Ark of the Testimony. This Ark is the basis of the cherubim, and the
preservation of the Testimony and the covenant is a basic condition for the revelation of God'’s
presence. If there is no Testimony in the Ark — the Ark itself is meaningless; if the nation does not uphold
the covenant and fulfill God’s commandments — the Divine Presence will not be revealed.

While the nation may take the Throne of Glory to war, God may leave the throne and leave it empty of
substance, a mere physical vessel devoid of meaning and without the ability to save them, which may be
captured by the enemy.

When “the Ark of the Covenant” and “the Ark of Testimony” are replaced by “the Ark of God,” lacking
any commitment on the nation’s part, the Ark loses its miraculous nature and can no longer come to the
nation’s aid in wars; it may even fall prisoner to the Philistines.”

*! The narrative ends in Josh. 7:1.



E. Summary
To summarize the main points of this lesson:
The Mishkan — A Continuation of Sinai

The Mishkan, as the place where God’s presence rests, facilitates a continued revelation of God’s
presence that the nation experienced at Sinai.

God'’s presence depends on the nation’s fulfillment of the covenant made with God at Sinai — a covenant
that demands that they keep the commandments.

The Ark — Heart of the Mishkan

The Ark, the first vessel about which the nation was commanded, is the heart of the Mishkan. It
expresses both of the main values of the Mishkan and the encounter at Mount Sinai:

A. The Testimony — the nation’s commitment to uphold the covenant: the Ark is a means of
preserving the Testimony (the Tablets or the entire Torah)

B. The meeting — the revelation of the Divine Presence — upon the Ark rests the Kapporet with the
cherubim, upon which the Divine Presence is revealed.

The Ark of the Testimony — Unification of the Ark and the Kapporet

The command to build the Ark in Parashat Teruma already emphasizes the connection between the
parts of the Ark: the Ark itself, which holds the Testimony, is the foundation and the primary element;
the Kapporet and the cherubim, which cover he Ark, form the Throne of Glory and facilitate the
revelation of God’s presence, but only on the condition that the Testimony is within the Ark and that the
nation recognizes and preserves it.

The revelation of the Divine Presence occurs upon the complete Ark, which includes both parts —the
Kapporet with the cherubim, and the Ark itself and the Testimony within it.

The Ark of God; The Ark of the Covenant; The Ark of the Testimony

The Ark is called by three names:

2 As mentioned above, the Ark is called “The Ark of God” six times during the battle of Jericho, while it is called
“The Ark of the Covenant” only twice. It is possible that even here, the nation held God’s presence to be more
important than the covenant and the Testimony. This might have been at the root of Achan’s sin, for which the
entire nation is held at fault:
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Israel has sinned, and they have violated My covenant that | commanded them, and they have also taken

from the devoted things, and also stolen, and also dissembled, and also put it amongst their vessels. (Josh.

7:11)
Although only Achan actually committed the crime, the entire nation was held responsible since they had
neglected their covenant.



The Ark of the Covenant — this name expresses the nation’s commitment and their responsibility to
establish their connection with God and host His presence in the world.

The Ark of God — this name reflects the miraculous aspect of the revelation of God’s presence.

The Ark of the Testimony — the original name of the Ark, this is a general name that primarily expresses
the commitment to keeping the covenant and the commandments — the Testimony (either the Tablets
or Torah scroll kept within the Ark). At the same time, it also hints to the divine side of the revelation of
the Divine Presence — “And | shall meet with you there.” In this way, it is a general name which refers to
both roles of the Ark, linking between them and emphasizing that they cannot be separated; one cannot
exist without the other.



