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Prologue: Daunted by Rabbinic Literature? 

At the very first glimpse in any of the major introductions to Rabbinic Literature a student 

will immediately be made aware of the methodological difficulties adherent to the field.1 One 

of the most discouraging matters presented is undoubtedly the lack of critical editions of 

rabbinic works. Texts are not discussed against the background of various readings, since no 

systematic listing of their variae lectiones have been accomplished. Not much have changed 

since Milikowsky called the situation “embarrassing” in comparison to the vast scope of 

research material available on the New Testament or Classical Literature.2 The void of critical 

entries to Rabbinic Literature is perhaps the reason why the most recent introductions aim to 

serve as a “navigation tool”3 and a “map”4 to the terrain of rabbinic writings. 

   However commendable it may be to offer these navigation tools, the lengthy odes to the 

complexity of Rabbinic Literature strike me as a counterproductive way to introduce a field. 

Rabbinic Literature is still unexplored to an extent, but not unexplorable. Present day 

academic study of the synoptic problem also experienced an early stage, so did the stemmatic 

study of Classical Literature.  To stress the intricacy of, and the inaccessibility to rabbinic 

material only obscures the recent advancements of the field; for if the student dares to 

1. Strack and Stemberger title the chapter dealing with the study of rabbinic literature “The problem of method”. 
The opening remark characterizes the field by stating that it is struggling with general questions of method 
(Strack and Stemberger, 1991:45). The Cambridge Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic Literature opens 
with explaining that rabbinic literature seems to transgress “the routine banalities of encyclopedia definitions” 
and “defy easy classification” to fit traditional or Western categories (Fonrobert and Jaffee, 2007: 2f), the editors 
are even reluctant to use the term “rabbinic literature”, as they find it to be a reflection of “cultural assumptions 
unique to European modernity” (ibid.: 5). Also the most recent handbook points out the complications in 
accessing rabbinic literature, but offers a challenging invitation by suggesting that although “the textual 
problems are a severe complication”, the ancient historians who cannot find ways of dealing with problematic 
evidence are not “worth their salt” (Ben-Eliyahu et al 2012: xi). An anthology of conference papers with the 
exciting title How should rabbinic literature be read in the modern world, opens by speaking of “the daunting 
complexity of classical rabbinic literature” (Kraus, 2006:2). While contemporary scholarship highlights these 
difficulties, the quest for appropriate methods is emphasized with equal enthusiasm. Bakhos laconically 
expressed the importance of method in a heading: “Method(ological) Matters in the Study of Midrash (Bakhos, 
2006:161). 
2. Milikowsky, 1988:20f, 1999:137.
3. Fonrobert and Jaffee: 2007:14
4. Ben-Eliyahu et al 2012: 1
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continue reading beyond the obstacles presented by general handbooks, she will encounter a 

field blossoming with theoretical crosscurrents and innovative methodological frameworks. 

As a research area Rabbinic Literature offers lots of blind spots to examine and add to the 

“map” for students and researchers on all levels. The present paper is an attempt to study one 

of these blind spots, namely the Baraita de-melekhet ha-mishkan (henceforth BMM). Even 

though this particular text was treated text-critically for the first time two decades ago 

(Kirschner, 1992) it has not yet been analyzed through any of the theoretical lenses of 

contemporary study of midrash and rabbinic narrative. I will analyze the characterization(s) 

of God in the BMM from a literary approach and thus examine if my chosen theory proves to 

be a useful tool for understanding the text.5 I intend to stay cognizant of - not paralyzed by - 

the challenges related  to the study of Rabbinic Literature. 

5. In keeping with Boyarin’s position I do not approach the BMM assuming that we know what reading is and 
therefore can detect why exegesis deviate from reading, instead I focus on how the baraita reads in order to 
determine what theoretical concepts are useful for understanding it. Accordingly, I do not ascribe any theory to 
the rabbis and certainly not one that stems from contemporary literary theory (cf. Boyarin, 1990:x).
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Aim and problem statement

The purpose of the present paper is to analyze the character(s) of God in the tannaitic account 

Baraita de-melekhet ha-mishkan. By this analysis I aim to elucidate a particular theological 

dimension communicated by the Rabbis in this text. BMM is a rewarding study material as it 

is the only sustained and consecutive exegetical account of the tabernacle description in the 

rabbinic corpus now extant.6 Furthermore, the treatment of God in this material has never 

before been analyzed, in fact, there are not more than two scholarly works that even treat this 

text (Friedman, 1908; Kirschner 1992). I chose to inquire about the representation of God in 

the last two chapters of BMM because the they treat Exod. 40:34-38 in which the יי דובכ  (the 

presence/glory of YHWH,7 henceforth kebod YHWH) fills the ןכשמ  (tabernacle, henceforth 

mishkan) and thereby turns it into a divine dwelling place in the midst of the Israelites. 

Consequently, an exegesis on this part of the tabernacle narrative in a delimited corpus such 

as BMM, would serve as a fruitful source for an inquiry about the literary representation of 

character(s) of God. This study, then, is an attempt to break ground in the research on BMM 

as a literary document.
   The aim will be accomplished through critical discussion around three subqueries:

1) What terms are used to designate God in the text? 

2) How does the treatment of God in the text relate to passages in the Bible? 

3) Does the character(s) of God presented in the BMM deviate from parallel passages in other 

Jewish sources of the tannaitic period?

   Much work still remains to be done concerning the categorization of rabbinic texts on 

several levels and present-day discourse is dominated by methodological and theoretical 

considerations.8 The hotly debated question about which approaches that are best suited for 

6. Kirschner, 1992:3
7. The JPS translation of kebod YHWH is “the Presence of the LORD”.  Other Bible translations such as NRSV, 
NKJV, NIV and ESV translate kebod YHWH to “the glory of the LORD”. Kirschner relies on JPS in his 
translation  of the term (Kirschner, 1992:222). I will leave kebod YHWH untranslated and comment on it in ch. 
3.
8.cf. Stern, 1994:xxii, Cohen, 2000:xiii
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the study of early rabbinic writings,9 affirms the importance of more empirical contributions 

to the field. Hence, I wish to contribute to the ongoing articulation of approaches that might 

enrich our understanding of the early rabbinic movement, and more specifically: our 

understanding of the characterization of God throughout rabbinic literature.10 

   Additionally I hope to contribute to the integration of Jewish sources into the broader study 

of the history of the first centuries CE, that has been dominated by studies of Greek and Latin 

sources.11 As one of only three students of Rabbinic Literature/ Rabbinic Reception History 

active within the discipline of Hebrew Bible Exegesis at Uppsala University in recent years12 

I hope to further strengthen the initiatives taken by the Faculty of Theology towards a wider 

influence of Jewish Studies.13 Another aim is to scratch the surface of the relatively new field 

of comparative/contrastive studies of Rabbinic Literature and the Dead Sea Scrolls.14 I find it 

beneficial to present my material at Uppsala University’s Faculty of Theology where DSS 

research is of considerable scholarly interest and competence.15

9. This paper is concerned with rabbinic writings generally considered to be dated to the tannaitic period. For the 
present purpose I cannot speak of a more inclusive chronology. However, as an overarching description of the 
periods proceeding, including and succeeding this delimited time frame - roughly 450 BCE to 650 CE - I agree 
with Jaffee’s definition “early Judaism” and thus acknowledges the “[...] plurality of the Judaic worlds in 
Persian, Hellenistic-Roman, and Sasanian civilizations, as precisely what defines them as a coherent 
whole.” (Jaffee, 1997: 19f).
10. My paper is thus a humble attempt to cater to the request of Stern: “Indeed, what is needed is an inventory of 
the characterizations of God throughout rabbinic literature, from the God of mercy to God the trickster. Only 
with such an inventory at hand could we determine if the two characterizations of God in Eikhah Rabbah are 
truly exceptional, whether they are representative portraits, or whether they are merely two types along a 
spectrum of divine characterizations.”(Stern, 1996:91)
11. cf. Ben-Eliyahu et al 2012: x
12. In 2008, Camilla von Heijne published her dissertation The Messenger of the Lord in Early Jewish 
Interpretations of Genesis and in 2014 Sebastian Selvén presented his MA-thesis In or out - the privilege of 
taxation: The half-shekel and the temple tax in the Talmud Yerushalmi.
13. “What are we to call the research discipline usually known as Old Testament Exegesis?” This question was 
the focus in Göran Eidevall’s installation speech as he became professor of OT Exegesis at Uppsala University 
in 2012. Eidevall suggested a name change and the discipline now goes under a parallel usage of Old Testament/
Hebrew Bible Exegesis. In addition to this reform, the Faculty of Theology at Uppsala university appointed a 
board to run the the multi- and cross-disciplinary Forum for Jewish Studies that aims at promoting, supporting 
and coordinating research and teaching in Jewish history, religion, languages and culture. 
14. cf. Fraade et al, 2006: preface
15. In recent years three dissertations by scholars active in Uppsala have been focused on the DSS: Frennesson, 
1999, Bengtsson, 2000 and Wassén, 2003 (Wassén, 2011:36).
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1.2 Theory and Method
I will analyze the character(s) of God in the BMM through the insights of modern literary 

criticism and base my theoretical framework on the study of Stern16 in which he analyzes the 

topic of divinity in part of the twenty-fourth petikhta to Eikhah Rabbah. By analyzing the 

rabbinic characterization of God, Stern seeks to answer the questions of what God’s character 

was like to the Rabbis (in the particular petikhta he examines). I  follow Stern’s theoretical 

scheme and treat the representation of God in the BMM as a problem of literary 

characterization.17 By using the term “characterization” I do not suggest that the Rabbis 

viewed God as a fictive character, but rather that they were intent upon representing a 

verbalized God whom they could worship. In keeping with Stern, I will focus upon the 

question on the rabbinic representation (of God) itself, not the beliefs behind the 

representation. Along with Stern’s, my working hypothesis also implies that such an analysis 

will illuminate the meaning of rabbinic representation itself.18 Following Stern’s approach, I 

will analyze the divine character(s) in BMM from an essentialist as well as a nominalist 

perspective. From the essentialist’s point of view, character derives from an essence i.e. a 

personality or an “idea” of God. The nominalistic approach holds the character for no more 

than a name, a title for a locus of functions that a given figure serves in a narrative; aside 

from this “role” that the character upholds, the figure does not have an independent existence 

or identity.19 It is important to point out that the primary task here is to conduct an inventory 

of how God is represented in BMM. Hence, my main concern is not to test BMM’s bearings 

for literary analysis, but to provide an approach with potential to generate critical discussion. 

16. Stern (1996). Midrash and Theology: The Character(s) of God in Midrash and Theory - Ancient Jewish 
Exegesis and Contemporary Literary Studies
17.The reader should note that I am using the concept of character/characterization in a broader sense than a 
literary theorist would in order to avoid steering this paper into a discussion where modern literary theory 
becomes the first-hand compass (an example of this type of study is Susan Handelman’s The Slayers of Moses - 
the Emergence of Rabbinic interpretation in Modern Literary Theory (1982) in which she lets Lacan and Derrida 
set the tone even before page 1 in her endeavour to prove an internal link between midrash and the idea that 
there is just “no end to the sense that can be made of anything” (Bruns, 1997:75).
18. Stern, 1996: 79.
19. The essentialist position can be traced to the critical tradition that goes from Henry James, through E.M. 
Forster to Wayne Booth and various psychoanalytic criticism. The nominalist tradition is best represented by 
structuralist approaches to narrative spanning from Propp through Greimas and Barthes (Stern, 1996:79; 112).
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The basic dichotomy of the essentialist/nominalist perspective in critical thinking of character 

will enable me to discern if the representation of God in BMM points to a coherent “figure” 

or if there are a number of conceptions20 detectable in the text. Or is the character of God a 

functional agent, determined by the conditions staged by various contexts or necessities of 

genre? 

   Now, it is almost superfluous to underline the stereotyping inherent in these two approaches 

and the sharp categorization this can cause when applied on a narrative if the investigation is 

driven by presupposition of the rabbinic characterization of God. Nevertheless I want to 

explore the heuristic possibilities that an essentialist and a nominalist perspective can bring to 

an analysis of this sort, while at the same time acknowledging that the rabbinic character(s) of 

God in BMM is far too unreachable to polarize through a theoretical filter created some two 

thousand years after the narrative was first shaped. By now it should be clear to the reader 

that I am interested in “reunderstanding” midrash by the guidance of contemporary theory.21

   To adopt Stern’s approach and discuss the character(s) of God in BMM is not an enterprise 

that can be carried out without friction and severe challenges: my first reservation is the 

difference between Stern’s petikhta and BMM concerning the performance of God in the two 

accounts. In the text chosen by Stern we have a busy God, engaging in activities that portrays 

His psyche in all kinds of ways: He swears not to live in the Temple so that the Gentiles may 

destroy it when it no longer is protected by His Presence, he takes an oath, he regrets his acts, 

weeps, is ridiculed by the archangel Metatron, confronts the prophet Jeremiah, likens himself 

to a human king etc. Anthropomorphic depiction of God is indeed a significant feature in this 

text. In the twenty fourth petikhta to Eikhah Rabbah God is depicted with a Janus-faced 

psyche. He has a conflicting personality.22 Thus, Stern’s model of inquiry is well suited for 

such a text. In BMM we do not have the same scenery at all. As will be shown in ch. 2, the 

character(s) of God are represented by second hand narrators, describing divine acts and 

achievements. There is no direct divine speech and only a minimum of exegetic material 

20. I do not use “conception” as a technical term in this paper, I simply refer to it as an “understanding” 
spanning between a vague notion to a common category.  Thus, the term allows room for adaptions 
corresponding to different source material that may belong to different genres.
21. cf. Boyarin, 1990: x.
22. cf. Stern, 1996:80-93.
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unique for BMM. Nevertheless, I base my assessment of the suitability of Stern’s approach 

for BMM, on the very nature of the delimited composition: BMM is the only rabbinic 

exegesis solely devoted to the tabernacle account.  And as such, it treats the indwelling of 

God in the midst of the Israelite camp. It is the character(s) of this divine indwelling I seek to 

investigate and therefore I find Stern’s approach to be a helpful toolbox because of its 

polarized scheme to define characters. My claim is that one do not have to possess a 

personality, or even be present in order to be represented as a character (a Godot-like absence 

is a characterization as good as any).  As stated before, the impetus for this paper is not to 

investigate the beliefs behind the literary representation, but the representation itself. 

Another important methodological consideration is the descriptive genre criticism of rabbinic 

exegesis and the categories of applied rabbinic biblical interpretation. Midrash is not only 

defined in textual terms, but also in terms of hermeneutic practices and principles. 

Definitional matters are integral to methodological discussions and receive attention from 

practically all renowned scholars.23 Due to the limited time and space allotted to this paper, I 

will only in brief and general terms discuss the definitions of genres regarding the material 

employed in this study in connection to the treatment of each source. 

   Throughout this paper, the term “biblical” refers to the Tanakh, namely the Hebrew Bible or 

the Old Testament, if you will. 

In 1.2.3 and 1.2.4 I will address some terminological and methodological concerns for the 

type of investigation conducted in ch. 2. Thereafter, I will outline  the contents and genre of 

BMM. I initiate the discussion by commenting the terms used to designate God and cite the 

contexts of occurrence of the character(s) of God in BMM (and the other texts in my scope, in 

order of appearance). I will also investigate how BMM relates to the parallel passages in the 

Bible. Hereafter I will make a comparative analysis of parallel passages in other accounts 

from the tannaitic period, along with the Temple Scroll. I will follow Kirschner’s list of 

passages.24The methodology consists of individual analysis of each account respectively, 

framing the similarities and variations between the accounts and BMM, in order to discern if 

23. For an accurate summary of the current attempts to define midrash, see Bakhos, 2006, pp.161-189.
24. Kirschner, 1992:37ff.
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BMM shows any unique features in the descriptions of the character(s) of God.

I will treat the material with a synchronic approach and thereby avoid the most severe 

problem with a diachronic study of rabbinic writings, namely the problem of dating the 

writings (see 1.2.3 for issues of dating rabbinic material). By a synchronic approach I restrict 

my scope to a fixed historical period in time based on the putative dating on final redaction of 

rabbinic works. However, I do acknowledge that a synchronic study suffers from treating the 

material as a single whole, although we have no way to tell if it was redacted in the same 

historical setting.25 Nevertheless, I agree with Strack and Stemberger who find it unfortunate 

that for example the Mishnah often is studied by means of the Talmuds and not by its own: 

“[because] the Talmuds already belong to the history of interpretation and are no more or no 

less useful in determining the original meaning of the Mishnah than patristic texts are for the 

interpretation of the New Testament.”26

1.2.3  Limitations in a synchronic study on rabbinic literature
Our knowledge of early rabbinic Judaism is based almost entirely of the contents of the 

literature produced by the ancient Rabbis.We know virtually nothing beyond what the authors 

or editors of those books wanted to tell.27 The sources used for describing the rabbinic period 

are biased to the extent that it is highly insecure to draw historical conclusions from them. 

The only picture of “normative” Judaism derives from these sources, namely the Rabbis’ own 

testimony; the rabbinic self-understanding. I therefore refrain from reading BMM as a 

representation of lay narrative within Jewish circles during the tannaitic era. However, I find 

it plausible that the concepts expressed in the texts were  familiar also in popular culture.

The difficulty in dating rabbinic texts makes it problematic to refer to a “chronology of 

Rabbinic Literature”. The dating of individual texts or of particular ideas is usually based on 

the mentioning of rabbinic names in the material. However, rabbinic writings attribute most 

of their teachings to authorities living in the tannaitic or the amoraitic periods, and most 

25. Stern, 1994:xxvi.
26. Strack and Stemberger, 1996: 47.
27. Cohen, ed. 2000: 3f.
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scholars today would agree that these attributions are not sufficiently reliable. The  pitfalls 

connected with dating the rabbinic sources have led a number of scholars to reject a purely 

“historical”, i.e diachronic analysis of rabbinic writings.28 Even though rabbinic writings have 

been compiled and edited in a gradual and cumulative manner and therefore are undatable, 

they can be treated as separate identifiable entities, if only by name. Thus, it may be possible 

to assign approximate dates to redacted works, even though they were still “open texts”.29 

Milikowsky claims that certain rabbinic texts can be clearly defined and delimited due to their 

suitability for the critical edition format.30

    My approach does not presuppose that tannaitic writings “belong” solely to the era of the 

Tannaim. They are also part of the legacy of succeeding generations of rabbinic sages that 

emended and reformulated the sources. The early rabbinic literature as we have it today, may 

very well represent the Judaism of the Rabbis of a later period. Additionally, the process of 

copying continued until the first printed editions in the medieval era and the works 

originating from Late Antiquity may well have been changed in their late medieval copies. To 

say the least: I am quite aware of the severe textual problems and I will obviously refrain 

from presenting my material as representations of  “Jewish conceptions during the tannaitic 

era”.

1.2.4 Terminological considerations or “Judaism’s 
hostility to myth” - a myth?

To study the character(s) of God in any rabbinic corpus implies ipso facto a tangling with a 

mined subject field, namely the supposedly non-theophanous God of Judaism. Recently, we 

have seen quite a few scholarly reprimands against the tenacious view that the literary 

accounts of Judaism evidence a total conceptual break with pagan polytheism and mythic 

impulses.31Evidently, I am now operating in the deep waters of anthropomorphism, 

28. Stern, 1994: xxivf.
29. Stern, 1994: xxv.
30.   The texts that Milikowsky views as definable are the Tosefta, Mekhilta, Sifra, Sifrei, Bereshit Rabba, 
Vayyiqra Rabba (Milikowsky, 1999:207). Also BMM has shown to be suitable for the critical edition format, 
therefore I draw the conclusion that also this text can be defined and delimited.
31. cf. Boyarin, 2003: pp. 3-24; Fishbane, 1998: pp. 86-105; Goshen Gottstein, 1994:pp. 171-195.
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anthropopathism, imagery and myth-making and I will by no means dive deeper into the 

discussion about just how corporeal the rabbinic God was. However, I want to prepare the 

reader for the discussion about the character(s) of God in BMM by pointing out the (now 

more widely acknowledged) misreadings of divine designations of early Judaism. I am not 

interested in the question of whether the Rabbis actually believed that God has a form, a body, 

nor will I try to determine if they understood anthropomorphic or hypostatized descriptions 

literally32 or try to tease out the religious beliefs behind rabbinic anthropology.33 I will, 

however, discuss my stance on how to categorize the denominations used when we encounter 

the character(s) of God in the corpora under investigation.

The basic inquiry here is: How do I speak of a quality or an aspect of God that is clearly 

hypostatized34 and at the same time walk the tightrope of absolute monotheism?

Now, not only Rabbinic Literature is afflicted by the commonplace stance of critical 

discourse according to which Judaism is a religion in which God cannot be seen,35 also many 

bible scholars hold on to this claim. The notion of a noncorporeal Hebrew deity seems to be 

so deeply rooted that the introductory words of a recent work are deliberately sour: 

The God of the Hebrew Bible has a body. This must be stated at the outset, because so 

many people, including many scholars, assume otherwise. The evidence for this 

simple thesis is overwhelming, so much so that asserting the carnal nature of the 

biblical God should not occasion surprise. What I propose to show in this book is that 

32. Marmorstein’s monograph The Old Rabbinic Doctrine of God (1937) was essential for the increasing 
acceptance of anthropomorphic tendencies in rabbinic thinking.  He suggested the existence of two schools 
during the tannaitic period. According to Marmorstein the school of Rabbi Akiba interpreted biblical 
anthropomorphisms literally, whereas the school of Rabbi Ishmael had an allegorical approach. Today, scholars 
are hesitant to assume that two schools with such opposite attitudes towards anthropomorphism actually existed 
(Stern, 1992:76f). 
33. The Philonic identification of the image of God with the soul or the rational aspect of the soul emerges from 
the philosophic distinction of spirit and matter. Christian interpreters have also, to a large extent, viewed the soul 
as the primary locus of the divine image. In this respect rabbinic anthropology differs from Hellenistic and later 
Christian anthropology. We do not encounter the distinction between spirit and matter in rabbinic literature. 
Nevertheless, the rabbinic sources are indeed occupied with discussions about body and soul and their different 
qualities, but there is no metaphysical opposition between these aspects. There is no evidence that the Rabbis 
regarded the soul as being divine (Goshen Gottstein, 1994:176f). 
34. An early critique against scholarly use of the term “hypostasis” when dealing with concepts in Jewish 
theology was expressed by Moore, George Foot in 1922. He holds that “hypostasis” has no use or meaning 
“except that which it acquired in the controversies of the third and fourth centuries over the ontological relation 
of the Logos-Son to the Father”. Foot Moore argues that, because of the trinitarian connotations inherent in the 
term, it should not be applied on rabbinical theology (Foot Moore, 1922:55). His polemic discussion does not 
offer an alternative terminology, however,  he uses the term “intermediaries” for designations used for different 
qualities of God or his presence. 
35. Boyarin, 2003:3.
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the startling or bizarre idea in the Hebrew Bible is something else entirely: - that is the 

standard notion of ancient Israelite theology - but rather that God has many bodies 

located in sundry places in the world that God created.36

It is beyond doubt that the Rabbis inherited the literary tradition of anthropomorphisms from 

their predecessors and that they even intensified its tendencies. Early rabbinic theology 

indeed focused on the divine actions and personality that emerged from biblical myth.37 

Nevertheless, this is not recognized in all quarters. To speak with Goshen Gottstein:38 “Even 

though the anthropomorphic tendency of rabbinic thought is widely recognized, it is still early 

to speak of a learned consensus on this issue.”

   I do not have to look far to find evidence for scholarly works safeguarding the oneness of 

God in Judaism, and - in my opinion - even whitewashing the anthropomorphic currents 

within Jewish faith. Let’s have a look at JE of the year 1906 and EJ2 of 2007: 

Judaism at all times protested most emphatically against any infringement of its pure 

monotheistic doctrine, whether by the dualism of the Gnostic or by the Trinitarianism 

of the Church, never allowing such attributes as justice and pardoning love to divide 

the Godhead into different powers or personalities. Indeed, every contact with other 

systems of thought or belief served only to put Judaism on its guard lest the 

spirituality of God be marred by ascribing to Him human forms.39 

The term, though seemingly hypostatized in certain passages, must be viewed purely 

figuratively and not as representing a separable aspect of God or as being in any sense 

a part of the Godhead. The latter notion is totally alien to the strict monotheism of 

rabbinic Judaism for which the unity of the divine Essence is a basic premise.40

36. Sommer, 2009:1.
37. Fishbane, 1998: 94.
38. Goshen Gottstein,1994: 171.
39. JE entry: “Spirituality of God”
40. EJ2 , entry: “shekhinah”
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The mythic streams and anthropomorphic descriptions of God (sometimes even threatening to 
break the seal of monotheism) of early rabbinic accounts have been downplayed through the 
philosophical rationalism by Saadiah Gaon and Maimonides. It is only in the early Middle  
Ages, starting with Saadiah Gaon41 that anthropomorphism turns into a problem. During this 
period emerged within Judaism a philosophical conception of God signified by the absolute 
incorporeality, unity and incomparability of the divine being:

To be sure, the real problem for most Jewish philosophers, from Saadiah through 
Maimonides, was never anthropomorphism per se but the matter of divine attributes, 
that is, whether any property (especially the so-called essential properties like 
knowing, loving and powerfulness) can be predicated of God.42

Boyarin sums up the result of the paradigm shift that sent the Jewish God into the camera 

obscura: 
The Neoplatonic and Aristotelian revision of Judaism undertaken by the Jewish 
scholastics was so successful that it has resulted in the near-total forgetting of the 
biblical and Rabbinic traditions of God’s visibility.43

It is through the guidance of philosophers like Saadiah Gaon and Maimonides that modern 

scholars have continued to study anthropomorphic and mythic streams in rabbinic thinking as 

a problem of metaphysics.44

   Against the backdrop of these long-lived theological and scholarly presumptions, I will try 

to follow Stern’s example and approach the character(s) of God from a non-philosophical 

position, and simply view it a literary phenomenon whose significance is primarily rhetorical 

or representational and thus shifting the terms from the matrix of religious beliefs to that of 

literary characterization.45 Resisting the temptation to consult theories of mythic origin46 when 

41.   In his treatise, Book of Beliefs and Opinions, Saadiah attacks the Christians for treating both the Spirit of 
God and the Word of God as divine beings (2:5–6). He describes the shekhinah as possessing the purest 
substance of God's created entities. According to Saadiah, the only task of the shekhinah  is to provide visible 
proof to the prophet of the truth of the divine communication (2:10; 3:5) (EJ2, entry: “Ru'ah ha-Kodesh”).
42. Stern, 1996:75f.
43. Boyarin, 2003:4.
44. Stern, 1996:76; cf. Boyarin, 2003: 4f; Fishbane, 1998:86f.
45. Stern, 1996:76ff.
46. I here refer to the enticing theories proposed by Max Müller and Johann Gottfried Herder that were revisited 
by Fishbane (1998:22ff). According to Müller’s theory, concrete metaphors that have decayed are the source for 
mythic formulations. Müller viewed language as the “primary process from which myth derived”, as opposed to 
Herder who considered myth to be primary and language its faded echo. Fishbane integrates these two theories 
in his view on rabbinic mythopoesis.
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discussing rabbinic mythopoesis, I have accepted Fishbane’s understanding of rabbinic myth-

making, and thus include both the “processes of nature which are heard and reported as the 

acts of the gods” and ”the more philological perspective, [that] starts with a given 

philological tradition and transforms its polysemy into mythic exploits.”47

[...] the rabbinic “work of myth” is a profound hermeneutical process. This holds 
whether one is dealing with the interpretation of natural processes as reflections of 
divine drama; with the reworking of the Bible through creative philology and 
semantics; or with the revision of a midrash itself by means of hypostatic symbolism 
and linguistic permutations. (Fishbane, 1998:39)

Now, to filter the rabbinic mythopoesis concerning the character(s) of God in the BMM 

through a terminological framework without entering into too extensive linguistic discussions 

on definitions of metaphor, poetry and allegory and at the same time avoid terms that might 

imply a complex history in Christian trinitarian theology (without fearing to “admit” when 

the Rabbis are verging on the edge of religious taboos), is quite a delicate act of balance. 

Consequently, I will not employ a terminus technicus for the phenomena of ascribing names 

to God or speaking about Him in anthropomorphic ways. Instead, I will shift between 

“hypostasis” and “designation” and discuss my choice of term in every instance48. 

It is important that I clarify my understanding of “hypostasis” given the critique against using 

it for phenomena in Jewish theology: in this matter I lean on a study that sheds light on the 

complexity of the scholarly use of the term, namely Helmer Ringgren’s comparative work on 

the Hypostatization of Divine Qualities and Functions in the Ancient Near East49, where he 

notices that different scholars have worked with different definitions of the concept. Ringgren 

claims that deniers of the suggestion that wisdom is a hypostasis50 have understood the term 

in its later theological sense, i.e. as a person in the trinity, whereas Ringgren himself has 

chosen “a wider definition of the term” mainly in accordance with Oesterley-Box: “quasi-

personification of certain attributes proper to God, occupying an intermediate position 

between personalities and abstract beings” and Mowinckel: “a personification of qualities, 

47. Fishbane, 1998:24.
48. When necessary, I will also apply the term “indicators” when I refer to elements of theophany, e.g. the cloud 
and the fire.
49. Ringgren, 1947.
50. Cf. Scholem, 1991: 148.
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functions, limbs etc. of a higher god”. In addition to the two quotes, Ringgren acknowledges 

the fact that there are cases “when a divine quality is mentioned as an independent entity 

without being personified”, additionally, the outcome of a personification is not a hypostasis 

by default; it may very well be a poetical metaphor or an allegory.51 Ringgren states that “the 

strict monotheistic belief of Israelite religion, did not allow the hypostases to become real 

deities” and when addressing the topic for this paper, Ringgren mentions “the forming of 

intermediary beings between God and men” from what was originally YHWH:s functions or 

means of revelation.52

1.3 Scope and reading instructions
My point of departure is the fourteen chapters of the BMM as they are presented in 

Kirschner’s edition based on all available MSS, with the MS Oxford Bodleian 370.11 as codex 

optimus53. In the discussion I will, when relevant, make use of the listing of parallels and the 

critical apparatus. I will not engage in text-critical problems, unless a particular reading 

disagrees with the base text in a matter important for my analysis. When applicable, I will 

comment on parallels found in the Tosefta, Sifre Numbers and Yerushalmi.

The primary material is selected upon three premises: 1) parallels to relevant passages in 

BMM, 2) general dating to the tannaitic period, 3) written in Hebrew or Aramaic. The texts 

used are found in critical editions and/or the editions mostly quoted in research literature.54 

For the present purpose, however, I will also include one source that falls outside selection 

premises 1. and 2., namely the Temple Scroll (henceforth 11QTa). I chose to include parts of 

this text because of their treatment of the tabernacle pericope. Another strong objective for 

my inclusion of this work, are the recent scholarly calls for more comparative studies 

between Jewish Second Temple texts and an early rabbinic accounts.55 Now, comparative/

51. Ringgren, 1947:8.
52. Ringgren, 1947: 171; 192.
53. Kirschner’s text is a diplomatic transcription of this base text. The transcription preserves the original text in 
terms of biblical citations (even when at odds with the MT) abbreviations, shortened words and chapter 
numeration (Kirschner, 1992: 143).
54. For the most recent listing of printed editions of Jewish literature from the 135-700 CE, see Ben-Eliyahu et al 
(2012).
55. Cf. Strack and Stemberger, 1996:47; Fraade et al, 2006: viii.
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contrastive studies of corpora from Second Temple Judaism and Post-destruction accounts are 

at times introduced by cautionary remarks,56 therefore - before commenting on 11QTa - I will 

discuss some methodological considerations concerning comparisons between tannaitic 

accounts and pre-sectarian Qumran texts.57 

Had this paper been of a format allowing inclusion of works of exegesis in the Greek tradition 

of allegory, I would have consulted Questiones et Solutiones in Exodum by Philo of 

Alexandria, since it is an early exegesis of the tabernacle account. However, this paper is far 

too delimited for undertaking the major enterprise of relating the hermeneutic system of 

midrash to that of Alexandrian allegoresis.58 

The secondary literature is selected upon two criterions: 1) the treatment of divine 

designations in rabbinic literature, 2) the most influential59 discussions on literary approaches 

in the study of rabbinic literature. 

For biblical verses I follow the JPS and will comment on instances where I disagree with the 

translation. Unless otherwise noted, all other translations are my own. For citations of the 

Hebrew texts I use a simplified system of critical symbols explained below:

(  ) biblical citation

〈  〉 addition or correction from parallel source (only concerning BMM, when relevant)

[  ] shortened quotes, explanatory words or comments
o doubtful transcription (only concerning BMM)

   The biblical citations in the rabbinic accounts are rarely supplied by the text itself, and often 

56. Although the methodological difficulties raised by scholars of Rabbinic Literature are far more demoralizing, 
scholars wave warnings flags also before entering into comparison between rabbinic accounts and DSS texts: 
The chapter about rabbinic midrash and ancient Jewish biblical interpretation in The Cambridge Companion to 
the Talmud and rabbinic Literature emphasizes the comparative difficulty of early rabbinic literature and the 
DSS texts (Fraade, 2007: 101, in Fonrobert and Jaffee). Also the only volume now existent dealing solely with 
the relation of the DSS to early rabbinic literature, devotes a chapter about the risk of lapsing into dubious 
methods of comparison: Parallels without “Parallelomania” (Doering, 2006: pp. 13-43, in Fraade et al).
57. I compare sections of the Temple Scroll to the BMM, but do not insinuate that similar traditions of 
interpretation necessarily require direct knowledge of or influence between the sources or their communities, nor 
that they draw on a shared source (whether written or oral). Fraade points out that “[...] we cannot reconstruct 
the relation between scriptural interpretation and traditional filiation. Thus, for example, we have no way of 
knowing whether or to what extend the tannaitic sages had direct or indirect knowledge of the Dead Sea Scrolls, 
or whether Philo knew of the teachings of the Pharisees (and vice versa), notwithstanding points of shared (or 
disputed) scriptural interpretation” (Fraade, 2007: 203, in Fonrobert and Jaffee).
58. For essays treating the hermeneutic systems of Greek-speaking Judaism in the first century, see pp. 3-24 in 
Boyarin’s Sparks of the Logos - Essays in Rabbinic Hermeneutics.
59. i.e. mostly discussed and quoted in research literature.
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only a few words are cited, hence, for the sake of clarity, I provide the full quote in brackets.

1.4 Comments on the state of research
For the sake of contextualizing (and, at a level also conceptualize) the present paper against 

the background of current scholarship, I need to address two intersecting strands of research 

in the study of a rabbinic text such as BMM, namely literary theory applied on a critical 

edition. I will sketch a brief research history of the midrash-theory connection from the 

1970’s to present day:60 The link between midrash and theory was forged in the environment 

of the American universities in late 1970’s. It grew out of the breakdown of strict disciplinary 

boundaries and the change of focus from the centers of “high” culture - male, white, classical, 

Christian - to the “others” - feminist, ethnic, “low”, popular and - Jewish.61 The introduction 

of rabbinic literature and rabbinic exegesis in wider academic settings resulted in a general 

agreement amongst scholars concerning the definition of midrash: virtually every scholar in 

the field consider it to be both a method and a product of rabbinic interpretation and as such it 

requires multi-focal lenses. Contemporary scholarship generally resists a totalizing of any 

single approach. Further, a new situation arose when rabbinic literature no longer was studied 

solely within rabbinic seminaries.62 Problems and, indeed tensions caused by this new 

situation are summed up by Stern: “How does one cast the meaning of midrash in terms of, 

say, literary theory without distorting its integrity?”, or, more to the core: “[...] how are we to 

secularize our understanding of this inherently religious literature, without profaning it?”.63 

I do not have any interest in polarizing between confessional or non-confessional approaches, 

but find it more rewarding to appreciate the discourse about where the contemporary 

significance of rabbinic literature and the meaning of this literature in its “own terms” 

intersect,64 and I do, obviously, acknowledge the fact that no approach can stand without 

60. Nota bene: literary approaches to the study of midrash is both the youngest and the oldest in traditional and 
scholarly schools: its roots reach back to the medieval and into the geonic period (588-1040), however, the 
literary-critical approach unquestionably points to the late 1970’s, early 80’s.
61. Stern, 1996: 3.
62. Bakhos, 2009:272f.
63. Stern, 1996:1f.
64. cf. Stern, 1996:1.
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presuppositions. Boyarin has expressed this most accurately: “Any understanding is also a 

loss of understanding. But making no attempt to bridge the gap seems worse.”65 

Over the course of recent years, scholars have began to read rabbinic texts through the lens of 

cultural studies, an approach that acknowledges the “literariness” of aggadic and halakhic 

texts, while at the same time attempting to understand how they function within a larger 

socio-cultural system of practices. New Historicism is also one of the recent currents in the 

study of rabbinic literature and scholars of this school attempt to tease out the relationship 

between literature and reality.66 

   Another recent game-changer is the development of textual criticism and critical editions 

and even though only a few scholarly works are being produced,67 the discussion on methods 

are thriving and the attitudes seem sanguine: “Thus, while we have noticed a spate of 

scholarly editions of rabbinic texts, including Mishna and Talmud, we have yet to reap the 

fruits of the production of critical editions. Given technological advances and manuscript 

discoveries such editions may not be long in the making.”68

Kirschner’s critical edition of BMM allows me to collect data from all sources available, and 

analyze it through questions deriving from the field of literary theory, and thereby, I attempt 

to follow Boyarin’s approach as expressed during his lecture at Uppsala University on June 

11, 2014: “For me there is no separation between empirical research and theory. Empirical 

research without a theory is just a collection of data and theory without empirical research is 

just empty”. 

 

65. Boyarin, 1990:xi).
66. Bakhos, 2009:274ff.
67. The most recent critical edition is Chaim Milikowsky’s momentous work on Seder Olam, published on 
Eisenbrauns 2013, only in Hebrew so far.
68. Bakhos, 2009:283.
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2 . Baraita de-melekhet ha-mishkan
2.1 Introduction
The very climax of the lengthy and detailed Priestly tabernacle texts and the book of Exodus 

as a whole is reached in the final five verses (Exod. 40:34-38) when God’s kabod fills the 

mishkan and the cloud and the fire cover the structure, radiating an intensity so powerful that 

not even Moses can enter. The promise of Exod. 29:45 is now fulfilled. The central dwelling 

place for God on earth is in the tabernacle (and temple; cf: I Kgs. 8:10-11, as the Solomonic 

Temple reflects the tabernacle model).69 BMM is in its entirety devoted to elaboration upon 

the building of the mishkan and treats its architectural features and furnishings as “realia 

susceptible of measurement and objective description“.70 

2.2 Contents and genre
BMM contains exegesis concerned with Exod. 25-27; 30-31; 35-40. The major part of the 

text deals with architectural calculations and the technology of construction, as we can see in 

my brief summary of its contents: Ch.1) תומורת  (contributions, heave-offerings) for the 

priesthood and the building of the mishkan; measurements of the mishkan; planks, bars, posts, 

tenons, sockets and rings (Exod. 26:33; 26:32; 26:19; 26:24, 38:27; 26:28; 26:29; 36:34). Ch. 

2) coverings of the mishkan: fabrication, arrangement and dimensions of the curtains (Exod. 

26:1; 26:31; 26:3; 26:4; 26:6; 26:2). Ch. 3) fabrication, arrangement and dimensions of the 

goat’s hair curtains and the two coverings, one of tanned ram skins and one of dolphin skins 

(Exod. 26:7-8; 26:9; 36:16; 26:10; 26:11, 26:8; 26:9; 26:12; 26: 14; Num. 4:25). Ch.4) 

description of the veil and the screen, arrangement of the furnishings, distance between the 

furniture and the estimation of the length of the mishkan to thirty cubits (Exod. 26:33; 26:35; 

39:3; 26:31; 26:36; 30:6). Ch. 5) Dimensions of the enclosure of the mishkan, the set-up of 

the enclosure (Exod. 27:9-12; 38:18; 27:19; Num. 4:26; Exod. 38:18; 27:11; 27:12; 27:13; 

69. Kirschner calls the wilderness shrine “the Sinaic blueprint” behind the Temple Scroll (Col. 3-13) and some 
of Eupolemus’ descriptions of the Jerusalem Temple alludes to the tabernacle traditions of  Exod. 30:17-21. Also 
Josephus comments the account of the tabernacle in Ant. 3:7. BMM strives to establish harmony and continuity 
between the tabernacle and the Solomonic Temple (Kirschner, 1992:1; 13).
70. Kirschner, 1992:5.
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27:14; 38; 15; 27:18. Ch. 6) dimensions of the ark, arrangement of the tablets and the Torah 

scroll, discussion about the history and contents of the ark (Exod. 25:10; Deut. 31:26; Cant. 

3:971; Num. 10:33; Num. 14:44; I Sam. 14:18; II Sam. 11:11; I Sam. 4:4; I Kings 8:9). Ch. 7) 

the construction of the ark and the cover of gold, arrangement of the ark, protrusion of the 

poles, discussion on the history of the ark, relation between the Solomonic and the Herodian 

Temples (Exod. 25:11; 25:21; 25:15; I Kings 8:3-4; I Kings 8:8; II Chron. 5:9; I Kings 8:7; II 

Kings: 20:1772; Is. 39:6; II Chron. 35:3. Ch. 8) dimensions of the table and the arrangement of 

the showbread, differences between the Mosaic table and the Solomonic tables (Exod. 25:23; 

Lev. 24:26; Num. 2:20; Exod. 25:25; II Chron. 4:8; II Chron. 4:19). 

Ch. 9) Design and construction of the lampstand and the lamps, reference to the two silver 

trumpets that Moses made in the wilderness (Exod. 25:31; 25:39; 37:24; Num. 10:2). Ch. 10) 

technical details concerning the lampstand, discussion about five verses (in the Torah) related 

to the present subject matter that seemed uncertain to the Rabbis of the BMM, relation 

between the Mosaic and the Solomonic lampstands, procedures of handling the lamps (Gen. 

4:7;  Gen. 49:6-7; Exod. 17:9; Exod. 25:34; Deut. 31:16; Exod. 25:33; 25:40; II Chron.13:11; 

4:21; Lev. 24:4; Num. 8:2). Ch. 11) dimensions of the different altars and relation between the 

Mosaic, Solomonic and the exiles’ altar.  (Exod. 30:1-2; 30:3; 38:1; 30:2; Num. 4:26; Lev. 

9:5). Ch. 12) The Mosaic laver and the Solomonic lavers, Solomon’s cast iron tank, the 

officers in the temple and their tasks (Exod. 30:18; II Chron. 4:6; I Kings 7:23; 7:26, II 

Chron. 4:5; Ezek. 45:14; I Kings 7:25; II Chron. 4:4; 4:3).

   The last two chs. of the BMM are in focus for the present paper, as they contain large 

portions of aggadic material dealing with the arrival of the divine presence to the mishkan: 

Ch. 13) arrangements for the guard duties concerning the sanctuary, the geographical 

distribution of the tribes within the encampment, procedures of the pillar of cloud when Israel 

set out, procedures of the Levites when dismantling and transporting the mishkan. (Num. 

3:29; 3:31; 3:25; 3:363:38; 2:2; 10:14; 4:5; 10:21; 10:22, 4:15, 10:25; 2:17; 9:18; 10:5).

71. Here some MSS cite I Sam. 6:8 (Kirschner, 1992: 247) and in these versions, ch. 6 presents first occurrence 
of the Tetragrammaton, abbreviated to יי .
72. This is the first time יי  appears in the manuscript provided by Kirschner, we thus encounter YHWH from a 
bible quote. 
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Ch. 14) description of the pillar of cloud, the locus of the divine voice (Exod. 40:34; 40:38; 

Is. 60:1; 60:19; Exod. 30:6; 30:36; 29:42). 

I will discuss chs. 13 and 14 thoroughly in 3.3. The section below is dedicated to issues of 

genre.

The exegesis of BMM is organized according to subject rather than to verses in the biblical 

text. Organization around subject is characteristic for the Mishnah and the Tosefta, but the 

BMM cites the Bible in the same manner as does the halakhic midrashim.73 Unlike the 

halakhic midrashim, however, the BMM does not follow the verse-order of the Bible. 

Kirschner understands these peculiarities as distinctive features representing a unique genre 

in Rabbinic Literature that best falls somewhere in between the categories of a midrash and a 

mishnah. 
We have before us a rabbinic work that is formally, topically, and generically 

anomalous. It is neither mishnah nor midrash, neither halakhah nor aggadah, neither 

“Akiban” nor “Ishmaelian”. Fully one third of its pericopae are attested in tannaitic 

and amoraic parallels, yet its composition is self-referential, distinctive, and internally 

cohesive. It betrays no sign of contemporary situation or place of origin. Its primary 

agendum is exegetical, but its principle of organization is taxonomic. It is at once an 

exercise in scriptural induction and in descriptive deduction. There is nothing quite 

like it, to our knowledge, in rabbinic literature.74

It is noteworthy that the last two chs. are largely comprised of midrash aggadah.75 Of special 

interest for my view on the genres of the BMM, is its exegetical character, and the fact that it 

does not, like the Mishnah, address contemporary life. I treat the BMM as a idiosyncratic 

midrash,76 a work of rabbinic exegesis seeking to restate77 the construction of the tabernacle 

73. A category of Tannaitic literature consists of the halakhic midrashim that can be described as a kind of 
extended exegetical commentaries of the Torah. Various hermeneutical rules were established for these 
midrashim during the leading tannaitic authorities of each generation. A few compilations of halakhic midrashim 
have survived to this day: Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael Mekhilta DeRabbi Shimon Yoḥai, both of them partly 
cover Exod.; the Sifra (or Torat Kohanim) on Lev.; the Sifre Numbers; the Sifre Zuta on Num.; the Sifre Deut.; 
the Mekhilta Deut. (or Midrash Tannaim) and the the Sifre Zuta on Deut. These works are all individual in style 
and halakhic tendency. In common they have the basic form of an exegesis from the verse to the abstract 
halakhic formulation. In this way they constitute an important complement to the Mishna and as such they are 
often cited in the Talmud to help clarify the sources to the Mishnah (JE2, entry: “Tanna”).
74. Kirschner, 1992:75.
75. Kirschner, 1992:6f.
76. The title of BMM indicates a category that is also applicable on the work, namely a baraita, i.e. an ancient 
tradition or collection of traditions that was not included in the Mishnah. The difficulty to ascribe distinct 
rabbinic genres to the BMM helps explain the variety of names given the corpus in medieval citations: mishna, 
baraita, pirqe or without generic classification like “Melekhet ha-Mishkan”, “Ma’ aseh Mishkan”  (Kirschner, 
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as a historic78 event important for the Jewish memory. As such, it also “enriches” this piece of 

history by elaborating on details of construction not specified in the biblical account and 

relate the tabernacle to the Solomonic and the Herodian Temples.

   Now, it is commonly said that there was no rabbinic historiography (like the works of 

Herodotus and Tacitus), but BMM can be seen as a parallel to the genre of archaiologia/

antiquitates in Greek and Latin literature, i.e. works that examine aspects of the ancient past 

(Kirschner, 1992:79). Phenomenologically the BMM thus can be described as an exegetical 

project as well as an archival document seeking to bridge the gap between past and present by 

presenting a historical description of a metahistorical event. Kirschner provides two 

suggestions to the intentions of BMM: it might be a “willful denial of Israel’s disaster”, 

suggesting that the attention to the details of the divine design would serve as escapism from 

the disorder of Jewish life; it might also be a vision of the future, “[as a projection] backward 

to Israel’s first sanctuary, BMM carries forward the promise of restoration.”79 The indications 

for such a claim Kirschner finds in BMM 11:19-20, where it is stated that the dimensions of 

the altar of the burnt-offering will be identical (to the altar of Moses, of Solomon and the 

exiles returning from Babylon) in the future,80 and the imagery of the two chapters in focus 

for this paper: chs. 13 and 14.81

 I do not want to claim an explicit messianic character to BMM from this one verse and the 

imagery of the last two chs., but I do not rule out that it might indicate a tendency. It can be 

argued that the very “proof” for a messianic tradition lies in BMM’s occupation with details 

1992:6ff).
77. The restatement of the tabernacle account indicates that the BMM bears resemblance to those tractates in the 
Mishna that elaborate upon biblical accounts and at the same time are completely dependent upon it, like Seder 
Kodashim and large parts of Seder Toharot. However, mishnayot are primarily statements of law, their concerns 
are rather halakhic than descriptive (Kirschner, 1992:8).
78. Two other rabbinic works bear resemblance to the BMM in regards to the “historic” documentation of the 
text: Megillat Ta’anit (ca. first century CE) and Seder Olam (ca. second century CE). Both these works are 
preoccupied with matters of documentary or antiquarian record. Kirschner cites Millikowsky on Seder Olam: 
“All other rabbinic texts, whether halakhic or aggadic, are ‘projective’, that is to say, their subject matter is 
projected into their own age and made relevant”. But the concern of Seder Olam, Kirschner quotes further: “can 
be described as antiquarian, and its major purpose is historical rather than didactic. Of no other rabbinic work 
can this be said.” Kirschner is quick to add that Milikowsky has since modified his judgment of the 
incomparability of Seder Olam, by acknowledging its similarity to BMM (Kirschner, 1992:78).
79. Kirschner, 1992:80.
80.   BMM 11:19b-20a:   “ תומא רשע 〉והובג〈 אבל דיתעלו ”, “ [...] and in the future to come its height will be ten 
cubits.” 
81. Kirschner, 1992:81.
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concerning the tabernacle. I mean, why go through such an effort to document all these 

matters if the document was not intended to be for future practical use, but only of 

transcendent purpose? However, the work is clearly describing foregone events and the only 

instructions occurring are all cited from the Bible.

2. 3 Chapter 13 and 14 - the aggadic material in BMM
The rather technical character of the BMM shifts into imaginary literature in parts of chs. 13 

and 14. It is not until now that reference to God appears with frequency in the narrative. The 

only mentioning of God before chs. 13 and 14 is found as a bible reference of which the 

BMM 6: 16 only writes out the first words of Deut. 31:36: ”[...] הזה הרותה רפס תא חוקל  [...]“, 

”[...] take this book of torah[...]”. The continuation of the biblical verse reads: 
ֹֹתא םֶּּתְמַׂשְו ֹרֲא ּדַּצִמ ו֔ 82׃ֽדֵעְל Mְּ֖ב םָׁׁש־ָהֽיָהְו םֶ֑כיֵהGֱא הָ֖וְהי־תיִרְּב ןו֥

Thus, no divine designation has been written out in chs. 1-12 in the extant MSS (with one 

exception, see note 71), however we have the first words of a quote that contains the 

Tetragrammaton and eloheikhem (your God) in 6:16. 

   The first explicit mentioning of God comes in the form of “ הניכש הנחמ ”, “the camp of the 

shekhinah” in 13:14:  83]...[ ןילימ העברא הייול הנחמו הניכש הנחמ  [...]

The pillar of cloud appears in 13:18-19: 

84הרוקכ הדוהי 〉ינב〈 יבג לע ךשוממו לפוקמ ןנעה דומע היה םיעסונ´רשי ויהש ןויכ

This verse adheres to the biblical notion of one of the indicators for the divine lead namely 

the pillar of cloud.85 I will revisit this intriguing pillar after it reappears in ch. 14 cited below. 

    The next designation for God appears in the very last section of ch. 13:33: 

   ועסי יי יפ לע ´נש ןיינמ שדוקה יפ לע תורצוצח יפ לע השמ יפ לע שדוקה יפ לע םיעסונ´רשי ויה השלש יפ לע

  86)חי ט תומש(

82. [...] and place it beside the Ark of the Pact of YHWH your God, and let it remain there as a witness against 
you.
83.  “[...] The camp of the shekhina and the Levites was four miles  [...]”
84. Whenever the Israelites set out, the pillar of cloud rolled up and spread out over the children of Judah like a 
beam.
85. See Exod. 13:21; 14:19; 33:9; 33:10; Num. 12:5; 14:14; Deut. 31:15; Psa. 99:7; Neh. 9:12; 9:19.
86. At three commands the Israelites set out: at the command of the Holy one [ שדוקה , ha-qodesh], at the 
command of Moses, at the command of the trumpets. Where is it said ”at the command of יי  [YY] they set 
out?” ( Num 9:18: At a command of YHWH the Israelites broke camp, and at a command of YHWH they made 
camp: they remained encamped as long as the cloud stayed over the Tabernacle)
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Drawing on Num. 9:18, the BMM uses ha-kodesh and the euphemistic abbreviation YY 

instead of the Tetragrammaton  that appears in the biblical verse.87

The exegetic imagination is fully released in ch. 14 and now we encounter a number of divine 

designations and indicators:

1-6

רמתמ ןנעה דומע היה םינוח´רשי ויהש ןויכ
                                                                                    When the Israelites were camped, the pillar of cloud rose up

םינפבמ להאה תא הפחמו הכוס ןימכ הדוהי ינב יבג לע ךשמנו הלועו
                            and spread out over the children of Judah like a sukkah. The cloud covered the tent from inside

〉דחא〈 הז ו )דל מ תומש(´וגו ןנעה סכיו´נש ץוחבמ ןכשמה אלממו

 and filled the mishkan from outside as it is said , “the cloud covered the [Tent of Meeting, and the kebod YHWH                    

                                                                                                filled the mishkan]” (Exod. 40:34). This was one of

ןימימ דחא הנש םיעברא 〉רבדמב〈 ´רשי ל ושמישש דובכ יננע העבשמ
         the seven clouds of kabod that ministered to Israel for forty years in the wilderness: one on the right

הניכש ןנעו םהמ הלעמל דחאו םהירחאמ דחאו םהינפלמ דחא לאמשמ דחאו
                                     on the left, one in front of them, one behind them, one above them, the cloud of shekhina

תא םהינפל היבגמ הובגה םהינפל ליפשמ םהינפל עסונ דחאו םהיניב

in their midst, and one advancing before them, lowering the high [places]s before them and raising

7-11
〉םיריסו〈 םיצוק ףרושו םיברקעה תאו םישחנה תא גרוהו לפשה

                            [...] the low places in front of them killing serpents and scorpions, burning briers 〈and thorns〉,

´מוא יחוי ןב ןועמש ´ר להאב היהש הניכש ןנעו רשי ךרדב 〉םכירדמו〈
〈and guiding them〉 by a straight way. [Concerning] the cloud of shekhina that was in the tenth, R. Simeon b.     
                                                                                                                                                                  Yoḥai says:

                                   

 םויב המחה רואל אל םהמ דחא ךרצנ אל רבדמב´רשי ויהש הנש םיעברא לכ
   During all the forty years that the Israelites were in the wilderness, not one of them needed the  light of the sun    
                                                                                                                                                                          by day

ןיבלה המחה העקשש םיעדוי ויה םידאה אלא הלילב הנבלה רואל אלו
   nor the white light [of the moon] by night. Because when [the cloud] reddened they knew that the sun had set,       
                                                                                                                                                        when it whitened

עדויו חיפטב הכותבש המ עדויו תיבחב לכתסמ המחה החרזש םיעדוי ויה

   they knew that the sun had risen. One who looked inside of a jug knew what was in it [one who looked] inside  

87. I will not comment further on these two names of God, because they draw so closely upon the biblical verse 
and do not reveal anything about the character(s) of God in BMM. I read ha-kodesh as a reference to one of 
God’s attributes, in other words: quite a predictable term for describing the divine holiness (cf. Stern, 1996:74).
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                                                                                                                                                 of a pitcher knew [...]

12-15

´רשי  תיב לכ יניעל´נש 〉םהיניבש〈  הניכשה ןנע ינפמ וכותבש המ
what was in it, because of the cloud of shekhina 〈in their midst〉,  as it is said, “[For over the Tabernacle a cloud  
                     of YHWH rested by day, and fire would appear in it by night] in the view of all the house of Israel”
ךל היהי אל ´ואו )א ס היעשי(´וגו ירוא ימוק ´ואו )חל מ תומש                                                                   ) 
         (Exod. 40:38); and it says, “Arise, shine, [for your light has dawned; kabod YHWH has shone upon you]”

                                                                                                     (Isa.60:1); and it says, “No longer shall you need

´וגו ךשמש דוע אבי אל ´ואו )טי ס היעשי(´וגו םמוי רואל שמשה דוע
                                                         the sun for light by day” (Is. 60:19); and it says ” Your sun shall set no more

התיה ןכיהמ  )טי ס היעשי( םלוע רואל יי ךל ויהו´ואו  )כ ס היעשי(
                                (Is. 60:20); and it says, “For YY shall be your light everlasting” (Is. 60:19). From where [...]

6-20

ינפל ותוא תתנו ´נש להא ןמ ´מוא ןתנ ´ר השמ םע תרבדמ הניכש
              [...] did the shekhina speak with Moses? R. Nathan says: From the tent, as it is said, “Place it in front of 

o רשא תכרפה
תרטקה חבזממ ´וא יאזע ןב ןועמש ´ר )ול תומש( דעוא

     the curtain [that is over the Ark of the Pact — in front of the cover that is over the Pact] — where I will meet  
                                                            [with you]” (Exod. 30:6). R. Shimon b. Azzai says: From the incense altar,

´וא ´אעמשי ´ר לש וידימלת )ול ל תומש( ´וגו קדה ונממ תקחשו ´נש
       as it is said, ”Beat some of it into powder [and put some before the Pact in the Tent of Meeting, where I will
                                                                              meet with you]” (Exod. 30:36). The students of R. Ishmael say: 

)במ טכ תומש( ´וגו םכיתורודל דימת תלוע ´נש הלועה חבזמ לצאמ
     From beside the altar of burnt-offering, as it is said: throughout the generations [at the entrance of the Tent of  
             Meeting before YHWH. For there I will meet with you, and there I will speak with you]” (Exod. 29:42).

   Now, to sum up the designations and indicators for/of God in the BMM: In 13:14 we have 

one occurrence of הניכש הנחמ , in 13:18-19 and 14:1 we have ןנעה דומע , in 13:33 שדוקה  is 

mentioned and then, when quoting Num. 9:18, the Rabbis abbreviate the Tetragrammaton to 

יי . In 14:3 we have ןנעה  and in 14:4 appear דובכ יננע , of which הניכש ןנע  is one (14:5; 8 and 12). 

The הניכש  occurs in status absolutus in 14:16. In 14:17 BMM quotes Exod. 30:6 where God 

appears in first person in a verb expressing his future actions: 88 דעוא  (however, as indicated 

by the symbol, the transcription here is doubtful. Some MSS do not write out this verb).89

88.   Since דעוא  is quoted from a biblical verse, I will not comment further on it here, but compare it to similar 
occurrences in the Tempe Scroll in 3.3. 
89. Kirschner, 1992:219.
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2. 4 The character(s) of God in BMM
Let me now take a look at the role of God in these verses, keeping in mind the essentialist/

nominalist model of Stern and also relating the descriptions of God to the biblical accounts 

they bud from and the parallels within the early rabbinic corpus: 

In 13:14, in the middle of a description of the Israelite camp, the BMM throws in a 

phenomenon quite loaded with theological significance, namely the camp of the shekhina.

God was present inside of the Israelite camp.  In fact, God was so utterly present that the 

Rabbis employed not the biblical kabod, but a designation emanating from the verbal root NAkDv 
(shakhan), which the BDB primarily translates as ”settle down, abide, dwell”.90 The 

connotation of shekhinah is thus filtered through a noun previously employed in the paper at 

hand, namely: ןכשמ , mishkan, commonly translated into “dwelling-place, tabernacle, abode” 

and often used in the Bible for God’s dwelling in the tabernacle or in the Temple.91 Shekhina 

does not occur in the Bible.92 It pops up in rabbinic literature sometime between the first 

century BCE or the first century CE. In the Mishnah only two occurrences of  shekhinah are 

recorded,93 whereas the Tosefta and, in particular, the halakhic midrashim make more 

prevalent use of the term.94 In rabbinic terminology  the shekhinah refers to something 

belonging to the divine realm and is, more specifically, considered to be the term for the 

immanent aspect of the divine.95 How did the shekhinah come about as a term? 

90. According to Mettinger, shakhan was used theologically as a divine epithet in Isa. 8:18 (cf. Joel 4:17;21 and 
Ps. 135:21). Mettinger ascribes an established terminological use for shakhan within the realm of the so called 
Zion-Sabaoth theology (Mettinger, 1982:28).
91. Scholem, 1979:147.
92. As for parallels in the NT, it is commonly believed that the language of John 1:14 echoes the theme of God’s 
glory “tabernacling” among the people: “the Logos...dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory”. Now, the 
Greek verb for “to dwell/encamp or pitch a tent”  is σκηνόω (skeno’o), and the noun for “glory” - δόξα (doxa), 
connotes a visible manifestation of God, as does the Hebrew term kabod (Meyers, 2005:223). Scholem view this 
tendency of paralleling between the rabbinic term shekhinah and NT:s “dwelling of the glory” as “abortive 
efforts to discover it [the shekhinah], disguised in translations” (Scholem, 1991:147). I tend to agree with 
Scholem, acknowledging that the theme of the kabod YHWH dwelling or sitting (yashav) appears in the Bible 
and is timely translated in the LXX, where the doxa has encompassed the whole range of meanings that the 
kabod connotes in the Bible (Weinfeld, 1995:25). I do not see why John 1:14 would reflect shekhinah rather than 
the biblical theme of the kabod dwelling. For further reading on doxa, see Philo’s commentary on LXX 24:16a 
and 12:17 in QE 11:45 and 11:47. (Exod. 24:17 in LXX uses [doxes kuriou], just as in the LXX translation of 
kebod YHWH  in Exod. 40:34-35).
93. M. Abot 3:2 and 3:6[7]. 
94. Urbach 1979:42.
95. Kunin 1998: 61.
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Given the void of the temple (or, at least the vulnerable existence of the temple) and the 

conditions of the diaspora, efforts were made to resolve the question of God’s presence or 

lack of such within the traditional models of sacred space. In recognizing the interval between 

a transcendental God and a believer who “yearns to attain the realization of his nearness, 

without reverting to dangerous identification”,96 holds that a great part of the history of 

religions consists of the quest of bridging this abyss. The tension between the purely 

monotheistic idea on the one hand, and the vitality of faith in the yearning for God’s 

proximity on the other, takes on a breathtaking act of keeping the fine balance between the 

deistic abstraction of a God absent from the world and, simultaneously, a God present and 

even, as Scholem has it - “indwelling” in the world.97  In his classic survey about the concepts 

and beliefs of the sages, Urbach embarks on elucidating the term shekhinah in all its 

ramifications and metamorphoses in the history of Israel’s religion.98 As for a development of 

the concept, Urbach suggests a transformation: in texts from, or describing the period prior to 

the destruction of the Temple, shekhinah was used to describe the experience of God at a 

particular place, whereas texts dating from the period after the destruction used it is more 

closely connected to the people. Urbach argues that shekhinah actually was used as a 

description of God’s Presence already in temple times.99 To support this claim he brings up 

the tendency in works of the Tannaim and Onkelos to use shekhinah when dealing with 

biblical passages that appeared as anthropomorhic. This indicates, Urbach argues, that the 

epithet had been widely current and well known for a long time.100 

Returning to BMM 13:14,101 I understand this “camp of the shekhinah” as the space in the 

Israelite camp where the mishkan was situated. Kirschner views “the camp of the shekhinah” 

and the tabernacle as synonyms, or at least parallels,102 but I disagree, given the fact that the 

mishkan is mentioned in 13:11, quoting Num. 3:38 indeed, but nevertheless we have the 

mishkan and the “camp of the shekhinah” in the same pericope. The shekhinah was inside the 

96. Urbach, 1979:38-39.
97. Scholem, 1979: 141.
98. Urbach, 1979: pp 37-65.
99. I strongly object to this argument, given the fact that there is no evidence that the term was ever used in the 
DSS material. See ch. 4.
100. 1979:44.
101. This verse attests no parallel in tannaitic and amoraitic sources available (according to Kirschners list in 
Kirschner, 1992:38-40). 
102. Kirschner, 1992:251.
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tabernacle (as we shall see in ch. 14), this is important, because the shekhinah, I argue, is 

represented as independent although it might appear in status constructus (I see the cloud as 

an indicator of the divine presence).103 So how does the shekhinah act in this instance? Well, it 

does not. The shekhinah is. It is present to such a fathomable extent that it has a camp of its 

own in the center of the Israelite encampment. 

   In 13:18-19 the pillar of cloud rolled up and spread out over the children of Judah like a 

beam. Indeed an active character in the narrative so to speak, as the pillar of cloud not only 

moves, but also resembles a bolt. Jastrow lists a few connotations to הרוק , all of them related 

to solid objects, like an iron bolt/iron shod, or the trunk of a [sycamore] tree. The word is 

used for the long iron bolt of a city gate and the beam with holes for the hands of prisoners on 

a transport. (Jastrow, entry: הרוק ). Hence, I understand the likening of the pillar of cloud to a 

beam, as an indication for the security it brings to the Israelites in the wilderness. 

    In BMM there are quite a few clouds playing important roles in the narrative and I will 

here discuss all the instances: 14:1 lets us understand that the pillar of cloud has a function 

whenever the Israelite camp pitch down their pegs: it spread out like a sukkah over the 

children of Judah. Now, it would be ever so rewarding to list all the instances of sukkah in 

tannaitic accounts and from those examples extract possible connotations of its appearance in 

the BMM, but the paper at hand is far too delimited. However, we can assume that the sukkah 

refers to some sort of a booth, not necessarily with ritual connotations (however I think that 

the sukkah of the BMM does refer to the ritual shelter), as it is also used for workshops for 

pottery etc. (Jastrow, entry: הכוס ), not to mention the traditional connection between divine 

clouds and the leafy huts known as sukkot, mentioned in previous note (n. 100). Given the 

comparisons of the pillar of cloud in BMM to a beam and a sukkah, I draw the conclusion 

that the Pillar of cloud is depicted as an indicator of God’s presence signifying security and 

103. Regarding the cloud and the fire in the biblical tabernacle account, it has been suggested that they star in the 
narrative as indicators to, and as such are separated from - kebod YHWH (Aster, 2012:274). Further, the P and 
Ezekiel accounts may present kebod YHWH conceived as a blazing fire surrounded by a cloud, but it is not the 
kebod in flames, nor is it the kebod dressed in a visible mass of liquid drops, the fire and the cloud are simply 
elements of theophany (Weinfeld, 1995:31). R. Akiba express the idea of clouds being God’s sukkah, seem to 
draw on Ps. 18:11-12 and Job 36:29, where clouds were described as the sukkah of God (cf. Sifra Lev. Em. 
17-11). Considering this idea, it may be safe to suggest that the cloud of the shekhina in BMM is not only an 
indicator, but the shelter/clothes/wrapping of the shekhinah. However, the paper at hand is not the place to 
investigate the rabbinic descriptions of the cloud in which the shekhinah or the kabod dwells, nor the semantic 
gliding of the word kabod.



31

shelter. Further, the pillar of cloud of 14:1 went on to cover the tent from inside and covered 

the mishkan from outside (the reverse would be expected here, as noted by Kirschner, 1992: 

251). After quoting only the introductory words of Exod. 40:34, BMM describes this very 

cloud (that appears once again in 14:3) and places it in the midst of the “seven clouds of 

kabod” (14:4). In the midst of the clouds was the cloud of shekhinah (14:5), that is also 

spoken of by R. Simeon b. Yohai (BMM 14:8; 14:12). The last cloud accounted for smooths 

the terrain (an indirect reference to Isa 40:4) and extinguishes the fearsome creatures (echoes 

Deut. 8:15) and the thorny bushes of the desert (Isa. 34:13). Now, R. Simeon b. Yohai 

comments the cloud of shekhinah (14:8; 14:12), offering a somewhat prosaic example of just 

how radiant this cloud was: “One who looked inside of a jug knew what was in it [...]”.

A rather practical view on the advantages of the light spectacular of the divine cloud...

In BMM vv. 12-15 there is an explicit quote from Exod. 40:38, where the cloud of YHWH 

and the fire were witnessed by all the house of Israel, followed by quotes from Isa. 60:1; 

60:20; 60:19. Here another dimension of the radiance is spelled out, namely that the sun is not 

of importance anymore when YY “shall be your light everlasting”. 

   In BMM 14:16 the shekhinah is stripped off Her104cloud and it is discussed where the 

shekhinah spoke to Moses. R. Nathan supports his suggestion (“from the incense altar [spoke 

the shekhinah]”) with Exod. 30:6, from which the verb דעוא  is written out. This verse is 

understood on the basis of Exod 30:11, where it is said that “YHWH spoke to Moses”. Thus, 

BMM quotes a biblical verse where God speaks directly, informing that He will meet [with 

you]. Now, can we assume that ha-shekhinah merely serves here as relief to avoid an 

anthropomorphic YHWH speaking with Moses? This is a possibility. If so, another question 

must be posed: why did the Rabbis chose shekhinah and not, for example, kabod,  makom or  

kadosh in this instance? 

   How does all these examples fit into the essentialist/nominalist scheme? 

As discussed in 1.2, BMM does not portray the divine character speaking or revealing a 

personality in any elaborate manner. Does this necessarily mean that the character(s) of God 

is no more than a designation and a locus of functions as a radical nominalist perspective 

104. For the female aspects of shekhinah, see Scholem. 1991: pp. 140-197.
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would suggest? I am not so sure. Let me inspect the array of divine characters:

We have the shekhinah appearing in status constructus, either as a camp or a cloud, only once 

She appears unescorted. I hold this shekhinah to be hypostasized to the extent it resembles a 

“quasi-personification of certain attributes proper to God, occupying an intermediate position 

between personalities and abstract beings” (see 1.2.4). It is not God, but it is the intimate side  

of God’s essence - a hypostazied personification of the divine quality of immediate closeness.

To speak with Urbach: “In Tannaitic literature the term shekhinah is used when the 

manifestation of the Lord and His nearness to man are spoken of”.105 

   Can traits of a “personality” of the shekhinah be extrapolated from Her actions in BMM?

It is written that the cloud of shekhinah was in “their midst”(14:5; 12), and “in the 

tent”(14:8), that She provided light and that the shekhinah “did speak with 

Moses” (14:15-16). The two rabbis suggesting alternatives for where from the shekhinah 

spoke to Moses, both quote biblical passages where God himself gives the place for the 

meeting (Exod 30:6; 30:36; 29:42). The only analysis of the personality of the shekhinah I 

can back up with textual evidence is the closeness indicated (twice) by the detail of Her being 

in the midst of the Israelites. This quality of closeness does not imply a personality trait of the 

shekhinah, but of God. Hence, I want to suggest that an important character of God in BMM 

is derived from the essence of immanence. The shekhinah is not only a name or a role, it is an 

independent identity, i.e a chiselled character of God . If we consider this in light of purpose, I 

argue that BMM is not only an exegesis and an archival document seeking to bridge the gap 

between the biblical past and the dispersed present, it is a not so much a need to reconstruct a 

narrative, as to relive an experience, namely the visual experience of the “nearness” of God 

and thus “the absent moment of revelation is transformed into a present moment of 

reading”.106 

   BMM 14:8-15 present the radiant nature of the cloud of shekhinah; She emits solar and 

lunar light of both practical and religious significance. Referring to Exod. 40:38 [“...in the 

view of all the house of Israel...”] and Is. 60:1 [“...kabod YHWH has shone upon you.”], it 

appears as if the radiating capabilities of the cloud of shekhinah take place in public. Thus,  it 

105. Urbach, 1979: 43.
106.  Boyarin, 2003: 18.
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also refers to an aspect of God that is revealed, manifestly channeled through the “closeness 

of God”.107

   We move on to the pillar of cloud that is quite active in BMM as it folds out like a beam and 

like a sukkah. It also envelops and infuse the mishkan. As previously mentioned, I hold the 

pillar of cloud for an indicator of God. It provides security and protection but is no more (or 

less!) than a locus of functions, a divine helper that “smooths the terrain” for the intimate 

character of God that operates in the midst of the Israelite assembly. The same function have  

the seven clouds of kabod. 

   Now, to sum up the conclusions from my discussion: 

I base my understanding of the shekhinah as a hypostazied personification of the divine 

quality of immediate closeness, on the repeated coordinate in the midst and the connotations 

of  shekhinah (as we saw in 2.4). The Rabbis choose the shekhinah to meet and speak with 

Moses, not YHWH (in abbreviated form) of Exod. 30:11, nor any other biblical or rabbinic 

designations for God. Therefore, I argue, they wanted to emphasize a certain aspect of His 

personality: His closeness (in relation to the Israelites). This glimpse of God’s character 

allows me to understand the shekhinah from an essentialist perspective.  The shekhinah is the 

most frequent representation of God in the corpus, therefore I argue that the character of God 

in the BMM is depicted coherently as an intimate and present God. 

   The indicators of God in the BMM do not uphold an independent existence aside from the 

role that they play in the narrative. The same can be said about the cloud of shekhinah, that 

may have functions that does not reveal a personality, although it is nesting the 

“presence” (repeatedly in the midst).

107. Cf. Scholem, 1991:21.
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2.5 Tannaitic parallels to BMM
Before entering into the discussion about parallels to BMM, I want to shed light on some 

considerations regarding how I view the term parallel within the realm of the material at 

hand. I have no intention to establish a priority of any passage, instead I want to investigate if 

we have larger passages in tannaitic literature that attest (at least almost) invisible seams 

compared to BMM that may indicate the character(s) of God in that very account.108 I follow 

the list of parallels provided by Kirschner pp. 38-40 and add parallels not listed there found 

through the function יסיסב שופיח  in the Bar Ilan Responsa data base (the results gathered there 

were then selected upon premises of general dating). None of the texts selected in this chapter 

constitutes a consecutive exegesis on the tabernacle pericope, as does BMM. However, these 

are the only passages that may be paired with parts of the scope under discussion here:

   The pillar of cloud resembling a beam in BMM 13:18-19, have a parallel in y. Er. 5:1, fol. 

22c:109

 רמד ןאמ הרוקכ רמא הנרחו הביתכ רמא דח היעשוה יברו הנינח רב אמח יבר רבדמב ןיכלהמ לארשי ויה דציכ
 הביתכ םייקמ המו הרוקכ רמד ןאמ  .םתואבצל תונחמה לכל ףסאמ הרוקכ רמד ןאמ ועסי ןכ ונחי רשאכ הביתכ
110ועסי ןכ ונחי רשאכ

R. Hama  b. Hanina and r. Hoshaia argue over whether the Israelites travelled like a chest or 

like a beam, consequently the beam in the Yerushalmi refers to the Israelites, and in the BMM 

it refers to the pillar of cloud. Later in the pericope, R. Hama b. Hanina develops exactly how  

the Israelites travelled like a beam: they followed רבידה יפ לע  (the command of the dibbar,111 in 

BMM 13:33 we have another phrasing, namely that the Israelites set out “at the command of 

ha-kodesh”).

108. cf. Kirchner, 1992:37.
109. Being a Yerushalmi quote and thus not generally incorporated in the tannaitic body of material, this 
example falls outside the selection premises for this paper. However, as poignantly expressed by Sebastian 
Selvén in conversation, the gap in time and space between tannaitic material and Yerushalmi is not at all as wide 
as that to Bavli. 
110. How did Israel travel in the desert? R. Hama b. Hanina and R. Hoshaia: One said, like a chest, and the other 
said, like a beam. He who said like a chest, [meant] just as they camped so they travelled He who said like a 
beam, [meant] the collector of all camps with their armies [cf. Num. 10:25]. How does he who said like a beam 
explain him who said like a chest, just as they camped so they travelled?
111. “The Word” emerges as a distinct entity in apocryphal and rabbinic literature. In the latter it is generally 
analogous to the shekhinah and divine wisdom (EJ2, entry: ”Word”). Jastrow lists: revelation, Divine Speech 
(hypostasized), the Word, the Dibbor (Jastrow, entry: רוביד ,רובד ).
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   Throughout BMM, we have seen a number of clouds and even though I have no intention to 

conduct a lengthly investigation of the significance of these clouds, I will look at the parallel 

passage in Sifre 83: 9-7 listed by Kirschner, and also at additional passages, namely Tosefta 

Sotah 4:2 and Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael.112

The first parallel I want to focus on is Sifre to Numbers 83:113

  ןנע דומעבו )די די רבדמב( םהילע דמוע ךננעו םמוי םהילע 'ה ןנעו םה םיננע העבש ורמא ןכימ םמוי םהילע 'ה ןנעו
 )ול מ תומש( ןנעה תולעהבו )טי ט /רבדמב/ םש( ןנעה ךיראהבו )/ד"י ד"י רבדמב/ םש( םמוי םהינפל ךלוה התא
 העברא ,ויה םיננע העבש ירה )/ח"ל 'מ תומש/ םש( ןכשמה לע 'ה ןנע יכ )/ז"ל 'מ תומש/ םש( ןנעה הלעי אל םאו
 תאו םישחנה תא הכמו והיבגמ ךומנהו וכימנמ הובגה םהינפלמ דחאו הטמלמ דחאו הלעמלמ דחאו םתוחור עבראמ
 םינשו הלעמלמ םינשו חורו חור לכמ םינש ויה רשע השלש רמוא הדוהי 'רו םהינפל ץברמו דבכמו םיברקעה
114.םינש רמוא יבר העברא רמוא הישאי 'ר םהינפלמ דחאו הטמלמ

It is noteworthy that Sifre  elaborates upon the seven clouds and focus on the cloud of H´ 

while using neither shekhina, nor kabod as does BMM. Further, there seems to be a 

disagreement of the number of clouds in Sifre: R. Judah proposes thirteen clouds, R. Josiah 

counts them to four and Rabbi assess the number of clouds to the modest amount of two. This 

“counting of clouds” does not exist in BMM. The introductory phrase ורמא ןכימ  indicates that 

Sifre is relying on a known source, Kirschner thus assumes that both Sifre and BMM draw on 

the same source, although only one of them (or neither) is quoting with exactitude, due to the 

many differences.115 In Sifre, the clouds of H´ and the pillar of cloud are all described as 

112. Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael covers Exod. 12:1-23:19, 31:12-17 and 35:1-3. The reason for not dealing with 
the first eleven chs. is presumably that they were considered to contain no legal material (Ben-Eliyahu et al., 
2012:63). However, the Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael has a great deal of aggadic expositions on narrative 
passages. The material used in the present paper is cited from The Lauterbach edition (1976[1933]) which 
maintains the original division into nine tractates that further divide into sections, as found in Genizah 
fragments.
113. Sifre to Numbers is here quoted from The Bar Ilan Responsa Database. The digital text is based on 
Horovitz, 1966.
114. The cloud of H´ was upon them by day, [and] from this it is said [that] there are seven clouds and the cloud 
of H´ was upon them by day:“Your cloud rests over them and when You go before them in a pillar of cloud by 
day” (Num. 14:14). “[And] when the cloud lingered [over the mishkan many days, the Israelites observed the 
mandate of YHWH and did not journey on.]” (Num. 9:19), “[and] When the cloud lifted [from the mishkan, the 
Israelites would set out, on their various journeys.](Exod. 40:36), “but if the cloud did not lift [they would not set 
out until such time as it did lift.](Exod. 40:37)”, “For the cloud of H´ was over the mishkan [by day...] (Exod 
40:38). There were seven clouds, four on the four sides of them, one above them, one beneath them, and one 
before them, the high [one] lowered itself and the low [one] raised itself, crushing the snakes and the scorpions 
and swept and sprinkled the road before them. R. Jehuda says: There were thirteen [clouds], two on every side, 
two over them, two beneath them, and one before them. R. Josiah says: There were four, one in front of them, 
one behind them, one above them, and one beneath them. Rabbi says: [There were] two.
115. Kirschner, 1992:48.
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active elements of divine guidance and leadership in the wilderness, but BMM has another 

focus: time and again it emphasizes that the cloud of the shekhina was in the midst of the 

Israelite procession. Accordingly, I argue, the nearness of God - His intimate position at the 

navel of the camp - is of special importance to the narrative of BMM.

   Kirschner states that Sifre 83 provides “the only tannaitic and amoraitic parallel to materials 

in BMM chapter 14”,116 but, as noted before, I want to bring two other parallels into the 

discussion. First, let’s turn to Tosefta, Sotah 4:2117 that also treats the seven clouds:

 דחאו םהירחאל דחאו םהינפל דחא םלאמשמ דחאו םנימימ דחא רבדמב דובכ יננע העבש וינבל ןתנ םוקמה ףא ]...[
 םיריס ףרושו םיברקעו םישחנ גרוה םהינפל םידקמ היהש ןנע דומעו םהיניבש הניכשל דחאו םהישארמ הלעמל
 ךלוהו ךשומ טרס ךרד רשוימ ךרדה תא ןהל השועו לפשה תא םהל היבגמו הובגה תא םהל ליפשמ דטאו םיצוקו
118 'וגו םהינפל עסונ 'ה תירב ןוראו 'אנש

In this passage the clouds of kabod envelop the Israelites on all four sides with the shekhina 

in their midst. In BMM it is the seventh cloud which obliterates dangers that lie before them 

and smooths the rough desert terrain, in the Tosefta it is the pillar of cloud. The interesting 

difference to the BMM account in regards to divine roles and designations, is the initial 

information that ha-maqom119 gave the seven clouds of kabod to Abraham’s children. 

116. Kirschner, 1992: 47.
117. The Tosefta is here quoted from The Bar Ilan Responsa Database. The digital text is based on Lieberman, 
1955-73.
118. [...] Ha-maqom gave to [Abraham’s] children seven clouds of kabod in the desert, one to their right, one to 
their left, one before them, and one after them, and one above their heads, and one as the shekhina in their midst. 
And the pillar of cloud that would proceed them, killing snakes and scorpions, burning thorns and briers and 
bramble, lowering [for them] the high [places] and raising [for them] the low [places] and making a straight way 
for them, an ongoing way, as it is said: “The Ark of the Pact of H’ traveled in front of them [on that three days’ 
journey to seek out a resting place for them; and the cloud of YHWH kept above them by day, as they moved on 
from camp ].” (Num. 10:33-34).
119. Ha-maqom (lit. “the place”) is one of the names for God that evolved out of the rabbinic tradition (EJ2, 
entry: “God, names of”). 
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The last account I want to discuss is a passage in Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael that deals with 

Exod. 40:36-37: Beshallaḥ I, line 180-190120

 ךלהמ היהש דחאו בטמל דחאו בלעמל דחאו םתחור עברמ העברא םיננע העבש אה ןכשמה לע יי ןנע יכ ]...[
 רושימל בומעה היהו ולפשי הובגו רה לכו אשני איג לכ רמאנש וליפשמ הובגה לכו והיבגמ ךומנה לכ םהינפל
 םינש ויה םיננע רשע השלש רמוא הדוהי יבר םהינפל ץברמו דבכמ םיברקעו םישחנ הכמ היהו העקבל םיסכרהו
 דחאו םהינפל דחא העברא רמוא הישאי יבר םהינפל ךלהמ היהש דחאו הטמלמ םינשו הלעמלמ םינש חורו חור לכל
 .121םינש רמוא יבר הטמל דחאו הלעמל דחא םהירחאל

As we saw earlier, also Sifre has a passage on the number of clouds. And like Sifre, Mek. 

does not use shekhina, nor kabod in the passage.

Even though Mek. is using the designation shekhinah in other passages (cf. Shirata 60-70, in 

Lauterbach, p. 27) it is missing here, instead we recognize the cloud of YY from Exod. 40:38 

[cloud of YHWH]. We do find the indirect reference to Isa. 40:4 as in BMM, but there is no 

mentioning of any radiance coming from the cloud as in BMM, neither is a fire issuing from 

it mentioned as in Exod. 40:38. The reference to Isa. 40:4 and the counting of clouds provide 

a strong argument for a common source for BMM, Sifre Num. and  Mek.122 

   Let me sum up the comparative part of the discussion: 

out of these passages, it is only Tosefta Sotah 4:2 that accounts for the clouds of kabod as 

well as for the cloud of shekhina in their midst. 

   All passages include the extinction of serpents and scorpions and the preparation of the path 

before the Israelites. This is done by various clouds of the group of seven. By depicting the 

dangers and discomforts of the wilderness, and the campaigns of rescue and damage control 

carried out by different clouds, all these passages support the idea of God’s protection 

120. I use the Lauterback edition, (1976 [1933])

121. [...] For the cloud of YY was upon the mishkan (Exod. 40:36:38). Thus there were seven clouds, four on the 
four sides of them, one above them, one beneath them, and one that went before them, raising the lows and 
lowering their heights, as it is said: “Let every valley be raised, Every hill and mount made low. Let the rugged 
ground become level And the ridges become a plain” (Isa.40:4). It killed the snakes and the scorpions, and swept 
and sprinkled the road before them. R. Jehuda says: There were fourteen clouds, two on every side, two over 
them, two beneath them, and one that walked before them. R. Josiah says: There were four, one in front of them, 
one behind them, one above them, and one beneath them. Rabbi says: [There were] two.
122. As we saw earlier, also Sifre has a passage on the number of clouds, although the amount suggested by the 
starring rabbis were 14, 4 and 2, whereas in Mek. the suggestions were 13, 4 and 2. Similar to Mek., the Sifre 
does not use shekhina, nor kabod in the passage. 
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(through the indicators) of the Israelites that echoes from the biblical tabernacle account.

Given the delimited passages that attest some similarities with BMM, I cannot conduct an 

analysis of the character(s) of God in these cases. I can simply assert that we have no 

distinctive, cohesive composition that, as BMM, accounts for the tabernacle account and 

emphasizes the part of God’s character that is close and present for the Israelites. This 

affirmation is important to keep in mind as I present my last parallel: 11QTa.

3.The Temple Scroll
3.1 Introduction

As mentioned in ch. 1.3, a linkage between BMM and the Temple Scroll can be forged on the 

basis of their respective rendering of the desert tabernacle. Although the common theme for 

the two texts calls for an in-depth comparison, the present paper is not the place for such an 

enterprise. This said, I will however comment on the character(s) of God in the Temple 

Scroll. 

   First a few comments on methodology: even though I have placed an early rabbinic text 

under scrutiny, a historical comparison to a Qumran text is still slippery in terms of critical 

standards - the BMM may well be a few hundred years later than the Temple Scroll!123 Hence, 

I do not intend to connect these texts in direct linear, evolutionary succession or development. 

My delimited investigation is guided by the principles of comparison formulated by Fraade 

and adapted to my investigation.124 The focus is set upon the common and the distinctive 

features of the representation of the character(s) of God in each corpus.

123. The DSS texts were written during an era that also marks the beginning of rabbinic Judaism. The Qumran 
community and the Tannaim were two of these Jewish groups, operating closely in time and space. Most 
scholars agree that the earliest collections of rabbinic literature can be traced back to the period when the 
Qumranites were active. Although the Qumran community and the early Tannaim were contemporary, their texts 
are separated with a few hundred years. (Metso, Dödahavsrullarnas betydelse för förståelsen av rabbinsk 
judendom, in Wassén, 2011: 371ff) The Temple Scroll is widely accepted to be a presectarian writing. Opinions 
for dating the Temple Scroll vary: some claims it to be from c. 400 BCE, while others date it to the early second 
century BCE, yet another group date the text to late second century BCE (Doering, 2006: 30f in Fraade et al). 
Schiffman suggests a date as late as sometime after 120 BCE (Schiffman, 2008:xviii) and thereby minimizes the 
chronological gap between the Temple Scroll and the BMM, given that we ascribe BMM in its totality to the 
tannaim, cf. p. 12. 
124. Fraade, 44f, in Fraade et al, 2006.
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3.2 Contents and genre
The Temple Scroll is based on material from Exod. chs. 22-35 along with passages from Lev., 

Num. and Deut.  It is an example of a “rewritten Scripture” i.e a work that explicitly or 

implicitly claims to have been revealed at Mt. Sinai to the spiritual elite.125 Accordingly, it 

opens with the renewal of the Sinaitic covenant of Exod. 34 and continues to the building of 

the Temple in Exod. 35 (Col.II:1-15).126 After these introductory columns, the scroll proceeds 

in the order of the canonical bible. However, it is not simply a paraphrase of the Bible: while 

working through the Torah in order, the author(s) reedits and reredacts the legislation of the 

Torah and includes numerous halakhic and exegetical changes, as well as midrashic 

interpretations.127 The Temple Scroll continues with accounts on the building of the Temple 

(miqdash); its measurements, the chambers, interior furnishings, the Ark, cherubim, the 

golden veil (Col. III-VII). Then follows an outline of the sacrifices and the altar (Col. IX-

XII). Hereupon follow daily, weekly and monthly sacrifices, as well as sacrifices offered on 

festivals (XIII-XXIX) and then the scroll describes the buildings in the Temple courtyards 

(XXX-XXV), the courtyard for the priests, the Jewish men over the age of twenty, and the 

women and children (XXXVI-XLV). The next section deals with purity regulations 

concerning the miqdash and the land and cities of God’s holy people (XLVI-XLVIII), 

followed by further purity regulations for the cities of Israel (Col. XLVIII-LI). In LI there is a 

call to appoint judges and magistrates and hereafter follows a section on laws relating to 

idolatry and to sacrificial animals (LI-LIII), vows and oaths (LIII-LIV), laws against apostasy 

(LIV-LV) and laws relating to priests, Levites and the Jewish king (LVI-LIX). In the last 

section (LX-LXVI) there are laws regarding priestly dues, idols, witnesses, rebellious sons, 

crime and incestuous relations.

   As does BMM, the Temple Scroll is concerned with harmonizing between divergent biblical 

prescriptions (e.g. between Exod. 30:18 and I Kgs. 7:39) and conflates tabernacle and Temple 

models.128 However, the unique Temple presented in the scroll does not follow the plans of 

125. Fraade, 55f, in Fraade et al, 2006.
126. Here I follow the columns of 11Q19 (11QTa) Garcia et al, 1997. 
127. Schiffman, 2008:xxf.
128. Kirschner, 1992:76.



40

any biblical sanctuary: either the Tabernacle, the Solomonic Temple or the descriptions in the 

end of Ezekiel, nor does it match the pre-Herodian or Herodian Second Temple structures.129

   The Temple Scroll presents an Israel centered around the Temple, sacrifice, priesthood and 

kingship. It describes the ideal Temple, constructed according to the scriptural interpretation, 

in which Israel will worship before the End of Days. This earthly temple will be replaced by a 

divinely created sanctuary at the arrival of the Day of Creation, but meanwhile the Temple 

Scroll represents the right way to build and operate the Temple.130 In 11QTa  XXIX: 7-10, God 

speaks of this divine sanctuary and refers to his promise to Jacob in Gen. 28:10-22:

 רשא ידובכב ישדק]מ תא[ השדקאו דעו םלועל המתא  יתנכשו םלועל םהל היהא יכונאו םעל יל ויהו םיתיצרו

 בוקעי םע יתרכ רשא תירבכ םימיה לוכ יל וניכהל ישדקמ תא ינא ארבא רשא הירבה םוי דע ידובכ תא וילע ןיכשא

131לא תיבב

It can be argued that the scroll itself states explicitly that this plan of the ideal Temple was 

intended for present day, not for an eschatological future, further, it displays no messianic 

features.132 

   The scroll’s dual exegetic133 and legal approach indicates that the practice of interpreting 

Scripture in order to derive law (what the Rabbis later came to call Midrash) was a central 

part of the Judaism of the Hasmonean period.134 By adhering to the order of the Torah, the 

author(s)/redactor(s) portrays the scroll as a complete Torah, however we cannot assume that 

it was supposed to replace a canonical Torah, but rather polemicize with the political and 

cultic order of the Pharisees in certain aspects of law.135 

129. Schiffman, 2008:xxx.
130. Schiffman, 1998:xxi.
131. I will accept them, and they will be My people, and I will be their [God] forever; and I will dwell 
with them for ever and always. I will sanctify My [Te]mple with My kabod, for I will make My kabod
dwell on it, until the Day of Creation, when I will create My Temple, establishing it for Myself for all times, 
according to the covenant which I made with Jacob at Bet El.
132. Cf. Schiffman, 2008:281.
133. Scholars tend to refer to the exegesis of the Temple Scroll as “harmonistic” and as such somewhat similar to 
the Midrash of the later Rabbis, as they too, aimed to reconcile the differences between the biblical texts and 
create a consistent whole (Schiffman, 2008:xxiii).
134. Schiffman, 2008:xxiii.
135. Schiffman, 2008:20.
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3. 3 The character(s) of God in selected passages of the 

Temple Scroll
In 11QTa LIII-LVII and LX-LXVI, the author consistently altered the third person designation 

of God to the first, except in passages where syntactic difficulties prevented him from doing 

so. This section is widely known as the Deuteronomic Paraphrase and is based on Deut. 

12-23. It is striking how these changes are made in the text of Deut., while the original 

formulations of the commands of Exodus, Leviticus and Numbers are preserved. Also, the 

paraphrase indicates that Deut. served as guide and authority for the author.136 However, non-

biblical parts of the scroll are also staged with direct divine speech.137 

   The notion of sanctity, that supports the meticulous rules to keep impurity out of the Temple 

and its precincts, is generated from the indwelling of God’s presence.138

11QTa XLVII: 10(b)-11(a) reads: 139הכותב ישדקמו ימש תא ןכשמ יכונא רשא ריעה תא ואמטת אולו

The cited passage well represents the theological dimension which I focus on in this paper. 

Schiffman writes:

The scroll as a whole sees the Temple as the place of God’s dwelling, a notion similar 

to that of the rabbis who saw the Shekhinah as somehow localized, concentrated, and 

dwelling on the Temple Mount.140

The Tetragrammaton turns up quite frequently in 11QTa Col. XIII -XXVII. In for example 

Col. XIII: 13:13 the text draws on Exod. 29:40 and Num. 28:7. In Col. XXIX:3(b)-4(a), God 

speaks of himself in the first person and his wording calls into recollection the Deuteronomic 

notion that his name (shem) will dwell in the Temple141. Schiffman, referring to Weinfeld, 

understands this shem “almost as a hyposticization” and parallels it to Urbach’s rendering of 

the rabbinic designation of God’s presence namely the shekhinah.142 

136. Schiffman, 2008:xxxiv.
137. Maier, 1985:3.
138. Schiffman, 2008:29.
139. They shall not not make impure the city within which I make dwell [m + šk̠n] My name and My Temple.
140. Schiffman, 2008:32.
141. The matter of a shem - theology ascribed to D and a kabod-theology ascribed to P is discussed in Mettinger, 
1982.
142. Schiffman, 2008:26.
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Col. XXIX:3(b)-4(a): 143[...] וילע ימש ]ןיכש[א רשא תיבב  [...]                 
Moving to, 11QTa Col. XLVI:12 (=11Q20 XII-XIII), God calls the children of Israel to 

sanctify and respect His Temple because of His residence in the midst of them:  
144
     המכותב ןכוש ינא רשא

However, there is nothing new about God speaking of himself as being “tabernacling” in the 

midst of his people (cf. Num. 5:3; 35:34). 

Concerning divine designations in the Temple Scroll, we see no other terms than those used 

in the biblical accounts. God refers to himself as ינא  or יכונא  and, at times identifies himself as 

the Tetragrammaton. Recurring features are verbs expressing God’s future actions (as we saw 

in BMM 14:17). As in Num. 5:3 and 35:34, God’s indwelling in the midst of the children of 

Israel is understood by the verb ןכש . In 11QTa  XXIX: 7-10 the sanctification of (God’s) 

miqdash will be achieved by God himself, when he will make his kabod dwell on it. Now, the 

spectra of meaning to kabod in the DSS do not deviate in particular to those in the biblical 

accounts. According to DSSC, vol. 1.1 covering the non-biblical texts from Qumran, kbd as a 

verb may refer to: “to be heavy”, “to be honored”, and as an adjective it may translate to 

“heavy”, “severe”, as a noun it may refer either to “liver” or to “glory”, “rank”.145 Altogether 

we do not see any different usage patterns of kabod in the Temple Scroll than in the Bible, 

what we do see is instead a similarity in the rich and varied semantics of the word.146 Further, 

in 11QTa XLVII: 10(b)-11(a) God speaks of making his shem dwell in the middle of the city 

together with his miqdash (the city consequently needs to be kept undefiled). Thus, both the 

shem and the miqdash are used in parallel, and together they will be dwelling in the midst of 

the city. Now, it is not clear if the shem will dwell inside the miqdash, like the solid and 

smallest figure in a Russian nesting doll. Schiffman understands this shem as the presence of 

God, perhaps he views it infused with divinity, as it is being claimed by God by its possessive 

pronominal suffixes. I hesitate to call them hypostases because it is God that repeatedly 

causes them to dwell. The kabod, shem and miqdash do not act by themselves. Instead, these 

143. In the house upon which I  [will make] my Name [dwell].
144. For I dwell in their midst.
145. In the biblical texts found in the Judean desert, the DSSC, vol. 3.1 lists a few more usage patterns than those 
found in the non-biblical Qumranite texts.
146. Weinfeld, 1995:37.
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occurrences of God himself speaking of his shem, his miqdash, his kabod, open up the 

possibility that it is not only a matter of divine attributes, but also of divine possession.

The location of the attributes of God is fixed and focused to Jerusalem, whereas the shekhinah 

in BMM is mobile only within the limited space of the tabernacle narrative (in keeping with 

Urbach’s suggestion that texts describing the time prior the destruction would depict the 

shekhinah as localized to one particular place, see 2.4). 

   The DSSC does not report any occurrence of shekhinah in the whole DSS material.   

Because of this, I find it difficult to accept Urbach’s argument that shekhinah was a 

designation describing God’s presence already in temple times.147

As BMM, the Temple Scroll is a distinctive, cohesive composition that accounts for the 

building of the tabernacle (in the scroll: ha-miqdash). Although we have something of a 

“rewritten Scripture” in BMM, the reconstructed biblical narrative clearly tells of an event in 

the past of no explicit contemporary consequence, whereas the Temple Scroll presents the 

right way to build and operate the Temple as if the construction work was to begin there and 

then.   

   God gives instructions in first person, but does not reveal any particular personality traits 

other than informing that he will let his shem, miqdash and kabod dwell in the city. If we only 

look to the array of divine attributes, the Temple Scroll depicts a less coherent character of 

God than does BMM, since no attribute is emphasized more than another. However, the 

active and, indeed, quite instructive, character of God speaks for himself in the Temple Scroll. 

He is a function created from the reverberation of the revelational God in the Bible. His given 

role belongs to a conventional theological category and is a necessity for the affirmation of 

the scroll’s authority.

147. See discussion in 2.4.
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4.Summary
I intended this paper to be just as much an analysis of the character(s) of God in BMM, as a 

tentative study in approaching a critical edition of a rabbinic text through the lens of literary 

theory. Additionally I wanted to relate (by comparing) the character(s) of God presented in 

BMM to parallel passages in tannaitic sources, as well as in the Temple Scroll. To achieve 

this task I have discussed matters of method and terminology throughout the course of the 

paper. My investigation has circled around three questions, formulated in order to provide 

underpinnings for the discussion; 1) What terms are used to designate God in the text? 

2) How does the treatment of God in the text relate to passages in the Bible? 

3) Does the character(s) of God presented in the BMM deviate from parallel passages in other 

Jewish sources of the  tannaitic period? 

    From my analysis of BMM I concluded that the Rabbis sought to emphasize a certain 

aspect of God’s personality: his closeness to the Israelites in the wilderness. The most 

frequent designation for God (shekhinah) led me to affirm that the character God was 

depicted coherently as an intimate and present God.  I found the essentialist perspective 

applicable for understanding the character of God in the BMM. Contrary to this, I found that 

the indicators of God in BMM do not uphold an independent existence aside from the role 

that each of them play in the narrative. Hence, on the indicators of God in BMM, the 

nominalist approach proved to be a fitting model for comprehending their function in the 

narrative.

  When conducting the comparative analysis148 between BMM and parallel tannaitic accounts,  

I noticed that the parallels do not emphasize the aspect of God’s character that is close and 

present for the Israelites, as does BMM. All the tannaitic parallels were engaged with 

passages describing the actions of the indicators of God. Regarding the parallels, only Tosefta 

Sotah 4:2 mentioned the clouds of kabod as well as the cloud of shekhinah, both indicators of 

God in BMM (although the cloud of shekhinah has more of a key role than just an indicator, 

148. y. Rr. 5:1, fol. 22c, Sifre Num. 83, Tosef. Sot 4:2, Mek. Beshallah I, 180-190.
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harboring the aspect of God’s character that is present and intimate). The parallel passages 

were far too meager in terms of descriptions of divine characters to run through the polarized 

scheme of the essentialist and the nominalist approach. 

   The Temple Scroll depicts a less coherent character of God than does BMM if judged by the 

divine attributes presented (that may point more to the ownership of God than to aspects of 

his character). No attribute is emphasized more than another and no other indications are 

given that may reveal a characteristics of God. However, the direct speech and the very 

involvement of God in the Temple Scroll, may be seen through a nominalist perspective: God 

has a given function in the text, a role that may be nothing more than a result of the intention 

to ascribe authority to this “rewritten Scripture”.

As mentioned in 1.1, this study was an attempt to break ground in the research on BMM as a 

literary document. In addition to this, my investigation was guided by three aims: 

1) to contribute to the ongoing articulation of approaches that might enrich our understanding 

of the early rabbinic movement, and more specifically: our understanding of the 

characterization of God throughout rabbinic literature, 2) to further strengthen the initiatives 

taken by the Faculty of Theology at Uppsala University towards a wider influence of Jewish 

Studies, and 3) to scratch the surface of the relatively new field of comparative/contrastive 

studies of Rabbinic Literature and the Dead Sea Scrolls.

   Out of these aims, I particularly want to emphasize the second one since I intentionally 

presented this paper in a seminary milieu that recently opened up for a more inclusive 

definition of the research discipline usually known as “Old Testament Exegesis” (see n. 13, p. 

7). New challenges inevitably emerge from a redefinition of the discipline, especially the 

questions about whether research in Rabbinic Literature and Rabbinic Reception History can 

be conducted within the realm of Old Testament/Hebrew Bible Exegesis at Uppsala 

University. Where do we draw the line between Rabbinica and Reception History? Under 

what discipline should we place the Dead Sea Scrolls? My paper was intended to highlight 

such questions and I aim to kindle further discussion about these issues.
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