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I

t is generally agreed that the synagogue is the most important institution in Judaism today. A creation of the Jewish people, it has had
a decisive influence throughout the ages not only on Judaism but
on organized religion as a whole.1 Already by the first century the synagogue was a well-established institution in every Jewish community
both in Israel and in the Diaspora. When and where the synagogue
originated has elicited a variety of theories.2 However, it is undeniable
that there is a connection between the institution of the synagogue and
the Temple in Jerusalem. The precise nature of that connection, however, remains to be explicated.
On the surface, there are several similarities between the Temple and
the synagogue, and many symbolic allusions to the Temple are to be
found in the synagogue. Both are considered the House of God in the
sense that these are the places where God may appropriately be worshiped. Certain prayers once recited in the Temple are today recited in
the synagogue. The general layout of the synagogue, like the Temple,
separates the Holy from the Holy of Holies by a curtain (parokhet) while
the bima (raised reading table), usually located towards the center, suggests the altar. In prayer, the worshiper faces the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem.3 Representations of ritual objects from the Temple, such as the
menora (lamp stand), eternal light and tablets of the Ten Commandments, usually abound in the synagogue.4 Indeed, many believe that the
historical origins of the synagogue are to be found in the gatherings of
the Judean exiles in Babylon in the home of the prophet Ezekiel after the
destruction of the First Temple (586 BCE)5 while the true significance of
the synagogue did not become manifest until after the destruction of the
Second Temple (70 CE). Therefore, the synagogue is sometimes seen as a
sort of “poor substitute” for the Temple, with communal prayers taking
the place of the sacrifices, the oblations and the incense offerings.6
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However, I wish to suggest a different line of reasoning to enable
us to understand in greater depth the significance of the synagogue and
the reasons for its ongoing effectiveness.
I propose to describe the process by which both the concept and
the institution of the synagogue developed by applying a term which
ever since Darwin has been looked upon with suspicion in religious circles. I speak of evolution which comes from the Latin for “unfold” or
“unroll.” In order to avoid misunderstanding, I will explain the sense in
which I use the term.7 For a process to qualify for the description “evolutionary,” it must possess the following three features: it must be conservative, innovative, and selective. By “conservative” I mean that certain basic features of the original model which contributed to its
effectiveness are retained. “Innovative” implies that new features appear
which are beneficial in the light of changing conditions. By “selective” I
mean that somehow both the features retained and those which are not
retained, are integrated into the effective functioning of the entity
under study.8 Should a process, therefore, exhibit these components,
even if it just happened that way, one may see it as having evolved.
Thus, I will attempt to show that the term evolutionary applies
most appropriately to the development of the type of Jewish communal
worship that is today associated with the synagogue. However, I will
place the beginning of the development soon after the settlement of the
Israelites in Canaan with the destruction of the religious center in Shilo
(c.1050 BCE). I shall argue that the Tabernacle (mishkan) in the wilderness was the model for the idea of the synagogue which began to percolate long before the Temple came into existence.
While the word “synagogue” simply denotes a building with a religious function, the concept or idea of the synagogue in Judaism rests
upon certain theological presuppositions:
1) that the coming together of a group for the chanting and singing
of hymns (tehilla) and the verbal expression of supplicatory prayers
(tefilla) constitutes a valid form of divine worship; 2) that it is possible
for a group, by virtue of the above or other prescribed forms of worship, to generate within a given space a spiritual quality called kedusha
(sanctity or holiness). This kedusha may become a resident quality of
the place in which the worship is performed regularly and invites the
presence of God.9
In order to trace the origin of these beliefs in Judaism we must
carefully examine the text which is the source for the very possibility of
a Temple. And that is the command of God to Moses: “And they shall
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make for Me a sanctuary [mikdash] and I will dwell (mishkan-shokhen)
among them” (Ex. 25:8).10
While building temples in which to house one’s deity and in which
to worship him was and is a universal phenomenon, that Judaism
should require one is quite surprising.11 This is because, according to
the Jewish concept of God, a Temple should have been both unnecessary and impossible! “Unnecessary” because God Himself has declared:
“Every place where I will permit My name to be mentioned, I will come
to you and bless you” (Ex. 20:21). So why restrict the divine presence
to one place? “Impossible” because, as Solomon will say: “Behold, the
heavens and what is beyond, cannot contain Thee, how then, the
House that I have built for Thee!” (I Kings 8:27).
I
If, nevertheless, God does command the construction of a Temple, we
must carefully search the text as to what sort of Temple is being commissioned. It should be remembered that this is the only direct divine command: to build a Temple. While the context suggests that this command
is only for that time and place, there are authorities who consider “building a Temple” a mitsva le-dorot, a command for all generations.12
Each one of the first three words of the command sets an important
condition:
“And they shall make. . . .” “They,” the collective, that is, the
organized people of Israel, are to fabricate this structure and its contents. As we learn subsequently, the materials are to be contributed by
the people, and the artistic talents are to be found from among the people who are themselves to do the work.
“. . . for Me. . . .” Rashi comments, lishmi: “for My sake.” The
express intent of the people, the conscious “will” of the contributors
and the working men and women shall be for “the sake of God.” This
sense of purposiveness, that we are together building a House of God,
should inform all activities pertaining to the project.
“. . . a sanctuary” (mikdash). The word bayit (house) is not used
here.13 However, the word mikdash already implies a structure that
should possess the quality of kedusha (sanctity or holiness).14 How is this
to be achieved? All of the materials used are ordinary well-known metals,
fabrics, skins, and stones. How are mundane materials to be endowed
with this quality of holiness? It would seem that when the instructions of
God are meticulously followed (both in the construction and in the wor-
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ship service) and the intent is pure and wholehearted, then the quality of
kedusha can be generated. Also, the sheer presence of sacred objects such
as the Ark of the Covenant may radiate kedusha within the entire area.15
When we consider the five-worded sentence as a whole, it seems to
constitute a command followed by a promise by God with a conditional
relationship between them. “If you will build for me a mikdash, a place
that has kedusha, then I will dwell among you.” That is, the mikdash
will turn into a mishkan, the sanctified place will turn into a dwelling
place for God, i.e., where the presence of God can be experienced. This
relationship is supported by a later passage:
And Moses said, this thing that God has commanded, you should do.
And the glory of God will appear to you (Levit. 9:6).

The proof that you have properly carried out the will of God will be
your ability to experience the presence of God. The command was
heeded and the promise was kept.
And Moses saw all the work and behold they had done it as the Lord
had commanded, even so had they done it (Ex. 39:43).
So Moses finished the work. Then the cloud covered the tent of meeting and the glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle (Ex. 40:33,34).

How effective was the mishkan? Well, it accompanied and actually
led the Tribes of Israel during the forty years in the wilderness.16 In
reality we know very little about this period inasmuch as the Biblical
record is very selective. Our account covers only the first two years after
the Exodus and then fast-forwards to the fortieth year as the new generation stands poised on the plains of Moab opposite Jericho ready to
enter the land of Canaan. The promise had been “. . . and I will dwell
among them” (be-tokham). Some are tempted to translate this—“within each one of them,” as this is the ultimate destination of the divine
spirit. However, the plain meaning is that the presence of God would
be experienced in the Tabernacle and the Tabernacle would be in the
midst of the tribes as they encamped around it. God’s presence in the
mishkan was palpable. It was both seen and heard. It was seen as the
anenei kavod (clouds of glory) that at times filled the mishkan and at
times hovered above it and whose movements led the Israelites in their
travels. In a much more dramatic way, however, throughout the years in
the wilderness, when God spoke to Moses, He did so from between the
keruvim (cherubs) that were on the Ark of the Covenant.17
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And when Moses went into the tent of meeting that He might speak
with him, then he heard the Voice speaking to him from above the Ark
cover that was upon the Ark of the Testimony, from between the two
keruvim: and He spoke to him (Num. 7:89).

After the initial dedication ceremonies, to what extent were the
people involved with what went on in the Tabernacle? The many
detailed laws given to Aaron and his sons as how to conduct the various
sacrificial and votive services range over several different chapters.18
Upon analysis, however, it turns out that many of them pertained to the
consecrational ceremonies of the Tabernacle and were a one-time event.
Some of the other laws were intended for the time “when you will
come into the land of your settlement” (Num. 15:2). Some of the sacrifices were to be brought on behalf of the community while others were
individual votive offerings.
It does not appear, however, that the most prominent activity in the
Tabernacle after the dedication was the bringing of sacrifices.19 We see
this symbolically in the fact that the altar is the final item of the furniture of the Tabernacle that is commanded to be built (Ex. 27). As
Kaufmann correctly surmises:
The tent [Tabernacle] then is a priestly-prophetic vehicle with the
prophetic, the oracular predominating. The lustrations performed in
the tent are designed to make it fit for divine revelation, for law-giving,
for judgment, for guiding the people through the desert.20

Only such a view can explain the blunt testimony of these two
prophets:
Did you bring Me sacrifices and offerings in the wilderness, forty years,
O House of Israel? (Amos 5:25)
For I spoke not to your fathers nor commanded them in the day that I
brought them out of the land of Egypt concerning burnt-offerings or
sacrifices (Jeremiah 7:22).

While the conscientious construction of the mishkan may have been
responsible for the initial presence of God, its ongoing kedusha was
maintained by God’s periodic “speaking” to Moses, and the presence of
the Ark of the Covenant (kept in the Holy of Holies) which contained
the “signed contract” of the covenantal relationship between God and
Israel. The two names given to the Tabernacle reflect these special func-
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tions and the centrality of the Tabernacle: “Tent of Meeting” (ohel
mo’ed), i.e., the place where God and man may meet; “Tabernacle of
Testimony” (mishkan ha-edut) (Ex. 38:21), the Tabernacle that testified
to the reality of God and His relationship to Israel.
However, it would appear that there was one type of offering which
was very popular and which, almost of necessity, brought the people to
the Tabernacle in interaction with the Priests and with each other. This
was brought about by the prohibition to slaughter animals anywhere
outside of the Tabernacle, even for the mundane purpose of being able
to eat the meat (besar ta’ava).21 Any family wishing to have a meat meal
would have to bring their animal to the kohen in the Tabernacle to be
offered as a peace-offering (shelamim). After specified parts were burnt
on the altar and the kohen received his portion, the remainder would be
consumed by the owner and his family. In this way, the religious rite of
animal sacrifice was combined with the social event of an extended family’s barbecue so that a mundane family meal transformed into a religious experience.22
However, the mishkan possessed another feature which has not
received adequate attention. The mishkan and its appurtenances were
not exclusively functional. Here and there one can detect elements
which seem to be purely decorative. Thus, for example, the menora
(lamp stand) made out of “one piece of pure beaten gold” (Ex. 25:31),
its shape, the symmetry of its stem and six branches and “the cups like
almond blossoms, knops and flowers” (Ex. 25:33) seems to have been
designed for aesthetic value.23 Similar vessels would include the keruvim
woven into the veil of “blue, purple and scarlet linen” (Ex. 26:31) and
the priestly garments which were for “splendor and for beauty” (Ex.
28:2). Moreover, upon completion, the mishkan exhibited that necessary characteristic of all successful art: “And the Tabernacle was one”
(Ex. 36:13). That is to say, all the parts coalesced and a sense of unity
was achieved. The requirement that the House of God be not only
functional but beautiful, was carried over into the Temple of Solomon
and the later Temple of Herod: “Splendor and majesty are before Him;
strength and beauty are in His sanctuary” (Psalms 96:6).24
The principle established here, for which the mishkan remains the
authoritative model, is that there is an affinity between beauty and holiness which is not only practical but theoretical. Man becomes more sensitive to the holy when surrounded by visual beauty and hearing sacred
music. Moreover, Judaism affirms that the “voice of God is in beauty”
(Psalms 29:4), for God has “clothed Himself with majesty and beauty”
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(Psalms 29:4) so that in experiencing beauty, man catches a glimpse of
God’s “garments” and is inspired to love Him. A higher level of worship is reached when one is able to combine the religious with the aesthetic, to interpenetrate holiness with beauty. This resonates familiarly
with “Worship the Lord in the beauty of Holiness” (hadrat kodesh)
(Psalms 29:2, 96:9).25
However, the real innovation of the mishkan for Jewish thought
was the concept of “sacred space” which is not identical with the related
concept of a holy place. An example of the latter is when Moses,
approaching the burning bush, is told, “Do not draw closer, put your
shoes off your feet, for the place (makom) upon which you stand is holy
ground” (Ex. 3:5). Of course, “place” and “space” are connected, for
to say that the place is holy is to say that the space above this ground is
holy and affects all that occupy that space. Here, however, we are not
given the boundaries of the “place.” Again, in anticipation of the
appearance of God on Mount Sinai, Moses is told, “Set bounds about
the mount and sanctify it” (Ex. 19:23). This, of course, refers to the
ground and the space above it. The people are told to prepare for the
event: “Sanctify them today and tomorrow and tell them: ‘Take heed
not to go up the mountain nor touch its borders’” (Ex. 19:10, 12).
From the above examples it would seem that once the encounter ends,
the place loses its holiness, and special behavior is no longer required.
However, in the concept of the mishkan as a holy house (bet kedusha),
we have an emphasis upon space rather than place.26 For this “Tent of
Meeting” was taken down and then set up in a different place in each
encampment. However, once the Tabernacle was reassembled and the
Ark put in place and the worship resumed, sacred space was generated
anew. Thus, holy space is not always connected to holy place. There
would appear to be two sources for the holiness of a House of God.
One might be the abiding presence in the House of a holy object such
as the Ark of the Covenant or perhaps scrolls of the Torah. Holiness
may also derive from the activities of the worshippers. For example, the
very construction of the House itself by a united congregation may
constitute an act of communal worship, as would the sacrificial service,
prayers or even the study of sacred texts.
Let us summarize those features of the mishkan which may serve as
a model for any future House of God:
1) The Torah gives inordinate attention to the construction of the
mishkan “according to the instructions given by God to Moses” which
were that it be built by the people voluntarily from their own contribu-
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tions for the sake of God. This implies that this conscious united effort by
the people is itself an act of worship.27
2) A designated area can become a holy space and can retain its
quality of kedusha requiring special behavior. Holiness in a space can be
generated by the conditions of its construction and/or the acts of worship performed therein.
3) A House of God may be embellished with visual beauty, music,
singing and impressive architecture so as to combine the religious with
the aesthetic.
4) The functioning of the mishkan in the wilderness offers an
example of how acts of worship such as sacrificial offerings can be integrated with a social activity such as eating and drinking. This provides
a paradigm for the understanding of such mitsvot as korban Pesah
(commemorative meal), kiddush over wine, and oneg shabbat which
combine the physical and the spiritual, and demonstrate how the secular can be hallowed.
5) It was the intention of the Lawgiver to have the mishkan accompany the people so that God’s presence could dwell among them. While
this was the only arrangement possible under the circumstances, it indicates, nevertheless, that a sanctuary properly belongs “among the people” so that all may have ready access to it, a concept which would
appear to be opposed to the idea of a single central Temple.
Thus, already in the Biblical description of the mishkan in its original setting we have the essential conceptual components of the present
day synagogue. However, what was lacking was precisely the element of
keneset—of the gathering of the people. For even if they could come
together in the mishkan, there was nothing for them to do as a group,
as a congregation. There was as yet no collective mode of worship.
II
After the death of Joshua, the Israelites who had entered and settled the
land found themselves without political and religious leadership, certainly on the national level. While Moses had groomed his successor,
Joshua bin Nun, the latter inexplicably made no such provisions and
what followed were the almost anarchic conditions described in the
Book of Judges.28 The mishkan was now permanently installed in Shilo,
a location in the tribal portion of Ephraim (which was the tribe of
Joshua) and presided over by a family of priests.29 The people of Israel,
who retained strong tribal identities, were now scattered from Dan to
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Beersheba. While some families had the practice of making annual pilgrimages to Shilo to “pray and bring sacrifices” (I Sam. 1:3), the majority, it may be assumed, found ways to express their religiosity locally.
The ban against slaughtering animals for personal consumption had
been lifted since they entered the land (Deut. 12:20,21) so that it was
no longer necessary to bring one’s animal to the Tabernacle as a “peace
offering” in order to have a meat meal. However, the old wilderness
practice of transposing the meat meal of the extended family or clan,
particularly on the Shabbat or New Moon, into a sacramental occasion
had evidently become firmly entrenched. Already in this early period
there developed the institution of the bamot which was destined to last
throughout the First Temple period. These were large stone platforms
or altars (sometimes translated as “high places”), located in towns and
villages, upon which sacrifices were offered.
It remained for Samuel, a Levite, son of Elkana and Hanna, and the
most important leader of Israel between Joshua and David, to give a
sharper religious focus to the institution of the bamot. Considered the
last of the Judges and the first of the prophets, Samuel had been accepted by the people as both a political and spiritual leader. Having personally witnessed the corruption and general ineffectiveness of Shilo, he
became convinced that one central sanctuary could not serve the religious needs of a people living in different parts of the country.30
Samuel, therefore, initiated two innovative practices. He decided to
go out to the people instead of waiting (like Eli, the priest in Shilo) for
the people to come to him.31 In this he resembled the circuit-riding clergymen of the American Old West. He would regularly go out on festive
occasions and visit the bamot in different towns and villages where he
would preside over the worship service. What took place there was an
animal sacrifice and a communal meal, preceded by a blessing from the
prophet (I Sam. 9:13). When there was a national crisis, Samuel led the
people in prayer, fasting and a ritual called “pouring of waters” (I Sam.
7:6). There is much in Samuel’s background to explain his tendency to
see in prayer a prime mode of worship.32 It will be remembered that his
mother, in her time of personal anguish, had turned directly to God in
one of the most beautiful prayers in the Bible (I Sam. 2:1-10). And by
encouraging the people to experience the presence of God locally, he
was simply replicating what had been done for Israel in the wilderness by
means of the mishkan. By appearing periodically at these different bamot,
Samuel was able to influence the form of the service and to point it in
the direction of the God of Israel rather than to the local Canaanite
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deities. His own understanding of the relative importance of sacrifices is
reflected in his teaching: “Behold to obey is better than sacrifice and to
hearken than the fat of rams” (I Sam. 15:22).
It is also in the time of Samuel that we note the appearance of roving “bands or companies of prophets” (I Sam. 10:5, 6;19:20) accompanied by “psaltery, timbrel, pipe and harp” who frequent the bamot and
go about “prophesying.”33 This was a mystic or ecstatic state which was
either induced by or expressed in music, singing and chanting and
which had a powerful effect on those who encountered these bands. We
are told that after Saul met them, he became “another man with another heart” (I Sam. 10:6, 9). It seems that these “bands of prophets”
were organized and instructed by Samuel. Taken in combination, the
appearance of these “bands” at the bamot offerings would add a musical-ecstatic dimension to the experience. Group singing accompanied
by instrumental music and dancing with religious fervor has always
been a powerful component of communal worship. While the bamot
were obviously out in the open, there are references in later texts to
“the houses of the bamot” (I Kings 13:32; II Kings 23:19) which
would imply that these were enclosed structures next to the bamot
where perhaps prayers or other rituals were performed. Indeed, there is
a reference to a certain lishka or “office” that Samuel had near the
bama in Rama (I Sam. 9:23).
Most of the later references to bamot in the Bible are in a negative
context. First, because after the completion of Solomon’s Temple all
local forms of communal or individual sacrifice, even to the God of
Israel, were forbidden and second, because most of the activity around
the bamot after the period of Samuel was unsupervised and drifted into
a sort of eclectic religion; a combination of Israelite traditions mixed
with Canaanite idolatry.
I wish to suggest that during this period of some three centuries34
from the death of Joshua through the ministry of Samuel in which
“every man did that which was right in his own eyes” (Judges 21:24),
there developed local forms of communal worship which culminated in
the aforementioned batei bamot. Although often the precise nature and
proper name of the deity being worshipped was fuzzy, the forms of
worship that developed were adaptations of elements familiar to the
people from traditions emanating from the mishkan—wilderness experience: Animal sacrifices, sacred meals, communal prayers and blessings,
singing and chanting, and perhaps even words of teaching or ecstatic
prophecy from a passing priest or Levite. And if, circumstances permit-

69

TRADITION
ting, this activity comes to be housed in a permanent building, seen as a
House of God, we may have here the prototype of what will later be
called a bet keneset.
III
One of the most fateful encounters in the history of Judaism was that
between the prophet Samuel and a young Judean by the name of David,
son of Jesse, whom Samuel anointed to be the second King of Israel. This
would have been a difficult appointment under any circumstances, let
alone a situation in which an embittered and unbalanced Saul still occupied the throne. However, we shall focus on the significance of this relationship for the development of communal worship in Israel. At first
glance it would seem that David steered this development into a direction
contrary to that followed by Samuel. For the latter, as we have seen,
encouraged the establishment of local places of worship, whereas David
set in motion a series of events which led to the construction of a centralized Temple in Jerusalem in which a dynastic Priesthood performed the
sacrificial service. This, of course, is true in the short term. However, if
we take an extended view, it becomes clear that among the talents of this
God-intoxicated, complex personality was a genius for expression in
words and music. This was to enable David to make the single most
important contribution to the creation of a worship service of hymns and
praise, independent of sacrifices. Let us sort out the elements involved.
Early on, David exhibited an ability to compose poetry which
depicted his personal experiences and emotions of despair, loneliness,
rejection as well as renewal and thanksgiving as aspects of his relationship to God, and to somehow preserve his work in writing.35 Also,
David possessed musical talents which enabled him to put words to
music, to accompany himself instrumentally and even to invent musical
instruments. Most importantly, David was able to transform all of this
into a national institution which would endure for centuries. Drawing
upon what he had learned from Samuel (I Chron. 9:22), David, now
ruler over the united tribes and dreaming of a future Temple, organized
the families of the Levites into different orders according to the type of
services they were to perform. There were “officers and judges, those
who served at the side of the priests, doorkeepers and singers who
praised the Lord” (I Chron. 23:5, 30).36 These were appointed “to
stand every morning and evening to thank and praise the Lord with the
instruments I [David] made with which to praise” (I Chron. 23:5).
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Most interesting, however, is to see how David put the Levites to
use long before there was a Temple. After settling down in his new
palace in Jerusalem and after a failed attempt to bring up the Ark of the
Covenant to Jerusalem, David succeeds on the second attempt and
installs the Ark in a tent on the slopes of Mount Ofel near his palace.37
For David, the Ark was the seat of the divine presence and constituted
the most essential component of a House of God.
One thing have I asked of the Lord, that I will seek
That I may dwell in the House of the Lord all the days of my life
To behold the graciousness of the Lord and to visit in His Temple.
And I will offer in His Tent offerings of trumpet sound
I will sing, yea, I will sing praises unto the Lord. (Psalms 27:4, 6)

As long as God was present, it did not matter to David if it was a
House, a tent, or a Temple and what David had to offer was song and
music.38 Since there was no tradition as to what sort of service was to be
performed before the Ark of the Covenant sitting alone in a tent, David
improvised the following. He assigned Asaf, the Levite who was a poet
as well as a musician, together with a group of his “brothers” to minister
before the Ark; “to celebrate, thank and praise the Lord, God of Israel . .
. continually as every day’s service required . . . to give thanks to the
Lord because His mercy endures forever” (I Chron. 16:4, 37, 41).
Here we have an instance of a House of God with no attached
altar.39 In a sense, this is the mishkan stripped down to its bare minimum: The sacred space of the Holy of Holies containing the Ark of the
Covenant. In the absence of sacrifices, how is God to be worshipped?
How does man respond to God’s presence? Twice daily newly composed
hymns and songs of praise are performed by a group. The legacy of
David is that which is to be done in a House of God when there are no
sacrifices. The material is still there for us today in the book of Psalms.40
It is Solomon, the son of David, who is given the task of building
the Temple which he carries out successfully. This is attested to by the
report that when the Ark of the Covenant was brought into the Holy of
Holies, “the glory of the Lord filled the House of the Lord” (I Kings
8:11). However, it is important to note that Solomon made a significant theological contribution to our understanding of the relationship
between the Temple and prayer. In his remarkable dedicatory address in
which he speaks of the function of the Temple, Solomon refers only to
prayer and makes no mention of sacrifices. He states that this Temple
cannot be thought to house the infinite transcendent God whom “the
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heavens and the heavens of heaven cannot contain” (I Kings 8:27).
Solomon goes on to entreat God to “hearken to the prayers, supplications and cries” of His people Israel and of the stranger who might turn
to Him for forgiveness or for salvation in times of distress. Solomon
makes it clear that the petitioner directs his prayer to God “Who is in
heaven” but does so “by way of this House or this city or this land” (I
Kings 8:31, 33, 35, 38).
The point is that even while Solomon stresses the importance of the
Temple as a House of Prayer, it is not at all necessary that the individual
does his praying while located in the Temple. This further weakens the
idea that the efficacy of the Temple lies in its being a holy or sacred place.
Solomon’s Temple was in existence for some 400 years before it was
destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BCE. During this period, according
to the tradition, it was forbidden to sacrifice outside of the Temple so
that the prophetic historians condemn the continued popularity of the
bamot. Except for the periods of the reforms of Josiah and Hezekiah,
when there was a widespread destruction of the bamot (II Kings 18:4,
23:8), it is reasonable to assume that during the reign of the “good”
Kings, such as Yehoshafat (875-851 BCE ) and Asa, the bamot that
remained in operation were dedicated to the God of Israel (I Kings
22:44). There are some scattered, albeit intriguing references in Psalms
and in Jeremiah to what appear to be special structures where people
gathered, perhaps to pray. These are the “meeting places of God”
(mo’adei El) (Psalms 74:8) and the “house of the people” (bet am)
(Jeremiah 39:8), both of which are interpreted by the traditional commentators as being synagogues. Indeed, if bet am denotes the structure
in which the people gathered for various activities, it would be quite similar to the Hebrew for “synagogue” which is bet keneset, the “house of
the gathering [of the people]” (II Chron. 16:34; Psalm 136).41
IV
In religious as well as political terms, the return from the Babylonian
exile (538 BCE) was disappointing and fraught with problems. Whereas
the First Commonwealth had been characterized by the well-established
institutions of monarchy and prophecy in addition to the Temple, in
the society that developed after the return neither monarchy nor
prophecy were to appear. Thus, the Temple became the exclusive symbol of Jewish national identity as well as the center of the religion of
Judaism. However, in the Second Temple the Holy of Holies was
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empty, since the Ark of the Covenant had mysteriously disappeared!
This led to a change in perspective. For while the Temple, on the one
hand, was now much more prominent, it became increasingly clear that
the holiness of the Temple depended more on the activities of the worshippers than on any object that it might contain. This will make it
somewhat easier to see holiness in other locations once the form of
worship becomes prayer rather than sacrifice.
While no one less than Cyrus himself had mandated the rebuilding
of the Temple, the effort met with obstacles fomented by hostile elements that had sprung up in the land during the Exile. However, the
vital problems which confronted Ezra and Nehemiah had more to do
with the people themselves and their attitude towards and knowledge
of Judaism.
In re-establishing the Temple service, due regard was given to the
work of the Levites (Neh. 12:47) particularly in the area of choral
singing:
The overseer of the Levites in Jerusalem was Uzzi, the son of Bani
. . . one of the Asafite singers, over the business of the house of God.
For there was a commandment from the King concerning them and a
sure ordinance concerning the singers, as every day required. . . . (Neh.
11:22-23) . . . to praise and give thanks according to the command of
David, the man of God, watch against watch [mishmar] (12:24).42

While the fluctuating fortunes of the First Temple had depended
mainly on the religiosity of the particular king in power, the fate of the
Second Temple rested with the character of the presiding High Priest.
As far as we know, matters proceeded uneventfully until the coming of
the Greeks and the Hellenization of elements of the Priesthood. What
followed was the rebellion of the Hasmoneans, the struggle against the
Sadducean doctrines and the politicization of the High Priesthood
under the Roman procurators. Through it all, however, it would appear
that the general format of the Temple service remained fairly constant
with emphasis upon the sacrificial service. However, elements of prayer,
blessing and choral singing became more prominent as did the participation of the populace by means of the increased popularity of attendance at the pilgrimage festivals.
However, events that were to affect more directly the evolution of
local places of worship came from the general development of Judaism
associated with the activities of an institution established by Ezra
(sometimes called the Scribe [sofer]) called the Great Assembly (anshei
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keneset ha-gedola).43 According to the tradition, this group of prophets
and scholars are credited, among other things, with the daunting and
most crucial task of systematizing and canonizing the prophetic literature that had been preserved from the First Temple period. In particular, Ezra with specially trained Levites took upon himself the task of
mass education which involved public reading of the Torah-texts
accompanied by translation and by transmission of the oral interpretation.44 All this was designed not only to disseminate knowledge of the
word of God but to facilitate practical observance of the law (halakha).
Of particular interest was their formalization and precise verbal formulation of various prayers which in previous periods had been observed
by individuals in priestly and prophetic circles.45
Most influential of all was the serial formulation of what later would
be called the Prayer of Eighteen Blessings—the amida (standing)
prayer. Each is a brief supplicatory prayer (tefilla) ending with an abbreviated berakha (three words: barukh ata Hashem . . .) which together
express the fundamental needs of the individual and the Jewish nation.
Based on traditions which reached back to the three Patriarchs and the
public sacrifices in the Temple, this was to be recited three times a day
and became the core of communal prayer.46
One of the more important practices that characterize a synagogue
service today is the periodic reading of the Torah. This always had a pedagogical rather than a liturgical intent and originally was accompanied by
a translation (Aramaic) and interpretation. According to the tradition,
the practice of reading a portion of the Torah on Shabbat morning was
enacted by Moses (as a special ruling called a takkana), while Torah
reading on Monday and Thursday mornings and Shabbat afternoon
(minha) is attributed to enactments by the Men of the Great Assembly.
As the Men of the Great Assembly and the Rabbis that followed
them pressed their educational program of “raising many students” and
making knowledge of the Torah a supreme social value and national goal,
familiarity with these prayer-formulations and a desire to recite them
became more widespread.47 Additionally, growing awareness of the efficacy of a quorum of ten (minyan) as well as the practical need for a more
learned person to lead in the generally memorized prayers and read the
Torah scroll led to the organization of groups for communal prayer.48
Even while the dissemination of prescribed formulations of prayers
and blessing were encouraging the formation of local prayer meetings,
these same developments resulted in a sort of bet keneset in one of the
chambers of the Temple itself, where the shema, its blessings and other
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prayers were recited by the Priests.49 Actually, from the very beginnings
of sacrificial offerings, particular verbal expressions had accompanied
various sacrifices. Thus, a prescribed confessional accompanied the sin
offering (Num. 5:7), and the ceremony of bringing the first fruits offering to Jerusalem was accompanied by special declarations, music and
songs of praise.50 The daily public morning and evening tamid sacrifices
had to include the singing and playing of the Levites as well as the
Priests’ sounding of the trumpets.51 Then, of course, there was the daily
blessing of the people by the Priests.52 Throughout all of the prayers
performed by the Priests and the Levites, tradition had developed a
variety of personalized responses by the people at the appropriate times,
such as Amen, Halleluya, and “Blessed be His Name, Whose glorious
Kingdom is for ever and ever” (barukh shem kevod malkhuto le-olam
va’ed).53 These became part of the synagogue service.
One of the takkanot which is attributed to the early prophets was
that of the regional division of the Priests and Levites into 24 “courses”
(mishmarot), each of which was to serve in the Temple in weekly rotation.54 Since there were many Priests, this was to give each clan or family an opportunity to serve. More important for our subject, however,
was the analogous division of the Israelite people themselves into 24
mishmarot so that at the time that a particular course of Priests and
Levites would be serving in the Temple, a group of Israelites from that
region would come to Jerusalem to “stand in” (as it were) for the entire
congregation of Israel for whom their Priests were offering sacrifices.55
The week that their Priests were “on duty,” the Israelites of that mishmar were called the anshei ma’amad, the men of the station. The
group that traveled to Jerusalem would gather together and follow a
special program of reading parts of the Torah, praying and fasting.
However, those of the Israelite ma’amad who did not accompany the
others to Jerusalem would gather in their village or town for special
prayers.56 It was believed that during the period that their Priestly mishmar was officiating in the Temple, their prayers would have special efficacy. Certainly this practice, which involved larger numbers of people all
over the country coming together in their town for purposes of prayer
and Torah-reading, would stimulate the setting aside of a special building for public gathering (bet keneset).
Thus, while the mishkan had given us the concept of an enclosed
sacred space in which the presence of God could be experienced, and
the batei bamot in the days of Samuel showed that these services can be
provided locally, it was first David’s Psalms and Levitical music plus the
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liturgical formulations of the Men of the Great Assembly that provided
a fixed prayer service for all seasons. While the mishkan suggested the
structure, David and the Men of the Great Assembly suggested what
was to be done in the structure.
There was another special feature of the religious activity of the
Second Temple. By all accounts, the practice of religious pilgrimages
(aliya le-regel), namely going up to the Temple in Jerusalem for the three
festivals as commanded in the Bible, became popular during the last century of the existence of the Second Temple.57 The hundreds of thousands
of Jews who would stream to Jerusalem, particularly for the festivals of
Pesah and Sukkot, came from the Diaspora as well as from all parts of the
country.58 Also there is evidence that Jews from different cities in the
Diaspora would establish permanent synagogues in Jerusalem to serve
the needs of their visiting compatriots. For many, the experience of pilgrimage to Jerusalem was one of great religious inspiration.59 There were
the colorful Priestly rituals in the Temple, the orchestral singing of the
Levites,60 the special Festival observances,61 and the lectures and discussions in the many academies and batei midrashot (study houses) of
Jerusalem. They were also able to participate in the many heated political
discussions that surely took place in the Temple precincts.62 Those
returning from their pilgrimage would undoubtedly share with their
neighbors the ideas and impressions they had gathered in Jerusalem.
Let us consider the connection between pilgrimage to Jerusalem and
the Festivals of Pesah, Shavu’ot and Sukkot. It is generally pointed out that
these three Festivals correspond to pivotal agricultural seasons so that it is
easier for farmers to leave their fields. However, I believe there is another
relationship which perhaps on a smaller scale repeats itself in the life of the
synagogue. In historical terms, these three Festivals commemorate the
founding events in the life of the nation of Israel: freedom from slavery,
the Sinaitic covenant with God, and the dependence of our national existence on God. One of the most powerful impressions made by a pilgrimage experience to Jerusalem is the feeling of togetherness, of brotherhood, of belonging to a nation, of being part of a multitude united by
common beliefs; the sense that we are all faithful followers of the God
Who has given us this land, Who is good and Whose kindness is forever.
When this experience takes place amidst all of the rich symbolism of a festival such as Sukkot, with all of its allusions to national and personal
redemption, there is a strengthening of one’s self-identity as part of a
larger community united in appropriating one’s rich past, special relationship to the God of history, and great expectations for the future.
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If we review the role of synagogue worship through the ages and particularly in the modern period, we find something analogous to this
aspect of the experience of aliya le-regel. For there is a significant difference between the type of religious experience of the daily (or twice daily)
synagogue worshiper in his neighborhood minyan, which is primarily
spiritual and personal, and that of the people who attend mainly on
Shabbat and/or festivals and High Holidays, where the experience is
largely social, communal and even national. Just as the practice of aliya leregel served to generate and express communal cohesiveness and a sense
of national belonging, so does synagogue attendance today on Shabbat
and holidays, particularly in the larger community-wide synagogues.
CONCLUSION
We are now in a position to flesh out our earlier claim that the best way
to describe the origins of the concept and institution of the synagogue
is by saying that it evolved from the earlier forms of the House of God
in Jewish history. We had stipulated that in order for a process to be
properly deemed evolutionary it must exhibit features that are conservative, innovative and selective. Can we now identify these elements in the
development of the synagogue and communal worship in Judaism?
Conservative: The synagogue in its fully developed form had preserved
and incorporated the following conceptual elements from the mishkan,
the earliest and original House of God, as commanded in the Book of
Exodus (Ex. 25-40):
1) A particular space can be rendered sacred so as to possibly invoke
the presence of God by the presence of a sacred object and/or by religious acts of the worshippers.
2) The proper location of a House of God is among the people.
3) A factor conducive to kedusha is that the House of God be built
by the people, utilizing their talents from materials contributed by the
people, all for the sake and in the name of God.
4) Aesthetic elements are to be incorporated in the architecture of
the House of God, in the worship service (music and song), in the decorative aspects of the interior, and in the ritual objects.
Innovative: In the course of its development, the synagogue adopted and formalized the following new elements to be part of its worship
service:
1) The music and religious poetry of David as hymns of praise and
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the prayers of the Men of the Great Assembly were formalized into regular morning, afternoon and evening worship services.
2) The enactments (takkanot) of Moses and Ezra regarding the
public reading of the Torah were incorporated into the regular service.
By declaring a quorum of ten adult males to be a “public,” the synagogue could also accommodate special services called to deal with communal crises, such as prayers for rain and other threats.
3) In the early synagogue, the Torah scroll was kept in a portable
cabinet (teiva) and only brought into the synagogue or to the town
square before it was to be read. Later, a special niche or ornate cabinet for the Torah scrolls was constructed on the wall facing the worshippers, separated by a curtain (parokhet) from the rest of the space.
This gave rise to the belief that just as in the mishkan and Temple
there were two levels of holiness (Holy and Holy of Holies) so too in
the synagogue. Thus, upon opening the Ark one is accessing an even
more sacred space closer to the divine presence. There is, however, a
difference. Whereas, in the mishkan and the First Temple the Holy of
Holies contained the Ark of the Covenant with the tablets of the Ten
Commandments, the Aron Kodesh, the Holy Ark of today’s synagogue, contains the Torah scrolls. However they perform a similar
function. For in a sense both the luhot and the Torah may be considered “living testimony” of God’s covenant with Israel. Moreover, the
presence of God in the Holy of Holies originally meant that from
there Moses heard the commanding voice of God and into its dark
mysterious recesses the High Priest entered on Yom Kippur to seek
forgiveness for Israel. Today, faith in His abiding presence motivates
the synagogue worshiper to open the Ark and address our Creator for
our communal and personal needs and to find in the words of the
Torah the guidance we seek. Both in the mishkan of old and in the
synagogue of today, the activity in the area of the Holy represents
man addressing God, while from the Holy of Holies there emanates
God’s word to man.
Selective: But evolution also means to be selective, that is, not all is conserved:
1) History has taken from us the sacrificial service. Although animal
sacrifices are no longer observed, references have been preserved in the
synagogue service, particularly in the musaf prayers of the Sabbath and
Festivals.
2) Also gone with the destruction of the Temple were the officiat-
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ing classes of Priests and Levites. Officiants of synagogue services have
undergone a process of democratization.63 However, the halakha has
retained a certain priority to be given to the descendants of those families in being called up to the Torah and for other honors.
3) Certain observances once restricted to the Temple, such as
sounding the shofar, taking the lulav and etrog and, of course, the
Priestly Blessing (by priests), have now been incorporated into the synagogue service.
4) In synagogue attendance today there continues the unresolved
tension between the social-national and the personal-spiritual elements.
Those who favor the latter will seek out the ever more exclusive small
minyan where, without frills or distractions, the individual having assured
himself of the minimum necessary to recite the public prayers, withdraws
into himself and his encounter with God. Those who believe that the way
to God is via the people of Israel and perhaps longing for aliya le-regel,
will feel most inspired in the large congregation, knowing that “the
greater the multitude, the greater the glory of God” (Prov. 14:28).

NOTES
1. The word “synagogue” is the Greek equivalent for the Hebrew bet keneset,
both of which mean “house of gathering,” and refers to a building with a
threefold purpose: to house Jewish congregational worship, study and
community meetings. However, in the course of its history, the synagogue
or an attached building have functioned as: courts of law, schools for children, places of lodging for wayfarers, and places to eulogize the dead. See
C.H. Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe (M.I.T. Press, Cambridge MA, 1983).
2. See Lee, I. Levine, “The Second Temple Synagogue: The Formative
Years,” in The Synagogue in Late Antiquity, ed. L.I. Levine (Jewish
Theological Seminary, Philadelphia, PA, 1987) pp. 7-32.
3. See Shubert Spero, “Turning to Jerusalem in Prayer,” Jewish Bible
Quarterly, vol. 31., no. 2, 2003, pp. 97-100.
4. See A. Reifenberg, Ancient Hebrew Arts (Schocken, NY, 1950).
5. As, for example, in Ezekiel 8:1.
6. This might be inferred from the passage in Ezekiel which the Rabbis interpret as referring to the synagogue: “Thus says the Lord God: Although I
have removed them far off among the nations and although I have scattered them among the countries yet have I been to them as a little sanctuary (mikdash me’at) in the countries where they are come” (Ezek. 11:16).
7. Timothy Ferris, The Whole Shebang (Simon and Schuster, NY, 1997) p. 197.

79

TRADITION
8. We are not always in a position to identify the mechanism by which these
changes take place. Darwin, for example, was able to suggest mutation and
“natural selection” as the means by which the evolution of different species
came about. Currently, cosmologists are attempting to describe the cosmic
process which led from the “big bang” to the variety and diversity we see
today in the sky as evolutionary although it could not have been predicted
in advance and they are not prepared to say it was the product of “design.”
See Ferris, op. cit., p. 199.
9. It was reported in the name of Rabbi Yitshak: “How do we know that the
Holy One, blessed be He, may be found in the bet keneset? It is written:
‘God stands in the congregation of God. . .’ (Psalms 82:1). And how do
we know that when ten pray, the divine presence is with them? It is written: ‘God stands in the Congregation of God’” (Psalms 82:1; Berakhot 6a).
10. The question whether this command to Moses at this time was an ad hoc
response to the peoples’ sinful construction of a Golden Calf or was in the
original divine plan for Israel, while important, is irrelevant for the issue
raised in this paper.
11. See four different articles in the section “The Significance of the Temple in
the Ancient Near East” in The Biblical Archaeologist Reader, edited by
G.E. Wright and D.N. Freedman (Anchor Books, Doubleday & Company,
NY, 1961) pp. 145-200.
12. According to Maimonides (Sefer ha-Mitsvot) this verse is the source for the
positive command #20 to build a Temple (which includes the special furniture listed in Exodus 29, such as the menora, altar, table etc.), wherein the
worship service of sacrifices can take place and whereto the people can
make their pilgrimage. Maimonides quotes the Sifri which states that
building a Temple was one of the three national tasks imposed upon the
people upon entering the land (the other two being to appoint a king and
to eliminate Amalek). Maimonides sees Exodus 20:21, “An altar of earth
you shall make for Me,” as an independent command unrelated to the
Temple, intended to apply to periods when local bamot were permitted.
Rashi, on Exodus 25:9, states that the Biblical source for a command to all
generations to build a Temple is the text: “ . . . ve-khein ta’asu”—“even so
shall you make it. . . .”
13. Perhaps because what was being commanded here was essentially the erection of a tent (ohel) rather than a permanent structure (bayit). Both David
and Solomon consistently use the word bayit in speaking of the Temple.
What is curious is that Jacob, upon awakening from his dream-vision of the
ladder reaching to heaven, exclaimed: “This [place] is none other than the
House of God” (bet Elokim) (Gen. 28:17). Our understanding is that
Jacob was then in an open field. What prompted the use of the word
“house”? Some say that Jacob, following the use of travelers in those days,
“took from the stones of the place” and built an enclosure around his head
as protection against predators. It was to this that he pointed when he said:
“This is none other than the House of God.” From God’s response to
David (via the prophet) it is not at all clear that God prefers a Temple to a
tent (II Sam. 7:6, 7).
14. Rashi, on the word mikdash, comments bet kedusha, a “house of holiness.”
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See the beautiful essay by Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik, “Institution and
Idea—The Synagogue” where he suggests that bayit should best be understood in the sense of “home” rather than “house.” Man in his finitude and
loneliness seeks God. And when man encounters God in prayer in the bet
keneset he has finally come “home.” Rabbi Joseph Dov Soloveitchik,
Divrei Hagut ve-Ha’arakha (ha-Histadrut ha-Tsiyonit ha-Olamit, Jerusalem,
1981) pp. 99-116.
15. See the discussion in Sefer ha-Hinnukh by Aaron Halevi, mitsva 95.
16. See Frank M. Cross, “The Priestly Tabernacle” in The Biblical Archaeological Reader, op. cit.
17. Rashi on Num. 7:89 states that this voice of God was not heard by those
outside the Tabernacle.
18. Exodus 29, Levit. 1-9, Numbers 15.
19. According to a discussion of the Rabbis in the Talmud (Hagiga 6b) the
daily (tamid) sacrifice was not brought during the forty years. And for a
variety of reasons, after the Exodus, the Passover offering was brought
only once, during the second year of their departure (see Rashi on Num.
9:1). See also David Hoffman, Re’ayot makhri’ot neged Wellhausen,
(Darom, Jerusalem, 1927) p. 77.
20. Yehezkel Kaufmann, The Religion of Israel translated and abridged by
Moshe Greenberg (University of Chicago Press, Chicago IL, 1960) p. 184.
21. Levit. 17:1-9; see comments of Ramban there.
22. Thus was born a practice which has persisted in Judaism down through the
ages: combining the religious and the gastronomic (comp. Ex. 24:11).
This has taken various forms: the Passover seder, the three meals of the
Shabbat, festive meals at a wedding, circumcision, redemption of the first
born and, of course, the elaborate kiddush after services in contemporary
synagogues. Hence the generalized concept that today the dining room
table of the Jew is to be considered his altar.
23. See Rashi on Ex. 25:31.
24. For the relationship between Judaism and the aesthetic, see Shubert Spero,
“Towards a Torah Esthetic,” Tradition 6 (1964) pp. 53-66 and “Judaism
and the Aesthetic,” in BDD, Journal of Torah and Scholarship, Bar Ilan
University Press, Summer 1995. See also Kalman P. Bland, The Artless Jew
(Princeton University Press, Princeton NJ, 2000).
25. See Shubert Spero, “Maimonides and our Love for God,” Judaism, vol.
32, no. 3, Summer 1983, pp. 321-329.
26. The reaction of the Patriarch Jacob to his dream-vision reveals much about
the conventional understanding of holy place-space:
And Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, ‘Surely (akhein), the Lord
is in this place and I knew it not. And he was afraid and he said:
‘How full of awe is this place, this is none other than the house of
God (bet Elokim) and this is the gate of heaven’ (Gen. 28:16, 17).
And Jacob called the name of the place Bet-El . . . and made a vow . . .
that ‘this stone which I set up for a pillar shall be God’s house. . . . ’
(Gen. 28:19, 22).
Jacob seems surprised to encounter the divine in that place (akhein)
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inasmuch as he did nothing, neither sacrifice nor prayer to evoke the presence of God.
27. In this regard it is interesting to note that neither the First nor the Second
Temple was built by voluntary contributions of the people. The materials
and financial resources for the First Temple has been assembled by David
(from his many wars) and Solomon received material and workers from the
neighboring King of Tyre. The costs of the reconstruction of the Second
Temple were borne by the King of Persia and in its later expansion, by
Herod. Over the course of many years there were, of course, all sorts of
individual contributions. The imposition of the payment of the annual half
shekel by all Jews for the maintenance of the Temple service can be seen as
an attempt to regain the public participation and restore the idea of the
original mishkan: “And let them make Me a sanctuary. . . .”
28. See Martin Buber, Kingship of God (Harper Torchbooks, Harper & Row,
NY, 1973), for an interesting explanation.
29. According to the Rabbis, the mishkan was given a permanent character by
replacing its walls with stone, while the top was left tent-like.
30. The dynamic center of the mishkan in the wilderness had been the Ark of
the Covenant whose role had been 1) to lead the Israelites in their journey,
and 2) to be the source of divine instruction to Moses. With the remnants
of the mishkan destroyed and the Ark of the Covenant captured by the
Philistines, a vacuum of leadership was created. Political leadership, for the
time being, was provided by Samuel, soon to be replaced by the institution
of monarchy. And beginning with Samuel, the word of God would now
come directly to the prophets. Even after the Ark is brought up to
Jerusalem and placed in Solomon’s Temple, it never regained its earlier
roles. See Benjamin Uffenheimer, Ancient Prophecy in Israel (Magnes
Press, Jerusalem, 1973) pp.145-146.
31. I Sam. 7:16.
32. See Psalms 99:6 for a tradition that compares Samuel to Moses and Aaron
in terms of the efficacy of his prayers.
33. These are related to but not identical with the benei ha-Nevi’im (sons of
the prophets) who appear later in the days of Elijah and Elisha. These were
not ecstatic groups but more like prophetic “orders” who cluster around
the great prophets acting as mantics and messengers. (See Yehezkel
Kaufmann, The Religion of Israel, op. cit., p. 275: “In the Israelite conception, ecstasy does not induce prophecy; to the contrary, the divine word
may cause ecstasy,” p. 100).
34. See Yosef Goel Didi, “The Chronology of the Period of Judges” in
Megadim, Journal of Biblical Studies, no. 38, Sivan 2003, pp. 73-84.
35. In addition to individual compositions of David in the book of Samuel
(22) and I Chronicles (16:8-37) his work is also to be found in the book of
Psalms. Some scholars have maintained that chapters with the superscription: “A Psalm to David . . .” may indicate merely that it was dedicated to
David or written in the Davidic style.
36. The Rabbis found in Deut. 18:7 a Biblical source that singing is part of the
Levitical service: “Then he shall minister in the name of the Lord his God,
as do all his brethren the Levites. . . .” What, asked the Rabbis, is a min-
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istry that is done with “the name of the Lord” if not singing? See Arakhin
11. As part of his organizing Levitical music, David must be credited with
the realization of the importance of group or choral singing. Clearly, the
more people who are involved in singing His praises, the greater the glory
of God. And certainly the sound is much more inspiring and impressive to
those who hear these massed voices. Moreover, there is a special feeling of
togetherness and religious exhilaration that pervades an entire congregation singing together in unity and harmony. In a sense, all are suppressing
their personal individual impulses to the discipline of the music and the
demands of teamwork. Isaiah observed this among the ministering angels
and reported: “And one called to another and said, ‘Holy, Holy, Holy is
the Lord of Hosts’” (Isaiah 6:3) which the Rabbis interpreted as follows:
“they all take upon themselves one from the other and give leave one to the
other to declare the holiness of their Creator in tranquil joy of spirit, with
pure speech and holy melody they all respond in unison. . . .” This is part of
the daily morning prayer in the synagogue today which holds up the ministering angels as models for congregational singing and inspired the Psalmist
to urge his people: “Bless your God in full assemblies” (Psalms 68:27).
37. One of the reasons this second attempt passed without incident is because
David now observes the command given to Moses that it is the Levites
who are to carry the Ark rather than having the Ark towed by animals (I
Chron. 15:15).
38. See the following psalms for further evidence of David’s enthusiasm for the
House of God: 5:8, 23:6, 26:8, 27:4, 42:5, 52:10, 55:15, 84:5, 84:11,
122:1, 138:12.
39. At that time, the remnants of the mishkan, including the altar for burnt
offering were located at the large bama in Givon. David had accepted that
shrine as the place of the offering of the regular public sacrifices and had
assigned there a cadre of priests and Levites (I Chron. 16:39,40). This situation changed radically when during the pestilence brought upon Israel by
the sin of the unauthorized census, David had this vision of the destroying
angel and the acceptance by God of his penitence and sacrifices which took
place on the threshing floor of Ornan, the Jebusite (See I Chron. 21). This
combination of the vision, the cessation of the pestilence, the miraculous
acceptance of David’s sacrifice and the confirmation by the prophet Gad
prompted David to proclaim, “This is the house of the Lord God and this
is the altar of burnt-offering for Israel” (I Chron. 22:1). A tradition identified this hill as the Mount Moria of the Akeda of Isaac (Gen. 22:2; See II
Chron. 3:1). And so it was there that Solomon built the Temple and in this
manner, the Ark was once again reunited with the altar.
40. It is reported that over 50 chapters of the book of Psalms have found their
way into the regular order of prayer, as well as over 250 individual verses.
41. We have an interesting description of an instance during the period in
which the ritualized singing of the Levites moves out of the Temple and
becomes a crucial part of the public life of the nation. King Yehoshafat,
fearing an invasion from the south “proclaims a fast throughout all Judah
to seek help from the Lord.” At an assembly “before the new court in the
house of the Lord,” the King offers a moving prayer to the Lord: “God of
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our fathers,” ending with the words, “we know not what to do and our
eyes are to Thee” (II Chron. 20:3-5). Then, “the spirit of the Lord came
upon Yahazi’el, the Levite, son of Asaf,” who arose and prophesied a great
victory for Judah (20:12):
And Yehoshafat bowed his head with his face to the ground . . . and
the Levites . . . stood up to praise the Lord, the God of Israel, with
exceeding loud voice . . . and when he had taken council with the people, he appointed them that should sing unto the Lord with praise
with the beauty of holiness [hadrat kodesh] as they went out before the
army and sang: “Give thanks unto the Lord for His mercy endures forever . . . ” and when they began to sing and to praise . . . they returned
to Jerusalem with joy . . . and they came to Jerusalem with psalteries
and harps and trumpets to the House of the Lord (II Chron. 20:28).
While the singing is started by the Levites, the people join in and the
singing continues as the army moves to the field of battle. It is interesting
to note that the popular refrain, “Give thanks to the Lord for His mercy
endures forever” was part of David’s original psalm recited before the Ark
and continues to be sung in the synagogue today.
42. As in the days of Yehoshafat, the institution of Levitical music and song
was co-opted for general ceremonial use. So that at the “dedication of the
wall of Jerusalem, the Levites were brought to Jerusalem to keep the dedication with gladness, both with thanksgiving and with singing, with cymbals, psalteries and with harps” (Neh. 12:27) “. . . with the musical instruments of David, the man of God” (12:36) and “the singers sang loud with
Yezrahi’ah their overseer” (12:42).
43. Little is known about this group. According to tradition it was started by
Ezra and included the last prophets Haggai, Zachariah and Malachi. This
body consisted of 120 members and lasted until the beginning of the
Greek period (c. 332 BCE). Simon the Just, a High Priest, was considered
one of the last of the Men of the Great Assembly (Avot 1:1).
44. “For Ezra had set his heart to search out the law of the Lord and to do it
and to teach in Israel statues and ordinances” (Ezra 7:10).
45. See Ruth 2:4; I Sam. 9:13; also Eliezer Levi, Yesodot ha-Tefilla (Bitan haSefer, Tel Aviv, 1952) pp. 276-305.
46. See Levi, op. cit, pp. 147-164.
47. See Avot 1:1. Simon the Just, who was one of the last of the Men of the
Great Assembly, taught that the study of the Torah was together with the
Temple service and the doing of moral deeds, one of the three principles
upon which the world stands (Avot 1:2).
48. By the end of the Second Commonwealth there were over 300 synagogues
in Jerusalem (Ketuvot 105).
49. Mishna Tamid 4:3, 5:1.
50. Deut. 26:11; Mishna Bikkurim 3:2-4.
51. Tamid 7:3; Arakhin 11a.
52. Num. 6:22.
53. See Levi, op. cit., pp. 23-26.
54. Mishna Ta’anit 4:2.
55. See Moshe David Herr, “Jerusalem, the Temple and the Service in Reality
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and in Consciousness in the Period of the Second Temple,” in Studies in
Jewish History of the Second Temple Period, collected by Daniel R. Schwartz
(Zalman Shazar Center, Jerusalem, 1995), p. 495 (Hebrew). This phase
was the work of the Hasmoneans.
56. Ta’anit 27b.
57. Deut. 16:16. Travel within the country had become easier as a result of
Roman roads and from the Diaspora because of the Pax Romana.
58. See Herr, op. cit.
59. See Psalms 122.
60. See the apocryphal work, The Wisdom of Ben Sira, written by a sage in
Jerusalem who experienced the Second Temple at its height (c.180 BCE)
and who describes the effect of the Levitical singing and the splendid sight
of the High Priest as he emerged from the sanctuary (chapters 47:8-10,
50:1-11).
61. See Levi, op. cit, pp. 54-56 for details on the joyous celebration in the
Temple on the festival of Sukkot called simhat bet ha-sho’eva.
62. There are many references in Josephus as to the pivotal role the festivals in
Jerusalem played in the volatile politics of Roman rule. See Antiquities of
the Jews, Book 17, chapter X, paragraph 2, book 18, chapter IV, paragraph
3, and many other places.
63. A further step in this process can be seen in the many congregations that
have no need for professional cantors and choirs, as many of the congregants
are capable of officiating and the entire congregation serves as the choir.
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