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THE DEDICATION OF THE TABERNACLE

The story of the dedication of the Tabernacle, erected in the desert after
thc exodus from Egypt, appears three times in the Bible: at the end of the
book of Exodus, in the middle of the book of Leviticus, and towards the
beginning of the book of Numbers. While the Torah is not written in
straightforward chronological order, the ordcring of its material is
extrcmely deliberatc. The Rabbis wcre constantly deriving lessons from
various episodes.' Why then was the very same event,
the
juxtaposition of
the dedication of the sanctuary, dcscribed in three different places?
A second question concerns thc division of the Torah into its five
books. This question becomes more compelling when one reviews the
text dealing with the revelation at Mount Sinai. Rashi (Exodus 24:7, s.v.
Sefer haBrit) explains that the Book of the Covenant was the Bible from
the creation of the universe until the giving of the Asseret haDibrot at
Mount Sinai. This leads onc to conclude that the natural point to have
ended the first book of the Biblc would have been just prior to the giving
of thc Decalogue. Yet the book of Genesis ends with the death of Joseph.
Another aspect not often focused upon is the tcndency of characters
within tbe Bible to disappcar. For example, Abraham lived until the age of
175. When he was 140 years old, his servant, Eliezer, married off his son.
Thereafter, Abraham disappears from the scene. The last 35 years of his
life are not mentioned in the book of Genesis, other than to say that he
married Kctura, had other children and died.2 He vanishes from Jewish

history. This is particularly ironic in view of the fact that Judaism
venerates the eldcrly. One would think that in his old age, Abraham would

have performed even greater deeds than in his earlier years. Why does
Abraham, in his final years, disappear from the Bihle?

By focusing on the threefold repetition of the dedication of the
sanctuary, we will examine the differences between the three books of the
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Bible in which the episode appears. In addition, the previously
mentioned questions will be answered.
Considcr two similar verses. The first reads, "These arc the names of
the Israelites who came to Egypt: Jacob and his sons. Ruben was Jacob's
first-born." The second reads, "These are the names of Israel's sons who
camc to Egypt with Jacob, each with his family." The latter verse is the
well known opening of thc book of Exodus; the first appears in Genesis
46:8, when Jacob went down with his family to join Joseph in Egypt.
There are approximately 100 years between them. But the difference
between the two gives us a key to understanding the differences between
the books of Genesis and Exodus (and from there we will be able to go on
and understand the different themes of Leviticus and Numbers).
The key difference between the two verses is that the opening verse
in Exodus refers to each of Israel's sons coming with his family. The strict

patriarchal rule of Jacob had been abolished. The Jews had become a
grouping of independent families; the transition from a patriarchal society
into nationhood had been completed. (Interestingly enough, the first time

our nationhood is acknowledged is by a non-Jew, when Pharaoh says to
his people that, "the nation of Israel is becoming too numerous and strong
for us" (Exodus 1:9).)
Quite clearly, the opening of the book of Exodus sets the theme of
the Jews, not as a patriarchal society, but as a nation. This explains why
the book of Genesis ends where it does and not with the revelation at
Sinai. It is at the beginning of Exodus that the Jewish people are recogni-

zable as a nation. Everything in the book of Exodus relates to the Jewish
people as a nation, unlike Genesis, where our evolution in a patriarchal

structure is discussed.

(Lest an article grow within this article, suffice it to say that the

standard for inclusion of episodes in the book of Genesis is whether or not
an episode foreshadowed Jewish history. Tales of individual piety or great

deeds of the Patriarchs did not, per se, warrant inclusion in the book of
Genesis. Only if the episode gave us a foreshadowing of Jewish history

did it warrant inclusion. Furthermore, anything that enhanced the development of our peoplehood was included. This explains why Abraham's

character recedes at thc age of 140. Isaac has come to the head of the
patriarchal society and tales of latcr individual achievement by Abraham
would be out of place.)
It is no accident that the revelation at Sinai is portrayed in the book
of Exodus. Rcvelation is the act of the creation of laws, which are the
instrument of a nation. Likewise, the Tabernacle is a central seat of
government, the place where the people, as a nation, gather together. It too
is portrayed in Exodus.
Leviticus carries thc unique themc that we are to bc a kingdom of
priests, a holy nation. It begins with a discussion of sacrifices, which
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means, literally in Hebrew, gctting closer to God. It continues with the
laws of ritual purity, skin infections and various emissions; then the
permitted rclationships for marriage are discussed; and, finally, the holidays are described and the holiness of the land of Israel itself.
In Genesis the people are created, in Exodus they become a nation
and in Leviticus thcy assume the quality of holiness. Thus, when the
dedication of the Tabcrnacle is discussed in Lcviticus, it focuses upon thc
aspcct of the sanctuary as it corresponds to the holiness of the Jewish
nation, unlike the discussion in Exodus where the nationhood function of
the Tabernacle is revealed.
Exodus has only a description of the physical components of the
Tabernacle. The verses contain an impersonal architect's point of view
(Exodus 40:17-33). The conclusion is contained in Exodus 40:34, with
the report that "the cloud covered the communion tent, and God's glory

filled the Tabernacle." God is now prcsent in the physical structure. The
Tabernacle is the scat of government, but the direct, spiritual connection
between God and the Jewish people is not described here. It is as if an
American were to visit the Capitol Building in Washington, D.C. One can
see that this is the seat of government. But a citizen does not feel his
connection to the government through the building, but rather in his own
locale, where he votes.

When these same events are described in Leviticus, the direct relationship betwecn God and the Jewish people is the focus. Leviticus 9:4
states that the sacrifices are brought "because God wil reveal Himself to
you today." The next verse speaks of the Jewish people standing before
God; and the verse aftcr tells that "God's glory will be revealed."
This describes the direct connection betwcen God and the Jewish
people, which is the theme of the book of Leviticus. It is the mission of
the Jewish people to become a holy nation. This is a different level from
that described in the book of Exodus, which details the physical reality of
our nationhood.

Thc conclusion of the description of the dedication of the Tabernacle
in Leviticus demonstrates this themc most evidently. "God's glory was
then revealed to all the people. . . . They raised their voices in praise and
threw themselves on their faces" (Leviticus 9:23-24).3 The direct relationship has clearly been established between the holy individuals that
comprise the nation of Israel and God.

In sum, Exodus deals with God's connection to thc Tabernacle as a
necessary element of nationhood. Leviticus deals with the personal relationship between God and each member of the nation of Israel (and the
overall holy relationship between God and the Jewish people). Different
aspects of the story of the dedication of the Tabernacle, therefore, are

dealt with in each book. The literary sty lcs do not reflect different authors
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or redactors, as biblical critics claim. These are deliberate word choices
by the divine spirit elucidating the theme of each book.
Turning to the book of Numbers, we recognize the salient omission
in the books of Exodus and Leviticus. Until the book of Numbers there is
no mention of the individual tribes. The book of Numbers tells of the
creation of the infrastructure of the Jcwish nation. Even as the nation had
been divided up betwcen the priests, Levites and Israelites, so too in the
book of Numbers, the functions of the Levites are broken down and those
of thc Israelites, as welL. In the book of Numbers the people of Israel are
organized, for the first time, as an army. The tribes receive different
banners and are positioned to camp and to march in a specific formation
(Numbers 2:1-34). The pending movements are announced by trumpet
blowings and these same trumpets are used for war (Numbers 10:5-9). It
is with this infrastructure that the land of Israel is to be settled.4
An examination of the text in Numbers dealing with the dedication
of the Tabernacle confirms this theme. Beginning in Chapter 7, the

sacrifices brought by each tribe are detailed. With constant repetitions, the
details of the sacrifices brought by each tribe are mentioned. This is the
iteration of the theme of the book of Numbers, that the people ofIsrael are

to function by division of labors, as tribes.
Rashi's comment on the two different sized silver bowls that were
used by each tribe to bring the meal offering (Numbers 7:19) further
highlights this point. One bowl wcighed 130 shekels and the other 70
shekels. Rashi notes that the numcrical value of the Hebrew letters for "a
silver dish"("k'arat kesef') corresponds numerically to the years of the

life of Adam (930). The 130 weight of the silver bowl refers to the fact
that Adam was 130 years old when he had a child. In reference to the
other basin of silvcr, Rashi compares the numerical value to Noah and to
the traditional number of nations of the world, 70, which issued from the
children of Noah.
This comment seems obscure until one recalls the statement of the
Rambam that the altar in the Temple is the location where the sacrifice of
Isaac took place, where Noah erected his altar at the end of the flood, and
where Cain and Abel brought their sacrifices, as did Adam. Rambam
concludes that this is the place where man was created. Rambam (MT,
Hilkhot Beit haBehira 2:2) observes that it is in Jerusalem, at the altar,
that

man rcceives his connection to God, in the place where he was created.
In the book of Numbers, the emphasis is on the connection of all
mankind to God through the Jewish people. This explains the emphasis on
the Jewish people as an army. An army is a force for external impact, in
dealing with outsiders. When the dedication of the Tabernacle is mentioned, the emphasis is upon the dedication of the altar (Numbers 7: 1, 11

and 84). it is at the altar, Rambam observes, that all mankind relates to
God.
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This approach, that the nations of the world relate to God through the
Jewish people and their altar is noted by Rashi in his commentary to DeuL.

33: 19. He speaks of the nations of the earth doing business with the tribe
of Zebulun and of the merchants of the world coming to IsraeL. And thesc
merchants say, "Since we have gone to such pains to corne this far, let us

proceed to Jerusalem and let us see what is the God of this people and
what do they do (at the service at the altar J." It is the people of Isracl's

rclationship with the non-Jewish world that exerts this interest in our God.
Understanding this, it becomes clear why certain episodes appear in
the book of Numbers and not elsewhere. The story of the non-Jewish king

Balak and his non-Jewish prophet Balaam represents the gentile world
looking upon and relating to the Jewish people. The next episode in the
book of Numbers confirms this theme. It tells of the sins of the Israelites
with the daughters of Moab. This represents an cxcess of interest by the
children of Isracl in pursuing relationships with non-Jews.
The laws of inheritance are introduced in reaction to the question of
the daughters of Tslofhad and the need to insure that lands inherited by

daughters stay within the tribc (Numbers 27:1-11).
Certainly, one of the ways Jews, for the past two thousand years,
have related to gentiles, has been in exile. And it is no accident that the
first exile, a voluntary one, is recorded at the end of the book of Numbers.
The tribes of Gad and Reuben request the right to dwell on the east bank
of the Jordan, in exile from the classic boundaries of the nation of Israel
(Numbers 32:15 et seq.).
In sum, we have scen the particular themes of the first four books of
the Bible emergc.s With this framework of understanding the themes of
the various books of the Bible, we should all be able to reach greatcr
understanding of that which we read and re-read.

NOTES
1. For example, the law of the suspected unfaithful wife, the sotah, is next to the laws of the nazir,
the person who has vowed to refrain from drinking wine products, cutting his hair or ritually
defiling himself with corpses (Numbers 5:11-31 and 6:1-21). From this the Rabbis learned that
whoever views the trial by ordeal of the woman drinking from the bitter waters (to determine
whether she is an adulteress) must undertake the nazcrItc vow. The Rabbis recognized that an

excess of drinking often leads to adulterous relationships and anyone who views the sotah ritual
should learn from that to refrain from liquor. See the commentary of Rashi on Numbers 6:2.
2. Abraham is 100 when Isaac is born (Genesis 21:5). Isaac is 40 when he marries (Genesis 25:20).
Therefore, Abraham is 140 when Isaac marries. Abraham marries Ketura and dies when he is 175
years old (Genesis 25:1-8).

3. The next episode in Leviticus continues the theme of the book. Aaron's sons, Nada\' and Avihu,

sinned (probably by bringing their own fire for a sacrifice) and were consumed by God. The point
of this episode is to show that there are parameters on the relationship between holy individuals
and God. The story of Nadav and Avihu is a Leviticus concept.

4. The most effcient way to utilze the energy of the nation is by channeling different talents
through different tribes. And in order to provide coordination and leadership, a king is necessary.
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Long before Abraham Lincoln, it was clear from the Torah that in order to have a strong
confederation of tribes or states, one needs a strong central leader. That is why the commandment
to make the trumpets, an appurtenance of kingship, appears in Numbers (10:2) and Rashi
observes (on this sentence) that the trumpets are to be blown before Moses "as if (Moses) were a

king."
5. For another thematic analysis, see thc commentary of Nachmanides at the beginning of each
book of the Torah.
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