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General Introduction

A casual reading of the Hebrew Bible creates the impression that the most im-
portant objects in ancient Israel, those which constituted the focal point of all
Israelite worship deemed proper by the biblical authors, were a certain wooden
container whose basic name was jiI&7, conventionally styled in English “the ark”
or “the ark of the covenant”, along with two statues of winged creatures, called
021727, “the cherubim”, which surmounted it. In some passages, this complex
contains an additional element, N75827, often translated as “mercy seat”, which
was situated atop the ark and from which the cherubim projected.

The present study is an attempt to understand these objects using the full gam-
ut of data and tools available to the modern scholar. The central questions around
which the study is structured are: (1) What were the form and function of each
of these objects in the eyes of the biblical authors who described them? (2) How,
if at all, do these forms and functions relate to those of objects known from the
ancient Near East?!

A relatively large amount of space in this study is devoted to the history of in-
terpretation concerning the various questions raised. This feature is prompted by
a belief that the formation and presentation of a clear picture of previous efforts
toward the same goal constitute both a vital part of a rigorous research process
and an important service provided to readers by the nonexperimental researcher.

Being so central to the world portrayed in the Hebrew Bible and to the tradi-
tions influenced by it, the ark and the cherubim have in fact received a great deal
of attention in both premodern and modern biblical scholarship. Thus, the pres-
ent study may be valuable not because too little has been said about these objects,
but because so much of what has been said is open to question. New extrabiblical
data are constantly becoming available, and many modern treatments of the ob-
jects under discussion fail to use even contemporarily available data, especially
in the realms of iconography and Egyptology.

Thus, it will be argued, regarding the cherubim, that both their form and func-
tion have largely been misunderstood by modern scholars. Regarding the ark,
it will be argued that a tendency to adduce invalid parallels to it has hindered a

!'The term “Near East” is used here and throughout the study in a broad sense, as including
Egypt, Cyprus, the Aegean region, and the Phoenician Mediterranean colonies, in addition to
Southwest Asia.
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complete, nuanced understanding of its form and function and in many cases
has led to misunderstandings.

The study is evidence-oriented and designed for maximal logical indepen-
dence from theories that do not enjoy solid consensus among experts. Thus, the
consistent avoidance of, for example, the question of when the various compo-
nents of the Pentateuch were created should not be interpreted as a rejection of
any particular theory, but as an acknowledgment that there is much reasonable
disagreement on this question and as the product of a desire to ensure that the
study be relevant to as many readers as possible.

The structure of this study, some sections of which are developed from pre-
vious publications,? is straightforward. The first six chapters are devoted to the
ark. The n7b3, which appears in relatively few biblical passages, is dealt with in a
single chapter, the seventh. The last five chapters are dedicated to the cherubim.
A distillation of the main ideas is presented, with some further reflections, in a
General Conclusion.

2§ 3.4: Eichler, “Meaning of zér”; § 3.5: idem, “Meaning of pa‘am”; § 4.3: idem, “Poles of the
Ark™; §9.3: idem, “Meaning of 02727 2w § 9.4: idem, “When God Abandoned”; § 10.2: idem,
“Cherub”; § 12: idem, “Function of the Ark Cherubim”.



1. The Ark: Introduction

The common noun 717X or i is attested 202 times in the Hebrew Bible."! In one
instance, it denotes a receptacle for the mummified corpse of Joseph in Egypt
(Gen 50:26). In six others, it designates a receptacle placed in the compound of
the Jerusalem temple for collecting public contributions of silver (2 Kgs 12:10, 11
=~2Chr24:8, 10, 11, ;). In its remaining 195 attestations, the word appears always
to refer to a revered object closely associated with the God of Israel. In these oc-
currences, the word is conventionally rendered in English as “ark”.

1.1 Uniqueness

As seems to have been understood by nearly all interpreters of the relevant texts,
the biblical writers who used the word in these 195 occurrences intended thereby
to denote a single, well-known object. In other words, these writers knew of, and
expected their readers to know of, only one sacred ark. This is evidenced by three
facts: First, in almost all of these occurrences, the word is, or is potentially, in
the determinate state, either having an affixed definite article (1i7&7), or forming
part of a construct chain that ends either in a proper noun (e.g., "1 1"R) or in a
common noun to which the definite article is affixed (e. g., ™27 17IR). The sole
exceptions (Exod 25:10; Deut 10:1, 3) are found within what we may refer to as
origin stories (Exod 25:10-22 =~ 37:1-9 + 40:20-21; Deut 10:1-9) and designate
an object that is only contemplated or was just recently manufactured and thus
would not yet have attained any renown. Second, the word occasionally has a
definite article affixed to it (ji7&71) even upon its first appearance in the given con-
text (Lev 16:2; Num 3:31; 2Sam 11:11; 1 Chr 6:16; arguably Num 10:35). Third,
no biblical passage speaks of or implies the existence of more than one sacred ark.

! Even-Shoshan, in its entry on the word, enumerates only 201 occurrences, because the
second and third occurrences in 1 Sam 5:8 are erroneously counted as one. The entry also fails
to note that there are two separate occurrences in 1Sam 14:18, but it proceeds with the num-
bering correctly.

2E.g., the rabbis in y. Sheqalim 6:1 = y. Sotah 8:3 = Yalqut Shim‘oni 1:367 (Terumah) =~ ibid.
2:101 (1 Samuel); Abraham ibn Ezra, commentary on Deut 10:1, in Cohen, Deuteronomy, 63, 65;
Isaac Abrabanel, commentary on Num 10:31, in Shaviv, Numbers, 69-76; Tur-Sinai, “Ark (Ark
of God)”, 538, 547; Grintz, “Ark of the Covenant”, 460; Zobel, “**roén”, 364-365; Seow, “Ark of
the Covenant”, 386.
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To be sure, there is an alternative opinion, according to which the biblical au-
thors knew and spoke of more than one ark. The earliest form of this view, found
in the Talmud and attributed variously to R. Judah b. Lakish or R. Judah b. Ilai
(both of whom were Tannaim of the second century CE), is that there were two
separate arks, one of which was brought into battles and is referred to in Num
10:33, the other of which was kept in the sanctuary and is referred to in Num
14:44.% The implausibility of R. Judah’s view is underscored by the fact that both
of the cited passages use exactly the same name for the object to which they re-
fer: 'n mma 7K.

In the early twentieth century, Arnold, consciously building on R.Judah’s
view, claimed that there were many arks, each associated with one of the various
sanctuaries that possessed a consecrated priesthood, and that the early biblical
authors knew of them, the notion of a single ark being a “Deuteronomistic con-
ceit”.* Two decades later, Arnold’s view was repeated in a major journal of Se-
mitics, accompanied by the statement: “[t]hat there was more than one ark is now
quite generally accepted”.® A plurality of sacred arks, at least in historical fact if
not in the awareness of the biblical authors, has been assumed or considered by
some scholars in more recent years as well.®

Arnold’s central argument was his assertion that the twice-occurring con-
struct phrase D’ﬁ'?;;g 1198 (1 Sam 3:3; 4:11) is indeterminate, “the genitive oToR
being employed generically and adjectivally”, and that it therefore indicates an
acquaintance with a plurality of sacred arks; just as, for example, D9%& W% (e. g.,
1Kgs 13:1) is indeterminate and indicates a familiarity with many such person-
ages. This argument is incorrect. Syntactically, while the phrase 0798 119 can
be construed as indeterminate (“an ark of God”), it can also be determinate (“the
ark of God”), since D798 is most often a proper noun (e.g., Gen 1:1; 3:3; 20:3).
As noted by Kaufmann, in one of the two occurrences of the phrase (1 Sam 4:11),
it is obvious that 07198 1178 is in fact determinate, because it refers to a specific
object mentioned several times immediately beforehand (vv. 3, 4, ;;, 5, 6). It is
thus clear that in this pericope (1 Sam 4), 0798 1178 is interchangeable with the
indisputably determinate phrases D’ﬁ'?;;{tl 371K (v. 4) and D’ﬁs?ja 1R (vv. 13,

3 See the talmudic sources in the previous note, as well as t. Sotah 7:18; Baraita de Melekhet
Hamishkan 6:18-25 =~ Leqah Tov on Exod 37:1 = Midrash Agadah (Buber) on Exod 35:30; Sifre
Zuta and Leqah Tov on Num 10:33. R. Judah’s opinion was endorsed by Rashi and Hezekiah
b. Manoah for reasons unrelated to the considerations in the Talmud; see Rashi’s comments
on Num 10:33, in Cohen, Numbers, 60, and on Deut 10:1, in Cohen, Deuteronomy, 62; Heze-
kiah’s commentary on Num 2:17, in Katzenelnbogen, Numbers, 12. Nahmanides took a mid-
dle ground, maintaining that all biblical references to the ark except for those in Deut 10:1-5
referred to a single sacred object; see commentary on Deut 10:1, 5, in Cohen, Numbers, 63, 65.

4 Arnold, Ephod, 24-122.

5> May, “Ark”, 219. See also Morgenstern, Ark, 112-131. For additional scholars who held this
view, see Schmitt, Zelt, 168—-173 and notes.

Van der Toorn and Houtman, “David and the Ark”, 229-231; Levin, “Was the Ark”; Garf-
inkel, Ganor, and Hasel, Footsteps, 162; Metzler, “Ark”, 35-36, 43-44.
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17,18,19, 21, 22).” Moreover, there exist additional construct phrases with D’ﬁ'?;;;
as the modifying noun that are certainly determinate: not only the Chronicler’s
D’ﬁ‘?gﬁ "2 (2 Chr 34:9), which clearly refers to the one, well-known temple in Je-
rusalem, and which is interchangeable with D’tl"?;yj:l ma (35:8);% but also D’ﬁ'?;;g 13
(Ezek 28:13, in apposition to the proper noun {705 31:8,_;;), which clearly refers to
the one, well-known garden of God, and which is interchangeable with D’:l"?;_g:l 3
(31:7); as well as o9& " (Ps 46:5), which is interchangeable with oi%&n 7
(Ps 87:3). Thus, the notion that the biblical authors referred to more than one
sacred ark must be rejected.

1.2 Contexts

All but two of the biblical references to the ark - that is, 193 references - are
found within the two major historiographical sections of the Hebrew Bible: the
Pentateuch and Former Prophets (the “Primary History”), and Chronicles.

1.2.1 Pentateuch and Former Prophets

Of these, 145 references are found in the Pentateuch and Former Prophets, most-
ly in Samuel (61), Joshua (30), and Exodus (26), but also in Kings (12), Deuter-
onomy (8), Numbers (6), Leviticus (1), and Judges (1). A naive reading of the
references to the ark in this section of the Bible yields an overall chronology of
the object that is remarkably coherent, though neither continuous nor entirely
free of inconsistencies. The ark is made in the wilderness and secreted in the tab-
ernacle (Exod 25-40; Lev 16:2). When on the move, it is carried by Levites (Num
3-7; Deut 10, 31). It travels ahead of the people on the journey from the moun-
tain of YHwWH (Num 10:33), although it remains in the camp during the battle of
Hormah (Num 14:44).

Under the tenure of Joshua, the ark leads the people during the crossing of
the Jordan (Josh 3-4) and at the conquests of Jericho and Ai (Josh 6-7), and it is
present again at the ceremony on Mount Ebal (Josh 8). During the affair of the
concubine at Gibeah, it is located at Bethel under the ministration of Phineas
ben Eleazar (Judg 20:27). Later, we find the ark in Shiloh under the care of Eli
(1Sam 3:3). From there it is taken to the battle of Aphek, where it is captured by
the Philistines and brought to the towns of Ashdod, Gath, and Ekron in turn;

7 Kaufmann, Toledot, 2:349 n. 1. Because this instance of Do X directly contradicts his
interpretation of the phrase, Arnold was forced to conjecture that it is a secondary scribal emen-
dation of an original D'n%&1 11X, supposedly made in order to avoid “the vocal sequence D197
np91” (p. 36 n. 1). This concession leaves his entire argument for an indeterminate IR resting
on a single instance (1 Sam 3:3), a fact that he seems to have taken pains to obscure.

8 Arnold dismissed this instance as a peculiarity of the Chronicler’s style (p. 31).
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after seven months, the Philistines return it to Beth-Shemesh, whence it is trans-
ferred onward to Kiriath Yearim and placed under the care of Abinadab and his
son Eleazar (1Sam 4-7). During the reign of Saul, it shows up at the battle of
Michmas (1 Sam 14:18, ;).

King David brings the ark from Kiriath Yearim to Jerusalem with great pub-
lic fanfare, but he detains it for three months at the estate of Obed Edom before
depositing it in a dedicated tent in the city of David. There it remains, despite
David’s earnest desire to provide a permanent structure in which to house it
(2Sam 6-7). It is later said to be present at the siege of Rabbah (2 Sam 11:11). It
is brought out of Jerusalem briefly during David’s flight from Absalom but is re-
turned by Zadok and Abiathar (2 Sam 15), the latter of whom is later recalled to
have been a porter of the ark (1 Kgs 2:26). It is still in Jerusalem during the reign
of Solomon (1Kgs 3:15), who builds a temple to house it (1 Kgs 6:19) and finally
deposits it there in an elaborate public ceremony (1 Kgs 6-8).

1.2.2 Chronicles and Other Books

The picture presented in Chronicles (48 references) is also quite coherent and
overlaps almost entirely with the one that arises from the Pentateuch and For-
mer Prophets. David facilitates the provision of a permanent resting place for the
ark (1 Chr 6:16). He brings it from Kiriath Yearim to Jerusalem but detains it at
the estate of Obed Edom (1 Chr 13) before bringing it to a dedicated tent (1 Chr
15-17). David instructs the leaders to help Solomon bring the ark to the temple
(1 Chr 22:19) and makes the necessary preparations for the task (1 Chr 28). After
remaining in Jerusalem for some time (2 Chr 1:4; 8:11), the ark is indeed brought
to the temple in a public ceremony (2 Chr 5-6). Centuries later, Josiah tells the
Levites that the deposition of the ark in the temple should free them to perform
other duties (2 Chr 35:3).

There remain only two explicit references to the ark in the Hebrew Bible. The
first is a recollection by an anonymous psalmist of the efforts of David to find
a permanent place for it (Ps 132:8). The second is a Jeremian prediction that in
the future the ark’s importance will give way to that of Jerusalem as a whole (Jer
3:16). There may be additional allusions to the ark, which scholars have tended
to see especially in Psalms.’

1.2.3 The Versions
The nonmasoretic textual witnesses present several variations from this set of

references to the ark. In the pilgrimage commandments of the “Covenant Code”

® Davies, “Ark in the Psalms”; Seow, “Ark of the Covenant”, 388; Day, “Ark and the Cheru-
bim”.
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(Exod 23:17) and the law code of Exodus 34 (v. 23), the destination of the pil-
grimage is specified in the Samaritan Pentateuch - supported, naturally, by the
Samaritan Targum - as 71 18" 13, “the face of the ark of YHWH?, in place of the
reading "1 1787 "33, “the face of the Lord YHWH”, attested in the Masoretic Text
and supported by all the other textual witnesses.

A passage at the end of Joshua that appears only in the Septuagint states
that after the death of Phineas, the Israelites took the responsibility for the ark
upon themselves (Josh 24:33%). The relevant segment reads &v éxeivn Tf] nuépa
Aafovteg ot viot IopanA v kiBwtov [Tiig Stabrikng] Tod Beod meplepépooay év
¢avTolg, which has been retroverted as follows: N& Hxw* 12 MpPH KIA oPa*
0:N3 130M oYK [N™a] .10 This reading, or one similar to it, is reflected
in Damascus Document 5:2-5.!" The Septuagint also contains a few additional
references to the ark within the accounts of the tabernacle’s construction (Exod
38:5, 11: prn*) and of the ark’s wanderings in Philistia (1Sam 5:11,;: "8 PIR*
5RIWY; 6:20: "1 IRY).

Conversely, in the Septuagint the ark is absent from the battle of Michmas:
both masoretic references to it there (1 Sam 14:18, ;) are represented in this work
as 10 epovd = TART*, “the ephod”. Several manuscripts and editions of the rab-
binic work Baraita de Melekhet Hamishkan support this reading with Tiaxn,
while another manuscript conflates Tarn with D ORI, 12 Additionally, sev-
eral of many masoretic references to the ark in the accounts of the tabernacle’s
construction (Exod 37:5, ;; 40:20,;), the conquest of Jericho (Josh 6:4, 6, ), and
the bringing of the ark to the temple (1 Kgs 8:4) are absent from the Septuagint,
because the textual segments in which they appear are not represented therein.
In four further instances in Joshua, the phrase 71 119& *18%, “in front of the ark
of YHwH”, in the Masoretic Text appears in the Septuagint as '11 138%*, “in front
of YHwH” (Josh 4:5; 6:7, 13;; 7:6). Finally, in one of the many references to the
ark in Chronicles’ account of the deposition of the ark in the temple, "WR7 IR
1187 11 0737, “the ends of the poles were visible from the ark” (2 Chr 5:9), sev-
eral masoretic manuscripts and the Septuagint attest the text j1 0727 "WR7 IR
wTpn,!? “the ends of the poles were visible from the holy place”, which is also the

10 Rofé, “End”, 19, 21; Tov, Textual Criticism, 298. Rofé conjectures (pp. 26-28) that the text
originally read 58 3 *wix instead of 587" 713, and he associates it with Judg 20:27, which
places the ark in Bethel. Shelly (Hebrew Translation, 20) retroverts DOKR IR instead of DMNA.

! For more on references to the ark in nonbiblical texts from the Judean Desert, see Porzig,
“Ark”, passim = idem, Lade, 256-277.

12 Kirschner, Baraita, 179 apparatus; similarly, Abraham ibn Ezra in his short commentary on
Exod 28:6, in Cohen, Exodus II, 97. These Hebrew readings, which are not mentioned in BHS,
are noted by Segal (Books of Samuel, 107). The Septuagintal reading corresponds to v. 3 accord-
ing to all witnesses and is generally held as original. However, some scholars favor the masoretic
reading: Arnold, Ephod, 12-17; Davies, “Ark or Ephod”; Bartal, “For the Ark”; Ahlstrém, “Trav-
els”, 145; van der Toorn and Houtman, “David and the Ark”, 210-219; Levin, “Was the Ark”.

13 The segment is not represented at all in the Peshitta, the Vulgate, and Targum of Chronicles.



8 1. The Ark: Introduction

masoretic reading in the parallel verse in Kings (1 Kgs 8:8). The primary maso-
retic reading in Chronicles is evidently erroneous.

1.2.4 Absences

The ark is entirely absent from biblical wisdom literature, which is to be expect-
ed given that this corpus exhibits a general lack of concern with Israelite cultic
matters. Moreover, with one or two exceptions (Jer 3:16; 2 Chr 35:3), the ark is
not mentioned in prophetic literature or in any passage that is set after the time
of Solomon. This has prompted some scholars to posit that the ark was histori-
cally no longer in existence throughout much of the monarchic period.'* But this
conjecture has no positive evidence to support it, and it has difficulty contend-
ing with the noted exceptions. A simpler explanation emerges from the fact that
the biblical writers’ interest in the ark is confined almost exclusively to its man-
ufacture, its movements, its location, and the identity of its caretakers. Once the
ark is brought to the temple, which is seen by all texts that refer to it as the ark’s
permanent resting place, the biblical writers have little cause to mention it. Why
this is so will be discussed further below (§ 6.4).

1.3 Status

It may be said at the outset that the ark is consistently portrayed in the biblical
texts as the most important cultic object in ancient Israel. This preeminence is
expressed in several ways.

1.3.1 Origin

The ark’s two origin stories agree in granting it essentially the same venerable
pedigree, stating that it was created under the auspices of Moses during the wil-
derness period at the command of YHwH himself at the mountain of revelation.
In the priestly account, Moses is charged at Mount Sinai (Exod 24:16) with the
crafting of all the ark’s parts and appurtenances (D", etc.: 25:11-21) as well as
its final positioning (40:3).'° But the actual execution of the ark, with all its parts

4 E.g., Haran, “Disappearance”, 46-58. For a recent, detailed discussion of the ultimate fate
of the ark, with extensive bibliography, see Day, “Whatever Happened”. (Another perspective is
presented in Metzler, “Ark”, 8-37.) For analysis of post-biblical traditions concerning this fate,
see Milikowsky, “Where is the Lost Ark”; Fisher, “Memories”, 150-165.

15 The instruction for making the ark itself (Exod 25:10) involves textual disunity. The oper-
ative word in the Masoretic Text is 11, which may mean “they shall make” and refer to the Is-
raelites, who are mentioned beforehand by name in v. 2 and alluded to in v. 9 (thus Nahmanides
on v. 10, in Cohen, Exodus II, 71). More likely, it means “there shall be made” and refers to no
one in particular, the subject being indefinite (see GKC, § 144f; Jotion, § 155b). The masoretic
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and appurtenances, is credited to Bezalel (wp: 37:1-8), in accordance with the
general statement that he and his assistant Oholiab made everything concerning
which Moses was commanded (3w, 3w 31:6-11); only the final assembly and
positioning of the ark is attributed directly to Moses (40:20-21).

In the Deuteronomic account, Moses simply states that he was instructed by
YHwH at “the Mountain” (Deut 10:1) — presumably Horeb (9:8) - to make the
ark (7% oy 10:1), and that he did so (WK v. 3; *m'w: v. 5). A passage in
Kings also presupposes that the ark was in existence at the time of Moses (1 Kgs
8:9; cf. 2 Chr 5:10).

1.3.2 Formal Position

In the priestly tabernacle account, the ark is always mentioned first among the
tabernacle objects (though occasionally after some structural elements of the
tabernacle itself). This primacy is found in the commands for constructing the
elements of the tabernacle (Exod 25:10-22) and the account of their fulfillment
(37:1-9); in the commands for assembling the tabernacle (40:3) and the account
of their fulfillment (40:20-21); and in the commands for disassembling the taber-
nacle (Num 4:5-6). It is also observed in brief lists: the list of objects to be anoint-
ed with the holy oil (Exod 30:26); the list of items to be prepared by Bezalel and
Oholiab (31:7); the list of items to be prepared by the skilled Israelites (35:12); the
list of items completed and brought to Moses (39:35); and the list of items under
the care of the Qohathites (Num 3:31).

Another indication of the primacy of the ark is that people and objects often
have their position defined by the statement that they are located “in front of”
(’;9’?) it. This occurs once in the priestly tabernacle account (Exod 40:5) but
mostly outside of it: in Joshua (4:5; 6:4, 6, 7, 13; 7:6),'® Samuel (1 Sam 5:3, 4; 2 Sam
6:4), Kings (1 Kgs 3:15; 8:5), and Chronicles (1 Chr 15:24; 16:4, 6, 37, ;;; 2 Chr 5:6).

i-ii?

1.3.3 Physical Position

The ark is described as being placed at the focal point of the Israelite cult. In the
priestly tabernacle account, this spot is the “holy of holies”, the inner cella of the
tabernacle, behind the curtain that screens off this space (Exod 26:33-34; 40:3 =
21; Lev 16:2). Correspondingly, in Kings, the ark is said to be situated in the 7717,
the inner cella of the temple (1 Kgs 6:19; 8:6 = 2 Chr 5:7).

reading is supported by the Peshitta, the targumim, and Josephus (Jewish Antiquities 3.134).
However, the Vulgate has the plural imperative “make”, reflecting the variant vocalization 1wp1*
and certainly referring to the Israelites. The Samaritan Pentateuch has n'wyn, “you shall make”,
referring to Moses; this reading is supported by the Septuagint.

16 All six occurrences of the phrase in Joshua are absent in the Septuagint, which instead re-
flects either "1 *18% or nothing at all (see § 1.2.3).
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Moreover, several passages indicate that the very purpose of the temple was to
house the ark. The original proposal to build a temple is phrased, in the mouth of
David, as follows: “Now look, I am living in a cedar palace, while the ark of God
lives in a tent” (2Sam 7:2 = 1 Chr 17:1). The temple, then, is “a cedar palace” for
the ark. Later, in the account of the temple’s construction, we read that the tem-
ple’s inner cella was built “so that the ark of YHwH’s covenant could be placed
there” (1Kgs 6:19). Accordingly, the construction of the temple was consummat-
ed when the ark was brought into the cella (1Kgs 8:6-11 = 2 Chr 5:7-14). This
idea is further alluded to when speaking of the “resting place” of YHwH and his
ark, evidently the temple (Ps 132:8 ~ 2 Chr 6:41).

When on the move, the ark also occupies a preeminent position, though there
is disagreement as to whether this position is at the center or the front of the
people — the heart or the head, as it were. In the priestly tabernacle account, it is
implied that the ark always travels at the center of the people (Num 2:17; 10:21),
and this positioning seems to be mirrored, in a strictly military context, in the
narrative of the conquest of Jericho (Josh 6:8-9, 13). But according to other ac-
counts, the ark traveled ahead of the people on the journey from the mountain of
YHwH (Num 10:33) and when crossing the Jordan (Josh 3:3-4, 6, 11, 14; 4:11)."7

1.3.4 Restrictedness

In accordance with its lofty status, the ark has designated custodians, namely the
Levites. This is a detail that many passages make a point of emphasizing, usually
expressing the custodianship via the verb &3, “carry”. In the priestly taberna-
cle account, the ark, along with the other major tabernacle objects - the table,
the lampstand, the bronze altar, the incense altar, their ancillary objects, and
the tabernacle’s entrance screen - is under the care specifically of niIp "33, “the
Qohathites” (Num 3:29-31), who constitute the branch of "9 13, “the Levites”
(v. 15), to which Moses and Aaron belong (Num 26:58-59; Exod 6:18, 20). In oth-
er sources, the designated handlers of the ark are identified with similar labels:
"Hn vaY, “the tribe of Levi” (Deut 10:8); D?]'?tl, “the Levites” (Deut 31:25; 1 Sam
6:15; 2Sam 15:24; 1 Chr 15:2, 26, 27; 2 Chr 5:4); D{']'?U 13, “the sons of the Levites”
(1Chr 15:15); "9 "33 03727, “the Levitical priests” (Deut 31:9); and D?]'?tl 0727,
“the Levite priests” (Josh 3:3; 8:33). Occasionally, the handlers of the ark are
called simply 0171573, “the priests” (Josh 3:6, 8, 13-15, 17; 4:9-10, 16, 18; 6:6, 12;

17 Rashi (comment on Num 10:33, in Cohen, Numbers, 60; cf. comment on Josh 3:3, in Co-
hen, Joshua, 10) and Hezekiah b. Manoah (on Num 2:17, in Katzenelnbogen, Numbers, 12) de-
ployed the “two arks” hypothesis (see § 1.1 and esp. n. 3) to resolve the contradiction; whereas
Abraham ibn Ezra (on Num 10:31, in Cohen, Numbers, 61), Gersonides (on Num 10:33, ibid.),
Abrabanel (on Num 10:33-36, in Shaviv, Numbers, 74-76), and Obadiah Sforno (on Num 10:33,
in Katzenelnbogen, Numbers, 80) addressed it by maintaining that the ark usually traveled at the
center of the host but that there were exceptions to this rule.
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