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The Mystery of the Ark 
Daniel Jeremy Silver 

Decenber 13, 1981 

~ 
This service dedicates iw.s beautiful p:>rtable Ark which Allan 

and Phyllis Levine designed and donated to The Tenple for use by our Religious 
Ill'>~ J 

School at their \\Orship WRell wk1& , a ■lap in the All-Purpose Roan, ,- 1111 111 
/\ '7 ~ ". ~ ~ 

institutes and air caIT{NllfS wb&R :iB11r'w wtside filfi :eI,e • I ltld±!~, in 

' . .. ~ we' w &at i., • 1 t I zsa:r etcdti¥. il ttn i 011 2d e 

SARC;tiM;try. It's a ~ beautiful pi~e of 'WOOd sculpture and ttlriiallllif-llllillltalilklll!!l&t the 

Torah mantle which Phyllis needlepointed matches the design, the tree of life, 

. Nin 
on the outside -· -

killed in an autarobile accident a year ago, so that the wmle as an integrated 

piece of art which will long and lovingly be used by The Ta!lple ane use'J 2 11msrs 

j Q; w snzy af a 9-"1R'3 "BIR Ii : 1 • li.11:f 1di!•1 li Es, r:nie•lMnetls.!lf; 3112 -- fi If t 0 

An Ark is dedicated by its use1 ~ere are t\\O rn■,r J11ri af prayers 

which are appropriate to the nanent. The first is this: praised 

art ·Thou O lord our God, King of the universe, Who has sanctified us by His can­

mandments and comnanded us to lalx>r over the \\Orks of the Torah; and the other is: 

£raised art Thou O lord our God, King of the universe, Who has kept us alive 

and ~1ho has sanctified us, Who permits us to rejoice in the meaning of this Rw:a:L. 

It's not often that a nanent like this takes place in a congrega­

tion's life, and so I'd like to devote these few minutes to talk over with you 

what the Ark represents in our rel • g • g tradition, how it came into being, what 
. , ' 

we know of its history how it carre to be the rrost significant. .af all , ta 111.of 

interior architecture of--~&11111•-•rmw synagCXJUe. a I d the first p:>int,-ii % t I , '0ft: 
I 

wad to keep in mind is sinply this, 'ibitti the synagogue and the Ark 93mi1 iPt0 te2aa 

• ~ f th 1 . d di l lil ch C'- ... ' thei 1· · ' l'f as [>rt'e ns 111 Iii e nnst revo utionacy an ra ca argef in re 1.91.ous 1. e 

" of our people, &nd ._ ml i sf 1111 SIS TIii} rs rim aldclI tm e.:s. I 1 pl 121a 
. \I. Le L,y t-.J1 

'ItMil fi s1 ••; sf Israel was at high places, shrines, not unlike those of their 
w,~T ~t'~ ~ "" ,~ • 

ii 1 liawdn :iRi is□ a rite neighbors . ..nie high places \\ieH nrzal J;r It • i 1.kop 
; 

I ' 
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j Ds,.lbe Judean hills t._ t'nere was _ an al tar .,Place there for sacrifices. 

~am1a] ly several • . l.i-1-.... .-.ii~ll!!'-1· nnnunental pa ,aa sf stone wiu. ieved to have ss e 

kjpj sf religious signifi~,, •~ ]RIA salilsd rn&i r:mnt, w:sd prayer$ and sacri-, . 
~"'- o ~"'"rt'-'.ic , Jt-4-

fices took place gr+ !t1'l ehe 1777 .fL tJar I I ;Is fl 2s, l!ie place\~-id s nearest 

" :iilRP tbe. oitw; tat■ ei C..PFIP:l the richer ccmnunities lilalt temple shrines. These l,IJ~ti 
~ . ~ . 

~, SP■11i]lJ a series .of courtyards,' o~to which anyone could care, one into which 
, . E,{"i tt\, 

only men could oare, aootler 1101M a into which only 1- priests could . . V.µ--

- I f 

ious rites and sacrifices · took place in•e ■ll af these courtyards, and Un. i e 

~•• ~••• ~4ei . was a t■■il• : tiari n" rectangular • fronte1 by two 
A . . J I (.i ( 

col ._ ... t usually WiMil faced east to west, and the, waJ ••· - roan waa divided at 
• J • 

about hcJf 1 ■sr by a great curtain. _In front of the curtain, 'n-l!lll!lllll••u 

,, 

- - -TK:lg before the Secom Temple was destroyed in tar }EO?r 70 C. 

0i :li'ais era our ~ple began to develop in all of their camrunities places called 

synagogues, in Hebrew bet am ~etss 1lrm&F were simply roans or• series of 

roans where 1:88 @Ii ■mttngs 11 sld " s tsge§Bft32 5 aali1 the ccmnunity met for a variety 
#eLt · A ., 

of puri;:oses. 'Lbey est fer town meetings, tQ a11 -1 1 eJbf@! !: 
j , • ' • ' t;, ,u I\.'-'..~ '\"f. . ,, . 

:i ■m st:rlr ■i the word of God Tlae GOPf¥RJ • Mc; lfabe ccrcm.nuty, 

• 1&1 met 
I 

met for public war-. . , 
, ' I 

ship,. and I 'm sure there were . so wbj # took ,pl a~ .j.n ) 
f 

tease 111;;; ■•-••wn We don't klicM 'e9J'Y rruch about the fontlS of worship 
' \ 

which took place in ·these early 9¥111--•· We 1mow that they had no particular 
- 1, 

m.Mm_..ii·~e architectural fonn. '!here has never been . single fonn like the cross 

so .ircp)rtant in the architecture of 1::he church which determined the form that~ 

synagogue smu1d have. The syilagCXJUe twUiiiU.L..t~-"~..QfiQiii•~ • •r.w~ 



study, \\Orship arrl publilc business took place, the camunities tended to have a library 
. 

' 1 - ,. 

~ tADded ;tQ __ .. ·1 jbr' ■ Js•pt not on shelves as our 1:xx>ks are kept but 
6 

I '\.. • • • • ' 

in chests . - • ·, • se'fe1: le 

we-~---~•- !!h~v~,= · ·J1S, ~aid l~~ and these chests were e , ·" , . · , N 
called qiJ r ~' tavot, a 1 C 1 J • '1111, ••il :i.i'e apparently w the custan oi. la@g~ the 

A 
™Sf ls} the third or second century OCE,that men \\Orship took place in 1:Ae parti-

. 
cular roan er this center Wl. , they \\Ullld bring this chest of 

scrolls into the synagogue roan, it was portable, and tQA¥ 1o01ld :b2Js1; id ·ously, 

IIIIIINEt the scroll fran which they would read. 1 1 so the first naxre that 

taia, av,. the ark which holds <illll" 'Ibrah scrolls ever had was s~ly the \\Ord cAiDL, 

~- Jl'ft ~ earliest reference to a t:¥a11 occurs in the _ Mishpah,. ~ lii!liil i eat 
' 

0911:eeJb.ien ~ iMl: ;-; a Jax h liEI ioh --· :• lfff iiliKJ i.zl -~ sa;;w~.tJ:>i 1 i eeM":ZPgtsof ...the 

\\Orship, worship brrught alx>ut ~use of fear, fear of plague, fear of drought, 

fear of enanies, and tie camunity would want to redouble their prayers to God and 

make it clear that there was sane kim of special concern, ooping to change God's 

anger into mercy. '!he Mishnah tells us that on these fast days they \\Ould take 

out this chest fran the synagogue roans into sate public square, that they would 

put \tJOOd ash on the top of the chest as a sign of nourning. In ancient times 
. . 

in notiming you sat on' sackcloth and ashes. And the leaders of the camunity would 

also ?,It \tJOOd ash as a sign of nourning on their clothing am they would plead 

with God to understand that they knew they were guilty, that they really soould be 

punished~ that their lives were forfeit, but they ooped that He \\10\lld have mercy. 

And they wool.d quote fran the last lines of the little rook of Jonah in which the 

. ~ple of Ninevah,reoognizing their sin, p.it on the gannents of 11DUrIUB], p.it on 

' 
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the \..ood ash, and God sees their nourniIXJ and forgives then their sins and repents 

of the decision and the decisicn to destroy Ninevah is not carried out. So we know 

fran this reference that these chests were used as a center, as a focus of the \\Or­

ship of the people, and that they represented sarehow the presence of God in the 

midst of Israel. 

Now, once the Talple was destroyed, once there was oo longer in 

Israel a place which was associated with the presence of God, because in the great 

Talple in Jerusalan there had been just as in tie shrines of ancient Canaan this 

long rectangular shrine roan divided in bald, half separated the front rourt, the 

place where public acts of \\Orship, the back court the holy of holies, a devir. 

In the synagogue tba sense of the holiness, the place where God was, even Jews knew 

that God was everywhere, the whole \\Orld was full of His glory, nevertheless we 

are people of the senses, we tend to associate space and presence, and there has 

always been· in our tradition sate place which was the holy of holies, which was 

associated with God, and these once simple chests which held the nost sacred of 

our literatures, God's \\Ord, the revelation, became in the synagogue once the 

Talple had been destroyed, the holy of holies. And this was signified by the fact 

that they p.it in front of the chest which had simply originally been a \..ooden 

lx>x, a curtain called the parocoot, • exactly like ilia curtain which had 

once hurg in front of the holy of holies. The curtain hides tie mystery, hides 

the presence, and throughout the ages Jews have placed in front of the Ark sore 

kind of oovering which signified that behind this was sarehow the presence of 

God, specifically the 'lbrah, the \\Ord of God. Am these beautiful parochot, the 

beautiful curtains, have always been the features of synagogue architecture. 

And, interestingly, justa~ut the tine when the Talple was de­

stroyed, what we know of ancient synagogues, their floor plans am sane have been 

excavated, changes. Instead of havinJ sinply a series of roans with one roan 

slightly larger than the other roan, clearly, where the w:>rship took place, a 
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rcx:m witoout any distinguishing architectural features, we ro.,, firrl that the floor 

plan, what remains of these ancient synagogues in the seoond, third and fourth 

centuries, nCM have a niche in the eastern wall and the tavah was placed in that 

niche and it becanes in a sense a permanent feature of the synagogue rcx:m. It was 

placed there, the curtain \\'a.S hung before, God was in His place, that made it a fit 

place for our \\Orship. 

~ the tavah lost its original name. It was too ordinary, too 

mundane a name, l:xJx, for this kirrl of object. Arn arcong the Oriental Jews the ranre 

which .was applied to the Ark was hahach which means palace or tarple, rut the \\Ord 

was taken over largely fran the Kabbalistic literature of our people where hachal 

represented the he.a.venly palace of God. Arrl according to the early specu­

lations God was sanehow in that palace behind the curtain in front of which the 

angels held oourt and God and the angels conversed in a sense throogh this curtain 

and this sense of the holy of holies was signified by the nane that the sephardic 

Jews gave to and often still use for the ark, hahal, palace, or tanple. 

'!hen anong European Jews, arcong our ancestors sanewhat later, 

this ark developed the nane of arun, arun akodesh, holy ark, a name which hearkens 

back to Biblical times to another object \\hich was believed to hold the presence 

of God, a portable shrine which I'll describe to you in a minute which, according 

to the Torah, was wilt at lt>ses' ccmnand by the great artisan, Batsalel, arx:l 

which the Israelites carried with them wherever they went and which represented 

to than the power and the presence and the mystery of God. 

NcM, the developnent of the synagogue and the ark, our koowledge 

of that developnent, has increased ranarkably just in the last year. Two archeol­

ogists £ran Duke University, who were workinJ at a site oot far £ran svat in the 

Galilee in Israel two years ago, am they found below the floor of a fifth ceri­

tw:y synagogue the top piece, the stone top piece of a hahal of a 'lbrah shrine 

fran an earlier Syna:Jogue \tllich bed been taken down ~ the refurbisl1nent had 
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taken place and been p_it under the fl(X)r of the reruilt synagogue to be protected. 

It's a stone of lime, limestone, al::out half a ton in weight. It's the capital 

which sat on~ columns, the Torah shrine was between the columns, and what you 

see is like the shell, the design of a shell in the center and a rosette above that, 

a gabled •r(X)f and t\\O lions, the lions of Judah, rarrpant on this roof and there's 

a hole in the middle of the rosette through which an iron rod of sare kind cane 

down and that iron rcrl held the light, the eternal light, ner tamid, which we 

knCM is to be a feature of the synagCXJUe arks as they are to this day. That's 

the earliest physical evidence we have of an actual ark, rut we have fran the fl(X)rs 

of a number of synagogues of the Byzantine period, fourth and fifth century, de­

signs in the fl(X)rs of these arks, and one of these designs, interestingly, has an 

identical pedirrent to the one which was found in Navatine, in SVat, just n-o surmers 

ago. And what these shrines must have l(X)ked like was this . 'llley were narrow and 

rather tall, about twelve feet tall, capped by this limestone pedirrent, two col­

mnns identical, supposedly, to the columns which st(X)d in front of the 'I'errple in 

Jerusalem, and between the columns they \\Ould put the chest into which the Torah 

scrolls were placed, and in front of the whole would be hun~a curtain rod the 

parochet and this was always placed in the east wall. And Jews were accustared to 

shCM great reverence to the Torah shrine. Usually the door to the synagogue was 

on the west wall and woon you entered the synagogue you faced directly the Torah 

shrine am the custan was to rov; and in .Europe, as a matter of fact, in the Middle 

Ages the custan was whenever you passed inside of the roans where the 'lbrah shrine 

was yoo turned and you bowed three times very much the way catrolics kneel and make 

the sign of the cross when they pass in front of the crucifix. It was treated 

with reverence. It was believed to be a representation of the holy of oolies in the 

Temple in Jerusalem. 

Now I mentiooed to yoo that European .Jewry in the Middle Ages 

associated the Ark with the ancient Ark of the testinDny, the ancient portable 

shrine of the Israelites. And I'd like to draw that analogy out for a narent lx>th 
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to dissuade you fran the fact that there is a direct link between the two and be­

cause in a very bad novie which has appeared in the last few nonths that ancient 

Ark has been resurrected and given incredible mystical payers, the novie I believe 

is callerl 'lbe Raiders of the IDst Ark, and if any of you are tanpted to go see it 

please don't. Besides being having bad theology and \\Urse archoology and research 

involved in it, it's just a bad novie, but, in any case, it has intrigued many be­

cause it portrays the ark of the covenant as a great magical piece whose power was 

never dinned, \\hich was hidden away at sare time in ancient tines when the Egyptian 

pharoah conquered Israel, and taken reek to his pyramid, burioo with him in the 

ground, and nCM when it's disturbed by rrodem archeologists it still has the power 

to destroy those that would take it and use it for purposes other than the pur­

poses God intended. And let me tell you a little bit about tie real Ark. 

'Ihe Torah tells us that when, during the first year after the Jews 

left Egypt, they set aoout making a desert sanctuary. Very specific instructions 

were given by God to M:>ses to be given to the craftsmen of Israel, particularly 

Batsalel, the master craftsman whose nane is given to one of the great art insti­

tutes and museums of Israel today, and Batsalel has given scnehow all the jewelry, 

all the gold, all the silver he needs to guild every piece of this particular sanc­

tuary, and the sanctuary is in fact a retrospection of the glory of the First 

Tanple. Sarebody had seen the First Tanple and claimed that its design was identical 

to that which the Jews had when they left F,gypt. In any case, history aside, 

the center piece of this desert sanctuary was a portable ark, a portable acacia 

~ box which was probably six or seven feet long and two feet high which was 

guilded with silver inside and out, which was hung with silver rings through 

which stades were placed and which was carried by porters woo carried the Ark 

on their backs. And wherever the Hebrews went this Ark went with than. In the 

Ark, presumably, were placed the stale tablets on which r-t:>ses had inscribed the 

Ten Coomanctcents. Sane claim that the Ten Ccmnandments, the secorxi of the Ten 

Ccmnandments, the ones that were not broken were placed there. others claim that 
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both sets of Ccm:nandnents, the broken stones am the stones which were still full 

and ccrcplete, were placed there. And when the rabbis developed a beautiful little 

semon out of that idea, that why should broken pieces of the Ccrcmandnents, broken 

pieces of God's revelation, of Gcd's wisdan, be placed in the Ark he said this is 

to teach us that even when a sch::>lar, a man of repute,has lost his ability to con­

trol his life, has lost his learning, we smuld still respect him for the learning 

which was once there. We strA.lld still respect these pieces of rock, in a sense, 

because of what trey once were. 

In any case, it is clear _that the ancient Hebrews had sare kim of 

portable shrine to which they associated the miraculous powers. We still have in 

the 'Ibrah the chant, the very brief chant, which the Israelites, the Levites, who­

ever carried the Ark,used as they took out into battle. It was used as a sign of 

the presence of Cbd in the battlefield and the very brief chant which they used 

when they brought it back, hopefully with victocy, fran the battlefield. In the 

Pock of Numbers we read this chant: Arise O IDrd, put your enenies to flight, may 

those who hate us or hate you flee fran before you. And sarelDw, in scree kind of 

chant when they returnai f ran the battle they said: Return O Israel with the 

tens upon tens of thousands of those wlX> are of Israel . Now, the Bible is full of 

miracle stories about this Ark. When the porters took the Ark across the Jordan 

River to begin the conquest of the lbly Lam the river dried up l.lllder their feet. 

We all learned when we were young the old neqro spiritual, Joshua fit the battle of 

Jerich:> and the walls cane tumblin' down. Well, accordin:J to the Bible Joshua 

didn't fit the battle of Jericho, the Ark did. The I.evites carried this Ark on 

their shoulders seven times around the city and then the soofar, the trurrpet, was 

bla.m and because of the presence of the Ark and because it had done its magical 

\\Ork the walls of Jericlx:> presumably came bm:>liDJ down. 

'lbe Ark was- taken frequently into battle, tut it wasn't a guaran­

tee of victory because we're told in the Book of Kings that a place called Aphek, 
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in the wars between Saul and the Philistines, the Philistines defeated the Hebrews 

and captured the Ark and took the Ark to their cities in the south, Ashdod, but 

the Ark was not to be defeated. Israel might be defeated, but not the Ark, arrl 

no sooner had the Ark been brought to Ashdod then a great plague broke out in the 

city and, finally, the wise men of the Philistine king told the king that this Ark 

was tre cause of it all and the Philisti~s quickly dispatched the Ark back to the 

Jews so that they oould have the plague because they certainly did not want it in 

their own house. 

Arrl then the Ark slowly makes a ra~ carefully described passage 

which takes sare twenty-five years fran the Philistine city of Ashdcx:1 until finally 

David, woo has nCM care into J?C.)\\er, brings the Ark into Jerusalan with great parp 

and circumstance ~d Solaron builds there a shrine tanple arrl the Ark is placed in 

the Holy of Holies inside the shrine. Nov, the Ark was believed to have these 

special powers. It was believed also to have such power that none might approach 

it arrl touch except the porters who held it through the stavs. And the story is 

told then that in this final procession to Jerusalan the Ark was being carried 

on a cart, for sare reason, and the cart began to teeter, as if· it might fall, 

and a priest named Usiah, concerned that the Ark might fall off the car, reached 

up to push the Ark ha.ck to even up, to balance out the load, and he touched the 

Ark and he imnediately dropped dead. 

NcM, there are those in every generation w1D consider themselves 

scientific and rrodern woo like to try and find all kinds of scientific explanations 

for the miracles of the Bible. You've heard the explanation, you know, that there 

must have been sane kirxl of tidal wave to allow the Jews to go to the Reed Sea, 

that there was sane kirxl of white a.rowing fran a cactus flower in the desert that 

produced the manna and so on. Well, there• s a similar theory to explain the elec­

trical power, the destructive power of the Ark. In the eighteenth century as men 

arxl scientists began to play with electricity they develops! sanething which ·was 
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called the Leiden jar. The Leiden jar was a sinple glass jar which they would ooat 

inside aJX1 outside with sooe metal foil arrl they \\U\lld take a rod and attach it 

to the foil that was on the inside of the jar and if they held the jar at a place 

where there was sare natural source of energy, lightning, an electrical stonn of 

sane kind, a p::>sitive n~ative differential YOuld ruild up in these 1:\\0 pieces of 

metal which were separated by blass which is a non-oorrluctor and and often the dif­

ference in voltage woold cause a spark to rrove between the two pieces of metal in­

side arrl outside of the jar. 

Rananber that farrous scene of Benjamin Franklin flying the kite 

into the stonn clouds? Well, that was a lei.den jar he was holding in his hand 

and he got such a jolt through this Leiden jar that he was SURX>sed to have dropped 

down in a faint. Now, the "scientific" theory about the Ark is that the Ark was 

built of \\OOd which was hevy, acacia \\OOd, that the silver plating of the Ark 

created these two pieces of metal and that scrceh.ow one piece or aoother jutting 

fran the Ark made it a natural receptacle for the electricity in the atnosphere 

and, therefore, those who would touch it would get a shock and out of that de­

veloped a theory that the Ark had lethal powers. Believe it, if you will. Be­

lieve it, I don't. '!he ancient peoples terrled to have all kinds of sacred objects 

which for one reason or amther they attached great i;x:,wer to. we nee:1 to sense 

in physical shape the i;x:,wer which we associate with the gcxls am for our people 

it's interesting that after the Ark gets placed in Jerusalen in the Ark it alnost 

CClllpletely disappears fran view. We don't knav what happened to the Ark even. 

'!he Bible makes oo attarpt to tell us how it was taken away, when it was destroyed, 

whether the Egyptians co~ed it during one of their oonquests, whether one of 

the kings wtX> pit other idols in the 'l'alple took it out when he ?]t up his own 

idol or his wife's idols in the lbly of lblies, whether it was sinply one of the 

oojects that Nehlchadnezzar and the Babylonians took with them \-then they took 

away all the utensils of the Temple in Jerusalem when they oorquered Jerusalem 
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in the sixth century. We seem to have, in a sense, lost, our people lost the 

sense that this Ark was as central as it had once been. It belonged to their pre­

history, alnost to their pagan history, and what was llTifX)rtant in the Ark, they 

said, was not the Ark itself .but the tablets, the stele of stone on which the 

oovenant is written, the content, not the box itself. It was the content which has 

l?()\\er, the content which has rreaning, and in that sense the aran ha kodesh is a 

good tenn for the nodern ark because for all of its beauty and all of its signifi­

cance we would not be witmut it, for all that it sylllOOlizes to us of our tra­

dition, that is, the fact that it sylllOOlizes in a concrete and effective and 

beautiful way the teachings which are within the 'Ibrah kept within it. 

There was a very lovely custan in medieval Europe, that if the Ark 

was ever anptied of all the 'Ibrah scrolls that were in it, usually they kept a number 

of 'Ibrah scrolls but often on a holiday like Simhat 'Ibrah they v0uld take all of 

the scrolls out to process arourrl the Talple, if they t(X)k all .of the scrolls out they 

would make sure that they lit a candle and placed it inside the Ark while it was 

still open and so the Ark smuld not be empty because it is what is within, the light 

that is within, whidl is significant and basic and .has been basic to the arona 

kcxlesh, to the hahal, to the tava, to the Ark as long as it has been part and parcel 

of our tradition. 

And there you have what we know of the history of the Ark. It 

has saretines been built into the architecture of the interior of the synagogue 

as it is in the Main TE!tple. Ithas sanetines been a portable piece that is in 

the one that we built for this roan, as it is in this Ark which we dedicate this 

norning. It does oot matter wrether it is fixed or IX)rtable. It was originally 

{X)rtable, it became fixed only \\hen our people sensed, I suppose, their security 

in a particular place. What it represents is our reverence for what is within. 

What it represents is a way of showing reverence for the 'lbrah in a physical and 

obvious way, and so we beautify the Ark and we face it with the kinds of sylllOOls 
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which signify to us in a particular generation life, teaching, God, faith, learning, 

and with reverence take out the 'lbrah ~nit is appropriate to do so aoo read fran 

it. 
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