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THE PENTATEUCH

Lesson 16  Commentary  Exodus 24 - 31

Lesson 17  Questions        Exodus 32 - 34

THE COVENANT RATIFIED

Exodus 24:1 - 31:18

INTRODUCTION


Chapter 24 of Exodus brings us to the climax of the Sinai event. Chapter 19 gave us a vivid picture of Moses as intermediary between God and His people. Moses went up to the mountain and received Yahweh’s promise that this motley group of former slaves will be His “personal possession,” though “all the world” is His. (This statement does not imply an understanding of monotheism—belief in only one God—but takes the Hebrew a step towards that understanding.) They will be, as we saw last week, a kingdom of priests, a holy nation. We notice three levels of involvement in this preparation for the sealing of the covenant: Moses, the central figure; his seventy-three companions who are leaders and elders; and finally the people as a whole, who “with one accord replied: “whatever Yahweh has said, we will do.”


But in Exodus 19, Yahweh had not yet made His demands. Now, in Exodus 24, the theophany lies in the past; the thunder and lightning, the smoke and earthquake, the signs that bespoke the sacredness of the place and the uniqueness of this encounter with God. Not only has the decalogue been pronounced (the “words” of Exodus 20), but the Book of the Covenant (Exodus 21-23) is at least implicitly present.


We are accustomed by now to recognize in Sacred Scripture several accounts of the same story. We have clear evidence here of that phenomenon. Moses goes up to God in Exodus 19:3 and down to the people in Exodus 19:14; he goes up again in Exodus 19:20 and down again in Exodus 19:25. In Exodus 20-23 he receives the law while on the mountain with Yahweh, whereas Exodus 24 again shows the divine command, “Come up to Yahweh, you and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu and seventy of the elders, and bow down at a distance. Moses alone will approach Yahweh; the others will not approach, nor will the people come up with him.”


Scholars point out that the final redactor (the one who wrote the story as we have it) is heir not only to several narratives of the story, but also to a long tradition of the sacredness of the word transmitted as God’s. He could certainly have smoothed down the story, eliminated the repetitions. That he did not, shows his sensitivity to the value of all the traditions he has received, the fact that what each narrator has preserved conveys something of a truth so rich that human words cannot contain it. Let’s look more closely at an example of such duplications.

I. THE COVENANT RATIFIED (Exodus 24:1-18)


A. Seeing the Face of God (Exodus 24:1-2, 9-16). After reading Exodus 24:1-2, turn immediately to 9-11 and notice how smoothly the narrative flows. Marvel at the event: these 74 men saw the God of Israel beneath whose feet was the sapphire pavement pure as the heavens themselves, “but he did no harm to the Israelite notables; they actually gazed on God and then ate and drank.” Yet in the same book of Exodus (33:18-20) Moses begs to see the glory of God and is told: “My face you cannot see, for no human being can see me and survive.” But verse 11 of that same chapter says that Yahweh “would talk to Moses face to face, as a man talks to his friend.”


Which is true? We would have to say “all,” somewhat as you might say that you both know and do not know the person who is humanly closest to you. Do all the children of a family “see” their father or mother in the same way? Do you “see” your parents now as you saw them when you were a child or an adolescent? Yet all human relationships are something of an analogy for our relationship with God. The New Testament Letter to the Hebrews remembers Moses as one who led the people with faith and courage “as if he had seen the Invisible,” and certainly he had seen in some way that was unique and indescribable.


B. Communion with God (Exodus 24:3-11). To return to the story of the “notables” who ate and drank even as they gazed on God, theirs was the role of ratifying the covenant in the name of the people, and they did it in a covenant meal (Exodus 24:11).


Now look at Exodus 24:3-8. Moses has come down from the mountain and he speaks directly to the people. With one voice they cry out: “All the words Yahweh has spoken we will carry out.” So Moses puts “the words” into writing, builds an altar with twelve standing-stones for the twelve tribes, and sends young Israelites to offer burnt offerings and sacrifice bullocks to Yahweh as communion sacrifices, victims whose blood will be sprinkled on altar and people.


Note the meaning of communion: to enter into union with. To share a meal as did the elders in the Yahwist account, or to be sprinkled with blood as the Eloist remembers the incident, is to share life (a symbol still reverenced in primitive societies, clung to with some desperation in the family meal, and reflected—sometimes desecrated—in the businessman’s luncheon with his client). Whether the method be burnt offerings and the sprinkling of blood on all the people, or whether it be a communion meal shared by the elders in the name of the people, the purpose is always communion with the living God.


In the second account, the blood from the slaughtered animals is sprinkled first on the altar, then on the people. Seen as the life of the animal (and all life belongs to God), the shared blood is another form of communion, another way to seal the covenant with God.


C. Three Crucial Points


1. The Meaning of Communion. Though far short of our sacramental receiving of the Son of God fully present within us, the communion the Israelites entered into was seen as a participation in God’s life. It required a total assent to the life-style appropriate to that union with God—hence the rituals of purification, the ways of making restitution to the neighbor, etc. Communion requires mutual self-giving, so that it is easy to see why marriage is a sacred symbol, and Yahweh will condemn as adultery any violation of the covenant relationship. The law is set up to guide people who are sinners, yet are invited to share the life of the all-holy God. Moses is the first of a long series of prophets, men and women who in some measure enter into the holiness of God and perceive from His viewpoint how His people are to live out holiness in the concrete details of daily life. Communion with God is perceived, not as an escape from the human situation, but as a call and an enabling to live that life in a godly way.



2. The Role of Moses and the Elders. In one tradition (the Yahwist?) it is they who ratify the covenant by exclusive participation in a life-sharing meal, received in the name of the people. They are even said to have looked upon the face of God. The response of the people is obedience, a participation in the faith of those whom God has called out to lead. But in the Eloist tradition, the elders have no particular role. Moses is the sole intermediary, and all the people enter directly into communion through their assent to God’s demands and the sprinkling of blood. Do you sense some anticipation of today’s theological questions?



3. Truth in the Account. That leads us into the third point that is crucial here. Where two or more traditions overlap, even seem to contradict, how are we to learn the truth? What the final redactor of Exodus (and others as well) seem to understand is that there is truth in both insights, that both are inspired by God, that they are mutually enriching, and that what we perceive as ambiguity flows from our human limitations faced with the richness of God’s truth. The clarity of the computer print-out may be satisfying to the stock-broker; it is pitifully inadequate to the God-seeker.


D. The Ratification of the Covenant (Exodus 24:12-18). Those three points will be crucial throughout our reading of Scripture, so we keep them in mind as we move on to Exodus 24:12-18, the conclusion of the ratification of the covenant. Once more there is God’s call to Moses, but here the stone tablets are to be tangible evidence of God’s directives, and now it is Moses and Joshua who “go up to the mountain of God.”


Exodus 24:16-18 take us into another world, another expression of the presence of God, probably derived from the Priestly tradition. The brilliant light in the midst of the cloud stands for the unapproachable majesty of God. After six days’ preparation Moses is summoned to the heart of the fire within the Cloud, where he stays for forty days and forty nights. Later, we are told, the brilliance of that fire will be reflected on his own face, so that he will need to veil that splendor as he returns from the Meeting.

II. THE WORSHIP OF GOD (Exodus 25:1 - 31:18)


What follows in Exodus 25-31 is of a much later date, though it includes elements of great antiquity. The ark and the tabernacle, as well as the system of worship, probably belong to the Mosaic period itself, but these are mixed with other elements that reflect the development of worship in the course of the history of Israel. When the text gathers all together under the formula, “God said to Moses,” it is asserting the divine authority behind the religious institutions of Israel.


The formula reflects as well the Hebrew concept of any one moment of time. While keeping a strong sense of the unfolding of history, they are intensely aware that past and future are in some way actual in the present. That is clear in their “remembering” of the events of salvation history, not as we recall the date of Kennedy’s assassination, but as we understand Jesus to be commanding as He says, “Do this in remembrance of me.” What is remembered is assumed, kept alive, recognized as an integral part of the one who remembers. By the same token, the whole of the future is caught up in a solemn actuality, as we understand Jesus to have done when He said “This is my Body.” You and I know ourselves to be part of that Body, though centuries would elapse before the words would catch us up in their reality.


As we look at these chapters that describe the place and the rituals of worship, we have a strong sense of the awesomeness of God, that mysterious, wholly “Other” who is nevertheless immediately present. The place to which His worshippers come to encounter Him is to be a center of solemn beauty and impressive splendor. All the cosmos will find its meaning there. The life of plant, animal and human being is to find its highest fulfillment there.


A. The Temple. It seems clear that the vestments, vessels and structures commanded reflect the Temple of Solomon, built more than two centuries later. They are nevertheless related to the desert experience, constructed “as you were told on the mountain.” McKenzie points out (The Two-Edged Sword) that this phase expresses the Israelites’ understanding of the divine will, and that divine will permeates the whole of life. “The whole Old Testament,” he says, “rebels against the division of the religious and the secular. Total submission to the divine will integrates human life on the individual and the social level; without it, human life is shattered by the forces of disintegration which are implicit within it.” To build the sanctuary “as you were told on the mountain” guarantees that worship will be in accordance with that will.



1. The Holy of Holies. The Holy of Holies, then, is the place to which and from which all of life flows. In it is kept the Ark of the Covenant (Testament or Testimony), measuring three and three-fourths feet in length, two and one-fourth in width, and one and one-half in height. It is a container in which are kept the tablets of stone given by God. Its top is to be of solid gold, in contrast to its walls and floor, which were to be gold plated. This was the “resting place” for God, the mercy throne to which the Israelites could come to make atonement and to receive blessing as well as orders. The history of this Ark reflects the Israelites’ struggle to understand their relationship with God: in 1 Samuel 4 the disastrous decision to carry it into battle; David’s yearning to build a house for Yahweh...


Details of the sanctuary and its furnishings, while reflecting the splendor of Solomon’s Temple, are described here as portable; the directive I personally find most interesting is the statement that the rods for carrying the Ark are never to be removed, suggesting that Yahweh is the God of the journey, always accompanying His people who, as history unfolds, are seen as a pilgrim people (cf Ezekiel 10 and 43).



2. The Materials (Exodus 25:1 - 26:27). The details of Exodus 25-26 have raised many questions among scholars. First, what was the source of all the wealth to be contributed for the dwelling of God? Gold, silver and bronze, fabrics of rare and precious coloring, acacia wood and carnelian stones are scarcely what we envision the escaped slaves to have at hand. True, they had plundered the Egyptians (Exodus 12:35-36), but the delicate metal work and splendid stitchery required were not likely to emerge from desert tents. The descriptions, of course, relate to the splendor of Solomon’s Temple.


Table, lampstand, dishes and cups of beaten gold are to give a sense of the heavenly city. The pilgrim who would journey to Jerusalem would be rewarded with sense images that supported his faith-certainty that he had encountered God. Indeed that external support of faith became in the course of time a substitute for the faith itself, or in some cases at least gave rise to a false sense of owning God. The experience of the destruction of the Temple and the Exile from the Promised Land would bring the Israelites to a new experience of their desert encounter with Yahweh (cf Hosea and Jeremiah).


But that is getting ahead of the story—centuries ahead. To return to the descriptions of Exodus 25-30, I would like to point out a few details that will be important later in sacred history.




a. The Curtain (Exodus 26:31-37). In Exodus 26:31-37 we have a description of the curtain that separates the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies. Only the high priest entered the inner sanctuary, and then only once a year on the Day of Expiation. It was that curtain that was “torn in two from top to bottom” as Jesus yielded up His spirit (Matthew 27:50-51). It is hardly surprising that Christian tradition sees in that symbol an end to man’s separation from God, as well as the end of the Mosaic cult as basis of human encounter with God.




b. The Altar (Exodus 27:1-20). What other details might have meaning for us? Exodus 27 describes the altar with horns that are of one piece with the surface used for sacrifice. Smeared with the blood of sacrifice, these horns became a refuge for criminals and others pursued by enemies; whoever would cling to the horns of the altar could not be dragged away for punishment. The medieval sense of “sanctuary” probably arose from this tradition, as does the “sanctuary movement” of our own day.




c. The Lamp and Vestments (Exodus 27:20 - 28:1-43). The lamp to be kept burning in the Holy Place has its echo in our own sanctuary lamp. The splendid vestments to be worn by Aaron and his sons are intended to give “dignity and magnificence” to the sacred ministers. The ephod of the high priest is a kind of breastplate (cloth bib) held in position by a belt and shoulder-straps. To it is attached the “breastplate of judgment,” rich in precious gems. Their purpose is not ornament, however, but a setting for the names of the twelve tribes of Israel, so that the High Priest bears them on his person as he stands before God. The long robe of the high priest is hung with golden bells, the remains of a widespread primitive notion that the sound of bells drive off demons. The gold flower worn on the head of the priest is a sign of a priestly function: he takes upon himself the shortcomings in the holy things consecrated by the Israelites, in all their holy offerings, to make them acceptable to Yahweh.


B. The Priest and Sacrifices (Exodus 29:1-46). Exodus 29 deals with the consecration of Aaron and his sons. The unleavened bread is familiar to all of us; anyone who has attended the ordination of a priest recalls the anointing of hands. Animals slaughtered and sacrificed as burnt offerings are not seen as something given to God as His food, though pagan animal sacrifices often had that meaning. For the Israelites, Yahweh remained awesome, intangible, ever-present though wholly other. The consecration of an altar, described in verse 36-37 climaxes in a beautiful promise: it will be especially holy, and whatever touches the altar will become holy. Jesus makes reference to this in an argument with the Pharisees of His day (Matthew 23:16-19).


All this description leads up to a promise glorious in its simplicity: Yahweh will meet His people and speak to them at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting, that place consecrated to His glory; He will live with the Israelites and be their God, “and they will know that I am Yahweh their God.” It is a promise made over three thousand years ago, a pledge that touches our lives in their every detail.


C. Various Instructions (Exodus 30:1 - 31:18). Exodus 30 and 31 deal with material you have not yet been assigned to read, but I want to touch on a few especially significant points and be ready next week to move on to the incident of the Golden Calf.



1. Altar of Incense. The altar of incense is typical of an article of furniture common in the religious cults of the Ancient Near East. Overlaid with gold, it is to stand before the Ark of the Testament with a continual offering of incense, a sign of Israel’s prayer rising to God.



2. The Census. The directives move on to the taking of a census, at which time each Israelite is to pay a half-shekel “as a ransom” for his/her life. This is perhaps connected to the remembrance of an incident that actually took place much later: David’s taking of a census, which brought a plague upon his people. Whatever its origin, it indicates that every life has the same value before the Lord.



3. The Bronze Basin. The bronze basin, in which Aaron and his sons are to wash before entering the Tent of Meeting “to avoid incurring death” implies the need for purification as one enters the presence of the holy. (Are there still holy water fonts at the entrance to your Church? They suggest the same need, as does the ritual washing of the priest’s hands as he moves toward the handling of the Sacred Species.)



4. The Perfumed Oil. The perfumed oil required by verse 22 and following was to be used in anointing the Tent of Meeting, the Ark of the Testimony, and all the other accessories of the sanctuary. The intention of the ritual: that they will be especially holy and whatever touches them will become holy. Aaron and his sons are likewise to be anointed, but the oil is never to be used for any other purpose. “It is a holy thing, and you will regard it as holy.”


D. Skilled Workman. Exodus 31 gives us an insight into the source and purpose of human skills of all sorts. Yahweh announces that He has “endowed the hearts of all the skilled men with the skill to make everything I have ordered you.” Pope John Paul II picked up something of that attitude when he spoke of work as a human act whereby the person defines him/herself while contributing to the building up of society.


E. The Sabbath Rest. The Sabbath Rest prescribed by Exodus 31:12-17 is a sign between God and His people, “so that you will know that it is I, Yahweh, who sanctify you.” As one of the Psalms admonishes: “Be still awhile, and know that I am God.” The penalty assigned for violation of this law is death, since the keeping of it reflects and expresses faith in God’s creative action, after which He “drew breath.”


Exodus 31 ends with God giving to Moses the two tablets of the Testimony, “tablets of stone inscribed by the finger of God.” It is an awesome moment, a gift which the people had declared themselves ready to welcome, though the chapters that follow indicate that their docility was of short duration.

* * * * * * *

QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 17

Exodus 32 - 34

Day 1

Re-read the quotation in the notes from McKenzie at II A, “The Temple”.



What “forces of disintegration” are evident in today’s world?

Day 2

Read Exodus 32 and 33.


a.
Why do the people demand of Aaron, “Make us a God!”?


b.
Do people of our day ever suffer from similar anxiety?


c.
Do we ever make demands of the same kind?


d.
What form do they take?

Day 3


a.
Moses is remembered as “mediator” between God and the people. How do we see him fulfill that role in Exodus 32-33?


b.
In Exodus 32:30-35, what risk does Moses take? Why do you think he does that?


c.
How does God respond?

Day 4

Read Exodus 33 and 34


a.
Who is assigned as guide to the Israelites on their journey?


b.
What change occurs in Exodus 33:12-17?


c.
Read Exodus 34 which is another (probably the Yahwist) account of the giving of the commandments. How is this different from the decalogue in Exodus 20? What do we learn about Moses?
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