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One of the great pleasures that our weekly Torah reading offers is the chance to think about what biblical Judaism – that is, the Judaism 

reflected in the Bible, as opposed to the rabbinic Judaism that we practice today – might have looked and felt like for actual biblical 

Jews. For us, this is a mystery wrapped in an enigma. Nearly all the evidence we have for ancient Israelite religion comes from the Bible 

itself, and the Bible’s authors were not driven by what readers thousands of years later might wonder about their lives, motivations, and 

beliefs. So we have to draw what inferences we can from the writings before us, supplemented by what we can learn from archaeology 

and from probing the texts left by neighbouring peoples. 

Today’s double sedra points to what looks like a looming gulf between biblical and rabbinic religion. While some synagogues are large 

and ornate, worship in rabbinic Judaism doesn’t require physical trappings of any sort: the only physical object required for most public 

worship is a Torah scroll, which itself is meaningful only because of the words written in it. Many congregations meet for prayer in small, 

rented spaces in buildings used for purely secular purposes during the week. How different this is from the religious mentality that finds 

expression in what we read today! We may choose to honour God and our past by adorning the Torah and its housing with gold and 

silver, but this is only a weak echo of a psychology that saw public worship as inseparable from its trappings of gold and silver (and lapis 

lazuli and fine linen and expensive crimson dyes). The Tabernacle described in today’s reading is more lavish, more glittering, than any 

medieval cathedral. 

Today’s 200-plus verses certainly tell us something about the people – presumably priests – who wrote (or commissioned) them. These 

people were part of the Establishment of their time – the apex of the power structure. They were the ones on the dais looking down, the 

ones with the scribes and servants following them around, the ones who made decisions about (to use modern terms) what to do with 

other people’s money. Is this where we can find the core of biblical religion? 

There’s plenty in the Bible to suggest that’s not the whole picture. Open your chumash more or less at random (perhaps avoiding 

certain chunks in the middle), and there’s a good chance you’ll be near a verse that suggests a less hierarchical, more egalitarian 

religious experience. The epiphany at Sinai provides the quintessential example: “All the earth is Mine, but you shall be to Me a 

kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex. 19: 5-6). The laws of sacrifices and ritual purity, Shabbat observance, etc., apply to all 

Israelites, as well as those dealing with ethics and social relationships. All members of the community, from high to low, are expected to 

emulate the attributes of God (the principle known by theologians as imitatio dei). 

Some scholars believe that Israelite religion has its origins partly in an egalitarian movement started by dissidents from a Canaanite 

theocracy. One of these scholars is Prof. Rami Arav, excavator of biblical Bethsaida, who gave several interesting talks at Limmud last 

December. Bethsaida is mainly known from the New Testament, but in the Hebrew Bible it was the capital of the small Canaanite 

kingdom of Geshur. Prof. Arav noticed that at Bethsaida and other Canaanite sites, the temples tend to be larger than the palaces, 

suggesting that these societies were dominated by a priestly (rather than a royal) elite. He believes that some of the earliest Israelites 

were in fact Canaanites at the margins of society who resented the power held by the priests. These dissidents reformed the Canaanite 

religion, replacing Baal with El as their chief and, eventually, only god (this El would later be identified with the God worshipped by a 



different group with ties to Egypt, who we know as YHVH – but that is a separate story). Bolstering this theory, Prof. Arav also noticed 

that El belonged to a group of gods to whom the Canaanites only sacrificed what we would today call kosher animals (identified by the 

bones found around cultic sites and shrines). So our laws of kashrut may partly reflect a process whereby these dissidents or reformers 

extended the principle of imitatio dei to all members of their new society. 

If this theory is correct, then Judaism is rooted, at least partially, in an egalitarian rebellion against a Canaanite religious elite. It is ironic, 

though perhaps inevitable, that this new religion would eventually develop its own priestly elite, which we see reflected in today’s Torah 

reading. Yet ultimately, history led us in another direction. I like to think that those Canaanite dissidents would have been gratified (if 

astonished and not a little confused!) to see the messy, comfortable, democratic Judaism practiced by so many of us today. 
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