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Digest

The chariot (Merkavah) is an image from biblical times. Its importance stems from
an implicit suggestion that when prophecy occurred outside of the Temple and the Land of
Israel, the Merkavah or details of its appearance were often reported. The rabbis
observed this, and looking at their own situation of exile, they often spoke about this
Merkavah, however they spoke of this vehicle in spite of a wamning. The rabbis
expounded on the details, particulars, and meaning of the Merkavah as these applied to
their situation in dispersion.

This thesis tries to compile, investigate and summarize all the Midrashim about the
Merkavah from the time of the Bible until the early Middle Ages. This study follows a
historical progression of the Midrashim and the Merkavah described in those Midrashim
from the pre-midrashic (before 200 C E ), early midrashic (200-640 C.E.), middle
midrashic (640-1000 C.E.), and late midrashic periods (after 1000 C.E ). Each of these
different periods has a unique contribution to make towards the understanding of the
Merkavah and its evolution.

Augmenting this study will be the detail given to the specific language the writers
imployed in various passages. Similar language and parallels will tell the reader not only
the historical progression, but the linguistic progression of certain motifs as well. Earlier
Midrashim may concentrate more on using one motif, while later writings might express a
combination of motifs. Additionally, parallels which exist in earlier material may begin to
be treated separately as the thesis progresses. H&i:ever, these will be secondary to the
question why, in light of danger, the rabbis chose to write about the Merkavah in a way
which was open for all to read.
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INTRODUCTION

Such then was the appearance of the creatures. With them was something that
looked like burning coals of fire. This fire, suggestive of torches, kept moving about among
the creatures; the fire had a radiance, and lightning issued from the fire. Dashing to and fro
[among] the creatures was something that looked like flares.

As 1 gazed on the creatures, I saw one wheel on the ground next to each of the
four-faced creatures. As for the appearance and structure of the wheels, they gleamed like
beryl. All four had the same form; the appearance and structure of each was as of two wheels
cutting through each other. And when they moved. each could move in the direction of any
of its four quarters; they did not veer when they moved. Their nms were (all and frightening,
for the rims of all four were covered all over with eyes.'

This passage from Ezekiel 1.13-18 has usually confused most who read it. The
passage describes an awesome experience of a Prophet of God with some sort of vehicle
that, even with its description, is beyond the imagination of most In spite of this, for the
rabbis this passage represented sonicthing more than just a Divine means of transportation
for God. For them it was the ability of an exiled Prophet, a Jew, to be touched in his
dispersion as one of the messengers of the chosen people of God. In the middle of the
desperation of exile, God was still with Ezekiel, and the rabbis and Jewish people have
been in search of that reaffirmation throughout the centuries. This was a particular
experience, and it centered around a Merkavah - a chariot which developed into a type of
my_gticism whose goal was to reconnect the Jew to the Divine. How the Merkavah
became a type of mysticism is better appreciated when one considers the background and
the evolution of this mystical image.

The @ord Merkavah and what it came to represent in rabbinic literature is a

-+

puzzle. Of the many occurrences of Merkavah in the Bible, only six of over forty refer to

a chariot or vehicle which belongs to God. In addition to these few descriptions, other
biblical verses have come to represent the Merkavah. While never memiox:ﬁng the word
Merkavah, the books of Ezekiel and Daniel were understood by the rabbis to contain
descriptions of the Merkavah in human words. They described circles in circles and
fantastic beings which this world has never known. Other verses were brought into the

picture, but in the midst of speculation and attempting to understand these eclectic



passages, Rabbinic tradition issued a warning,

_lAfter looking at the passages of the Bible, the Mishnah told the reader that
speculation into the Merkavah was dangerous. It was so dangerous that it was not to be
expounded unless the person doing so "understands from his own discernment." Indeed
the rabbinic sources from both of the Talmuds confirmed that there were dangers to
speculation, especially to the novice. The Talmuds told of people who were consumed by
fire when they speculated about the Merkavah Opposite to this terrible experience were
accounts in which the Merkavah transported to Sinai the one so engaged so he could
experience the giving of Torah

The purpose of this inquiry is to try to find answers to the questions of how the
authors of Midrashim saw and speculated about the Merkavah and why they did so in the
rabbinic Midrashim. The second of these questions will be answered by the material itself,
since the Midrashim will usually hint at the point they are trying to make. The first
question of how needs some explanation.

There is a dearth of material about this topic in this time period. Most of the
works which deal with Merkavah focus on the time after the genre of Midrash ended.
Botks addressing the seeds of the Merkavah do exist, and they are useful for gaining a
broad view of Merkavah. Authors who have written include Gershom G Scholem who
has written extensively about Jewish mysticism. Most of his work concentrates on the time
when the midrashic period had come to an end and Mgrkavah represented a type of
mystical speculation. His essay entitled "Merkabah Mysticism and Jewish Gnosticism" in
Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism is a good synopsis of the Merkavah speculations which
came from the material which is the focus of this thesis. In addition Moshe Idel's fine
work Kabbalah: New Perspectives offers a great history of the ideas of Jewish mysticism
throughout the ages. It helps the reader to understand the "mission" of the kabbalist to
recreate certain experiences, but it does not address the mystical Merkavah on the
midrashic level
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Works which bring a great deal of insight with them are mainly by two wonderful
scholars. Mysticism in Rabbinic Judaism, by Ira Chernus, give in great detail an account
of the various Midrashim which deal with Sinai and fire and their connection to the
Merkavah. This is a good source for finding some parallels on this particular aspect of the
Merkavah, but there is more literature about Merkavah which has little to do with Sinai or
fire *

Finally there is David Halperin who has made two great contributions to this
subject. Halperin's doctoral dissertation, "Merkabah and Ma'aseh Merkabah,"*
concentrates most of its focus on the Merkavah in the Talmuds and addresses some of the
themes and parallels of the Merkavah in Midrashim, but it is by no means a complete view
as the midrashic writings are not the focus of Halperin's work. Halperin's second and
more comprehensive work is Faces of the Chariot in which he attempts to address the
Merkavah and all the themes and characters which relate to the Merkavah® Facesis a
fantastic look at the Merkavah and the parallels to it in Jewish and Christian sources.
These two works also assisted in giving ideas and themes to look for in the Midrashim

None of these works specifically address the Midrashim and the Merkavah which
grew out of those Midrashim. While there is a great deal of literature about the Merkavah
in many sources, looking at it in the Midrashim helps to show the themes and parallels that
developed in a literature which was not just intended for the scholarly elite.

Before getting into thé specifics of this investigation,ﬂii yvould helpful for the
reader to know where the sources for this thesis are' found and how those sources are
translated in the text. Being blessed by technology, the Davka CD-Rom search makes
finding many of the Midrashim easier.” Many of the works are in the CD-Rom program,
but some are not. Finding the other sources is a matter of looking the traditional way by
using indexes and thumbing though the tomes for pertinent passages. In-addition it needs
to be noted that technology is not always as wonderful as it seems. There are passages

found which are not included in the editions of the Midrashim on the search program.
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Translations were achieved in one of two ways. Several of the midrashic works
have standard English translations, and the passages from these translations are cited in the
endnotes. Some works have no English translation. In the cases where there were no
standard translations, the author either translated the passage and noted this, or ieft the
passage untranslated in those cases where the Hebrew conveyed a better understanding
than an English translation could have.

This investigation is looking for themes and parallels in Bible, Talmud, and
Midrashim about the Merkavah. If a parallel is found to a Midrash in an early period and
in a late period, then it can be assumed that this version survived and was the standard
Midrash on this verse If, however, there are many passages which appear to use similar
words or reach similar conclusions, then a judgment must be made as to whether or not
such an occurrence is a thematic parallel. A direct parallel is easy to identify since all the
words and prooftexts are in the same order. A thematic parallel exists where two texts are
not written in the same way, or do not use the same prooftexts, but in spite of this, they
share enough words and enough of a common theme or message to be considered
parallels.

This in_c_;_uiry will attempt to follow an historical progression through what most
modern scholars consider to be the chronological order of the Midrashim. The Bible will
provide the first material since it contains the first occurrences of a Divine Merkavah.
This is a significant point since the word Merkavah is used regarding both terrestrial and
extraterrestrial Merkavor, Afer determining which of these are of a Divine nature, the
next texts to be addressed will be the Dead Sea Scrolls and some of the apocryphal
writings from the intertestamental period. These texts are crucial for understanding the
later periods since they provide the only record of the Merkavah prior to the year 200
C.E. when the Mishnah was compiled.

The Mishnah and Talmuds, while not Midrashim, are also valuable to this study;

they contain the warnings and soime of the first accounts of people speculating on the
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Merkavah. They also provide some of the base material for later parallels. Additionally,
this is the time in literary history when the first Midrashim were written. This early period
occurred during the years 400-640 C.E. After this early period, the investigation will
narrow its focus to major Midrashim. These Midrashim will be grouped in chapters, and
these groups and chapters will be determined by their chronological order. The middle
period will represent those Midrashim compiled between 640-1000 C E | and the last
period will be those after 1000 C.E.

The benefit to approaching the Merkavah in Rabbinic Midrashim in this manner is
that it affords an historical understanding and progression of the Merkavah  Should there
be parallels, the words themselves can determine if the parallels are direct or thematic. If
there are parallels which span more than one time period, any differences can be examined
with the backdrop of their historical placement in the Midrash, and these differences may
display an historical progression in the Midrash.

Ths is also a time period where Merkavah and the speculation on Merkavah
begins to blossom. There are hundreds of passages in this section which focus on the
Merkavah, but not all of them are Midrash per se At this point it was necessary to make
decisions on which passages were Midrashim and which were not and the criteria for this
will be spelled out at the beginning of Chapter 4 of this work

After using this method to investigate the various Midrashim, it 1s hoped that the
questions about why the rabbis spoke of the Merkavah will be answered, The answer is of
particular interest given the prohibition of the Mishnah and, as evidenced by the
Merkavah's frequent mention in the midrashic writings, an almost total disregard for the
prohibition. Additionally, what was the promise or power which such an experience
offered to the Jew who was looking for the reassurance that he was not exiled from his

God when he was exiled from the Land of Israel?
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CHAPTER 1-THE BIBLICAL SOURCES

The word Merkavah appears forty-four times in the Jewish Bible according to the
Even-Shoshan Concordance' The meanings for the word Merkavah vary, ranging from
the common definition of a chariot or wagon to images on the Ark of the covenant’ or
vehicles of Divine nature.® The first of these meanings applies to the horse and buggy
used in transportation, or the horse and chariot of war, but the last two do not. The issue
for this thesis involves those Merkavot which fall into the last two categories.

During the progression of Jewish history, the word Merkavah has taken on an
expanded definition Various writers have transformed this word from a modest means of
mortal transportation into an essential part of the Divine retinue. God and the heavenly
entourage employ the Merkavah for various reasons. The Merkavah represents a link
between the terrestrial and the extraterrestrial. To begin the investigation, it is helpful first
to identify those passages in the Jewish Bible where the use of Merkavah contains a
Divine component.

There are several appearances of the word Merkavah in the Bible. As mentioned
above, most of these refer to those Merkavot which are made and used by mortals. In the
first five books of the Jewish Bible (hereafter referred to as Torah) there are only four
occurrences of Merkavah. Two of these deal with Joseph and his chariot, and the other
two come from the destructipn of Pharaoh's army at the sea. None of these mentions of
Merkava;r bear any overt hint of a Divine nature. -

The next division of the Jewish Bible, the Prophets, contains the vast majority of
references to the Merkavah  Of the thirty-two mentions of Merkavah in this section of
the Bible, six have connotations of being more than mortal chariots. The first
mention of a Merkavah of God comes in Isaiah 6615, where the prophet forecasts that

the Divine legions of God will come to punish those who defile themselves.

See, the LORD is coming ‘with fire-His chariots are like a whirlwind-to vent His anger in
fury. His rebuke in flaming fire. *



Next are a set of occurrences which come from the prophet Zechariah, who sees
chariots and angels coming out from between two mountains. The charioteers are
reportedly angels who talk to the confused prophet. When the bewildered Zechanah asks.
"What are those?" he is told the horses represent winds which have just left the presence
of God.

1 looked up again. and I saw: Four chariots were coming out from between the two mountains;

the mountains were of copper. The horses of the first chariot were bay, the horses of the

second chariot were black; the horses of the third chariot were white, and the horses of the

fourth chariot were spotted—dappled. And I spoke up and asked the angel who talked with

me: "What are those my lord?" In reply, the angel said to me, "Those are the four winds of

heaven coming out after presenting themselves to the Lord of all the earth. (Zechariah 6:1-5)°

However, it is not just the angels or legions who drive chariots. The book of
Habakkuk reports another dimension of the Merkavah. In this instance the situation is
different. As opposed to ordering the Divine legions above to wreak punishment, God has

a Divine chariot which is for Divine transportation.

Are You wroth. O LORD. with Neharim? Is Your anger against Neharim. Your rage against
Yam-That You are driving Your steeds, Your victorious chariot? (Habakkuk 3:8)°

So, not only does the Merkavah pick up a Divine hint from the prophets, but the
Merkavah also has different qualities, from being the agent of God, to direct utilization by
the Divine.

General consensus has concluded that theré are other texts in the Jewish Bible
which describe the Merkavah. These texts include the first and tenth chapter of Ezekiel
and the tenth chapter of the book of Daniel, All of these texts share a description of an
object or being which has a color similar to beryl In addition, each of the texts contains a
fantastic supernatural element.

As 1 gazed on the creatures, [ saw one wheel on the ground next to each of the four-faced

creatures. As for the appearance of the structure of the wheels, they gleamed like beryl.

All four had the same form; the appearance and structure of each was as of two wheels

cutting through each other. And when they moved, each could move in the direction of

any of its four quarters; they did not veer when they moved. (Ezekiel 1:15-17)’

I could see that there were four wheels beside the cherubs, one wheel beside each of the

cherubs; as for the appearance of the wheels, they gleamed like the beryl stone. In
appearance, the four had the same form, as if there were two wheels cutting through each



other, And when they moved, each could move in the direction of any of its four quarters;
they did not veer as they moved. (Ezekiel 10:9-10)"

His body was like beryl, his face had the appearance of lightning, his eyes were like flaming
torches, his arms and legs had the color of burnished bronze, and the sound of his speech
was like the noise of a multitude. (Daniel 10:6)°
The object or being which has a similarity to the color seems to be the connection which
makes for the assumption that Daniel and Ezekiel are speaking about the same thing.
Other chapters of Daniel contain descriptions which connect it to the Zechariah
text containing Merkavah. In the seventh chapter of Daniel there is a description of four
great animals who have the ability to stir up the seas. Although the context differs from

that of Zechariah, the four beasts are mentioned again.

In my vision at night, | saw the four winds of heaven stirring up the great sea. Four mighty
beasts different from each other emerged from the sea. The first was like a lion but had
eagles' wings. As I looked on, its wings were plucked off, and it was lifted off the ground
and set on its feet like a man and given the mind of a man. Then I saw a second, different
beast which was like a bear but raised on one side. and with three fangs in its mouth

among its teeth; and it was told, 'arise, eat much meat!" After that, as I looked on, there was
another one, like a leopard, and it had on its back four wings like those of a bird; and the
beast had four heads, and dominion was given to it. Afier that, as I looked on in the night
vision, there was a fourth beast--fearsome, dreadful, and very powerful, with great iron teeth--
that devoured and crushed, and stamped the remains with its feet. It was different from all
the other beasts which had gone before it; and it had ten homns.(Daniel 7:2-1)"

This passage contains several parallels to the previous passage from Zechariah 6:1-5.

The connection between the two descriptions is in the winds and their connection to the
beasts and horses. While Daniel 10 and the Ezekiel texts contain no direct mention of the
Merkavah, !1ere a connéction between the winds and beasts links the Daniel 7 text to the
Merkavah via the Zechariah text. Since Merkavah is used in igchmm it is inferred that
at least Daniel 7, if not all the Daniel texts, are describing the same object. The similarities
between these biblical texts were apparent even in the days before the Mishnah, as .
reflected in many of the works not included in the Jewish Bible and the codification of the
Mishnah.

EXTRA-BIBLICAL WRITINGS

One of the problems witli this section will be the lack of coherence between the



differing passages. This is not a problem for this work alone, for it reflects a standing
question concerning the dates and origins of these texts. For the purposes of this paper, it
is assumed that the Dead Sea Scrolls are dated between 150 B.C.E. to 70 C.E." There
exist even greater questions about the dates of the other materials. This section, however
disjointed, is useful for the new themes and connections it provides concerning the
Merkavah.

Several writings have survived which were written during the time between the
end of the Jewish Bible and Judah Ha-Nasi's Mishnah. Included in these writings are the
Dead Sea Scrolls, Apocrypha, and various Jewish and Christian pseudepigraphic works.
It is in this period that some of the themes expressed above in different texts are brought
together and augmented by other biblical passages to form a more detailed understanding
of the Merkavah.

The Dead Sea Scrolls begin this intertestamental period. Some of the scrolls found
at Qumran contain passages about the Merkavah. The first of these passages comes from
Cave IV from a fragment called "the Angelic Liturgy" (AL). This particular passage was
translated by and commented upon by David Halperin in his book, The Faces of the
Chariot.

They give blessing as they raise themselves;
_-A sound of divine silence.
[ ]andmmulnmuschamas:hcyhﬂthelrmngs
E A sound of divine silence. -
They bless the image of the merkabah-throne
Above the firmament of the cherubim,
And they hymn the splendor of the firmament of light
Beneath the seat of his glory.
When the ‘ofannim go, the angels of the holy place return;
The spirits of the Holy of Holies go forth, like appearances of fire, from
beneath his glorious wheels [gal/galle kebodo).
All around are appearances of fiery grain-ears [? perhaps "rivers or
"paths"] in the likeness of the hashmal,
Constructions of brightness, gloriously interwoven;
‘Wondrous colors, mixed in-purity -
The spirits of the living God that travel about perpetually
with the glory of the wondrous chariots.
16 There is a silent sound of blessing in the tumult of their movement,
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17 And they praise the holy place when they turn back.
I8 When they raise themselves, they raise wondrously:
19 And when they return [?] they stand still.

20 The joyfully sound of hymning becomes quiet

21 And the silent blessing of God.

2 In all the camps of God.. "

In this short passage there is a collection of several different biblical sources, and it
includes allusions to other biblical texts, which until now were not directly associated with
Merkavah. Though the Qumran passages are outside the scope of the midrashim, they do
offer important information concerning some connections made in the midrashim and how
the Merkavah is viewed before the rabbinic period,

There are many biblical passages alluded to or quoted in the AL from Qumran. A
biblical passage, previously not associated directly with the word Merkavah, is alluded to

in lines 1-6. The reference to the chanting of the wings of the unknown creature is an

allusion to Ezekiel 3:12-13 which states

Then a spirit carried me away, and behind me | heard a great roanng sound: "Blessed is
the Presence of the LORD, in his place.” with the sound of the wings of the creatures
beating against one another, and the sound of the heels beside them--a great roaring
sound.”

Then this passage imports an allusion from Ezekiel 109 by referring to the "fire from

beneath hi§glorious wheels." The imagery of this verse is used in lines 9-11. Then in line

13 AL possibly skips to Ezekiel 8:2 in using the phrase, "in the likeness of the hashmal."
This conclusion could have come by linking the one occurrence in the Jewish Bible where

hashmal is employed to describe some other fantastic being.

As I looked. there was a figure that had the appearance of fire: from what appeared as his
loins done, [he was] fire; and from his loins up, his appearance was resplendent and had
the color of amber. (Ezekiel 8:2)"
Lines 16-17 bear a resemblance to Ezekiel 10.5, but in AL, the voice of God is absent
from the text. 18-20 are tied to Ezekiel 10:15-17 where the prophet describes the ascent

of the cherubim:

The cherubs ascended, those were the creatures that I had seen by the Chebar
Canal. Whenever the cherubs went, the wheels went beside them; and when the cherubs



lifted their wings to ascend from the earth, the wheels did not roll away from their side.
When those stood still. these stood still; and when those ascended. these ascended with
them, for the spirit of the creature was in them."

From this Qumran passage another biblical passage is introduced into the
Merkavah theme in the last line of the hymn from the AL. This possibly refers to
IT Chronicles 31.2 where Hezekiah is reported to have reinstalled the Levitical

priesthood after destroying all the competing cults in Judah, Benjamin, Ephraim and
Manasseh.

When all this was finished, all Isracl who were present went out into the towns
of Judah and smashed the pillars, cut down the sacred posts, demolished the shrines and
altars throughout Judah and Benjamin, and throughout Ephraim and Manasseh, to the
very last one. Then all the Israelites returned to their towns, each to his possession.
Hezekiah reconstituted the divisions of the priests and Levites, each man of the
priests and Levites according to his office, for the burnt offerings, the offerings of well-being,
to minister, and to sing hymns and praises in the gates of the courts of the LORD
(11 Chronicles 31:1-2)"

AL offers additions to understanding of the Merkavah Since the Bible does not
clearly specify this, AL is the first text where the visions of Ezekiel are directly associated
with Merkavah. 1t combines several different biblical images, which to this point were not
correlated. The passages from Ezekiel and Daniel in the Bible did not contain the word
Merkavah, though it is widely assumed that they are direct descriptions. The AL adds
further examples of this practice. Chapters 3 and 8 of Ezekiel and chapter 31 from I
Chronicles are new inclusions as descri pfions of the Merkavah

The AL and its mention of the Merkavah was not a unique find at Qumran.
An‘long the vanous fragments was one which Geza Vzgnes entitled "The Divine Throne-

Chariot" (TC). It appears to be a parallel since it contains several of the same images as

AL, and it gives new information as a result of the differences.

The Cherubim bless the image of the Throne-Chariot above the firmament, and they
praise the majesty of the fiery firmament beneath the seat of his glory. And between the
turning wheels, angels of holiness come and go, as it were a fiery vision of most holy spirits;
and about them flow seeming rivulets of fire, like gleaming bronze, a radiance of many
gorgeous colors, of marvelous pigments magnificently mingled.

The spirits of the Living God move perpetually with the glory of the wonderful
Chariot. The small voice of blessing accompanies the tumult as they depart, and on the path
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12



8 of their return they worship the Holy One. Ascending, they rise marvelously; settling, they
9 stay still. The sound of joyful praise is silenced and there is a small voice of blessing in all
10 the camp of God. And a voice of praise resounds from the midst of all their divisions in

11 worship. And each one in his place, all their numbered ones sing hymns of praise."”

This hymn appears to be a parallel of AL. If this is the case, then it may be
possible to use them together in order to answer some questions about Merkavah at
Qumran. The undefined "they" from AL lines #1, #3, #5, #7, and 17-19 poses a difficult
question of identity. According to TC, these are the cherubim, but AL specifically states
that they exist "Above the firmament of the cherubim.""” Clearly this refers ta some
extraterrestrial creature and not to humans, but the identity of these creatures is
questionable, unless cherubim are allowed to venture beyond their plane of existence.

The next identification which is possible is that between the spirits of the Holy of
Holies (AL) and the angels of holiness (TC). Both exist around the wheels of the
Merkavah. They also have a similarity in that they have the appearance of a bright
substance. AL describes their appearance as hashmal, but their exact form is illegible
according to Halperin." TC also describes these beings as fire, which gives an idea of the
exact appearance of hashmal 1t also describes their form as rivulets, and thus clarifies an
illegible part of the text in AL, lines 12-13

There are also two descriptions of the sound which the cherubim make as they rise
and the sound of the blessing of God which is heard in all the camps. AL describes this as
a "silent sound," while TC uses the term "small voice."”

These two passages from the Dead Sea Scrolls add much to the picture of the
progression of Merkavah beyond the Bible. First; they tie the Ezekiel texts together with
the Merkavah, a link which could only be assumed without the key connection of the Dead
Sea Scrolls. Next, they offer some identification of the word hashmal. By the

comparison of the two texts, it is now possible to describe hashmal as something which

bears a likeness to fire. This is significant as hashmal is often used in descriptions of the

Merkavah.
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The Bible begins to lay the foundation for the Merkavah, and its later growth as a
fixture in the world of the Divine. While Zechariah and Isaiah offer descriptions of the
chariots which are at the disposal of God, the Qumran texts describe the Merkavah of
God. This comports best with the description from Habakkuk where a Divine Merkavah
is used by God for waging war. The Qumran texts do not describe a Merkavah which is
employed in battle, however, there is a vehicle which is praised by the angels and
propelled by them.

Another post biblical source for the Merkavah is the book of Enoch. In Faces of
the Chariot, Halperin presents the book of Enoch as a critical link to the understanding of
the total picture of the Merkavah He reports that the origins of the book of Enoch
probably stem come from one source. In James Bruce brought manuscripts acquired on
an exploration back with him from Ethiopia. The Ethiopian manuscripts had come from a
Greek text, which ultimately came from an Aramaic text which was not discovered until
Qumran. Of the five books which make up the text, the oldest, "Book of Watches," and
the most recent, "Book of Parables," were included in Halperin's Faces, and are pertinent
to this paper.”

‘There are references to different themes and aspects of the Throne-Merkavah in
Enoch. Many of these deal with the Throne or Castle of God. Of these, chapter 14 of
the first book of Enoch contains passages bearing a resemblance to Daniel 7:9-10 in
that God is dressed in wi:ite_ There is also a similarity between the Ezekiel vision in 1:22
and Enoch where there is a transparent throne. I This may also bear a similarity to the
previously discussed passage from AL:

5 They bless the image of the merkabah-throne

6 Above the firmament of the cherubim,

7 And they hymn the splendor of the firmament of light

8 Beneath the seat of his glory.”

If the throne or firmament is clear, then it would be possible for the cherubim to behold

the glory of God and His throne yet never enter that plane.
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Faces also deals with a rebuke that Enoch gives to the angels, but it does not
overtly pertain to the Merkavah. Halperin then moves to Enoch's "Book of Parables"
where the phrase "Son of man" is used. Now. for a consideration of the passages that
have a greater amount of overt relevance.

One such significant passage draws a connection between Psalm 104 and the

fourteenth chapter of the book of Enoch which reads:

Behold, in the vision clouds invited me and a mist summoned me. and the course
of the stars and the lightnings sped and hastened me, and the winds in the vision caused
me to fly and lifted me upward, and bore me into heaven.

And I looked and saw therein a lofty throne: its appearance was as crystal, and
the wheels thereof as the shining sun, and there was the vision of the cherubim. And
from underneath the throne came streams of flaming fire so that I could not look thereon

And the Great Glory sat thereon, and His raiment shone more brightly than the
sun and was whiter than any snow.”

Compare this with the following passage from Psalm 104

wrapped 1n a robe of light;
You spread the heavens like a tent cloth.
He sets the rafters of his lofis in the waters,
and makes the clouds his chariot,

moves on the wings of the wind.
He makes the winds his messengers,

Ee:y flames His servants. (Psalms 104.2-4)*

More features of the Merkavah are added to by this Enoch passage. First, there was no
direct tie between Psalm 104 and Merkavah until this passage. Due to the similarity there
are new connectiﬁns made. To begin, the notion that the Merkavah might be made from
cioud; uses the biblical imagery for the first time outside_c;:;' the Bible.” In addition, this
passage from Enoch takes the idea that God wears light as a garment and that tl_le garment
is white and thus combines the imagery of the Psalm with Daniel 7:9, "His garment was
like white snow."* Finally, there is the shared picture of the winds doing the bidding of
God. Halperin uses this text to show a direct connection between Midrash Tanhuma and
Psalm 104.” Enoch is the earliest text which bridges the two. The rest of this discussion

will wait for a later chapter.
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There are also three ascension texts, so named for their contents. These texts
share the common theme about biblical heros ascending to the heavens. The first of these
describes the ascension of Adam, but this text only echoes some of the previous imagery
of a "chariot like the wind and its wheels were fiery."™ The other two texts, "Ascension
of Moses" and "Ascension of Abraham," are from Greek translations and have no exact
dates. The "Ascension of Moses" does not disclose any significant new material about
Merkavah. The "Ascension of Abraham" does bring new information about Abraham's
vision, the covenant of the pieces, and links the Merkavah to Sinai.™ According to this
text, Abraham had an experience much like that of Ezekiel. The two birds which Abraham
did not slaughter were supposed to have flown up to the heavens. Apparently carried up

with or by the birds, Abraham sees some of the wonders of the Divine places.

[Chapter] XVI. And I said to the Angel: "Why hast thou brought me up here now,
because | cannol now see, for | am already grown weak, and my spirit departeth from me?"
And he said to me: "Remain by me: fear not! And He who thou seest come straight towards
with a great voice of holiness - that is the Eternal One who loveth thee; but Himself thou
canst not see. But let not they spirit grow faint [on account of the loud crying]. for [ am
with thee, strengthening thee"

XVII. And while he yet spake (and ) lo! fire came against us round about, and a
voice was in the fire like a voice of many waters, like the sound of the sea in its uproar. And
the angel bent his head with me and worshipped And I desired to fall down upon the earth.
and the high place. on which we stood. [at one moment rose upright,] but at another rolled

“downwards.

And he said: "Only worship, Abraham, and utter the song which I have taught
thee," because there was no earth to fall upon. And | worshiped only, and uttered the
song which he had taught me. And he said: "Recite without ceasing."®

, As the text above indicates, when Abraham arrives there are many wondrous
things. First, there is an angelic tour guide who reassu;‘;:him that he will not die. Then
the narrator (Abraham) describes the experience of hearing the speech of God,‘ Fire
encircles Abraham and the angel, this fire is directly tied to the voice of God. The voice
Abraham describes is "like a voice of many waters."" In later texts, the fire descending
around Abraham and the angel was a common sign of dabbling in the Merkavah.™ In this
context, it is equated with the reception of prophecy, or the voice of God. This is very

much in line with the rabbinic assumption that if one studied the Scriptures correctly,
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revelation could occur by reading the pages of the text. .
This fire and other images from this description also implicate a new chapter

from the Bible, Psalm 29.

Ascribe to the LORD. O divine beings,
ascribe to the LORD glory and strength,

Ascribe to the LORD the glory of His name;
bow down to the LORD, majestic in boliness.

The voice of the LORD is over the waters;
the God of glory thunders,
the LORD. over the mighty waters.

The voice of the LORD is power,
the voice of the LORD is majesty,
the voice of the LORD breaks cedars:
the LORD shatters the cedars of Lebanon.

He makes Lebanon skip like a calf,

Sirion, like a young wild ox.

The voice of the LORD kindles flames of fire;
the voice of the LORD convulses in the wilderness:
the LORD convulses the wilderness of Kadesh;
the voice of the LORD causes hinds to calve,
and strips forests bare;
while in His temple all say "Glory!"

The LORD sat enthroned at the Flood;
the LORD sits enthroned, king forever.

May the LORD grant strength to His people;
may the LORD bestow on His people wellbeing ™

The statement in the Psalm that the voice of God "kindles flames of fire" cannot be fully
apprec-i-ated without the connection it shares with other biblical verses ascribed to
Merkavah. The exact term used in the Hebrew is hotzeiv lahavot eish. This is significant
since the lahavei eish appears in Isaiah 66:15 where it was first learned that God had
Mer}tavo!." =

Another picture which comes from this beginning is "like a voice of many waters"
(Ezekiel 1:24). Halperin notes that this "many waters" is from Ezekiel 1:24, b;n it also
draws a further connection of Psalm 29 to the Merkavah. The "Ascension of Abraham"
reports two different occurrences of waters as does Psalm 29. The voice of God is
described as having a "voice of many waters" in chapter 18 of "Ascension of Abraham,"

then it proceeds to tell the reader that the sound was like waters in a tumult. Psalm 29

17



also has two descriptions of its waters. The first is a regular reference to water, mayim,
but the second describes a great amount of water, mayim rabim The Psalm places the
voice of God in opposition to the waters, while the "Ascension" combines the images of
fire and water for the purpose of describing the voice of God.

Finally, the beginning of Abraham's ascension and the end of Psalm 29 share a
common theme. That theme is that the faithful of God, God's people, are granted strength
by the Divine. This comes out at the beginning of the ascension when the angel assures
his mortal guest that he is there to strengthen him. Likewise. in the Psalm the common
theme of God doing this for all of Israel is expressed, "The Lord will give strength unto
His people" This further buttresses the Psalm's connection to the "Ascension of
Abraham," and more important for this investigation, it adds Psalm 29 to the list of
possible biblical prooftexts for Merkavah.

These biblical and extra-biblical texts come to show certain common themes and
connections between themselves and the Merkavah This body of literature paints a
picture of the Merkavah as well as showing some of the earliest methods for textual
associations which are used by authors to create a collage of biblical verses about
Merkavdh The picture of the Merkavah is one of a great and mighty vehicle of God. It
has fantastic wheels which either emit fire or-have beings made of fire which cause the
Merkavah to move. The Merkavah or the plane on which the Merkavah exists is clear, or
made of transparent substz:nces. =

However, just as important are the textual connections presented by the second
layer. These connections are crucial to understanding the methodology of the pre-
Rabbinic writers. For example, the connection between the word Merkavah and Ezekiel is
only conjecture without Qumran to tie them together. Similarly there is no connection of
Psalm 104 without Enoch, nor is Psalm 29 a part of the picture of the Merkavah without
the account of Abraham's ascension. Most of these jumps employ a word association

between one or more themes or words that two texts use; to use a Rabbinic term, gezera
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sheva. These gezeirot shavot will become more important, as the next level of this

investigation begins--the early rabbinic period.
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CHAPTER 2 - THE EARLY RABBINIC PERIOD

During the early rabbinic period, the Merkavah was developed and expanded in
talmudic and midrashic sources. This period also presents the further development of
Merkavah into a type of activity. Among the writings which have survived from this
period are the Mishnah, Talmud Yerusalmi (TY), Talmud Bavli (TB), and some of the
major Midrashim. - All of these works contain some reference to the Merkavah. The
Merkavah or contemplation of the Merkavah which takes place during this time receives
mixed reactions from different sources.
MISHNAH & TOSEPHTA

In the Mishnah of Rabbi Judah the Prince, speculation about the Merkavah is

strictly warned against.

Do not seek knowledge of forbidden sexual matters in the company of three, nor of the works

of creation in the company of two, and no one may seek out the Merkavah, except in those

cases where the person is wise and has understanding from his knowledge.!
The passage is terse and confusing, but given the context, the Merkavah was considered
one of the most censured topics. Why it was censured is unclear from the Mishnah, it is
less clear when the Tosephta tells of praise, while the Talmuds present more dangers.

Tosephta recounts a story of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai riding on a donkey led by
Rabbi Eleazar ben 'Arakh. Rabbi Eleazar asks Rabbi Yohanan to teach him a chapter
about the Merkavah. Citing Hagigah as his reason, Rabbi Yohanan does not grant Rabbi

'Eleazar's request. At this point Rabbi Eleazar begins to expound the Merkavah before his

master, and Rabbi Yohanan is so moved that he descends from his donkey and kisses his
student. From the Tosephta's account it might be possible to assume that a student could
dabble in Merkavah, even if his master warned him against such practices.?
TALMUD YERUSALMI

The warning which Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai cited had no negative effects in the

Tosephta, but in TY the benefits and the dangers become more apparent. In TY
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Hagigah 2:1, p.77a there is an account and a hint of the danger. The account in TY
begins much as in the Tosephta, then TY adds new material to the account from Tosephta.

[TI.A] Not the Chariot before one. [s this also according to R. Agiba?

B] [No!] It is the opinion of all [the sages], in order that 2 man might know that he should have
consideration of the glory of his Creator.

IC) Has not Rav said, "A man is not permitted to speak on [this] subject in the presence of his
master unless he has approved or unless he has served [his apprenticeship]|"?

[D] How does one proceed?

[E] First his master summarizes for him the chief points of the chapters. then he approves [to the
disciple expounding the rest].

[F] R Hiyya in the name of R. Yohanan: "Rabbi had a distinguished disciple, and he expounded
one chapter in the Work of the Chariot without Rabbi's permission. He was smitten by a
skin disease."”

1G] This teaching is like two paths, one of fire and one of snow. If one inclines to this side. one
dies by fire; to that side, and one dies by snow. What should one do? Walk in the middle.

[IV.A] Once Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai was going on the road. riding on an ass, and R. Eleazar
ben Arakh was walking behind him. [Eleazar| said to Yohanan. "Master. teach me a chapter
in the Work of the Chariot."

[B] [R. Yohanan] said to him, "Have not the sages taught thus: Nor the Chariot unless he is a
sage and understands of his own knowledge?"

IC] [R. Eleazar] said to him, "Master give me permission to speak about the subject in your
presence." He said to him, "Speak!"

D] As soon as R. Eleazar ben Arakh opened [his discourse] on the Work of the Chariot. Rabban
Yohanan ben Zakkai got off the ass, saying, "It is not right that I should be hearing about the
glory of my Creator while still seated on an ass!" They went and sat down under a (ree.

[E] Then fire fell from heaven and surrounded them, and the ministering angels skipped before
them like wedding guests rejoicing before the bridegroom. An angel answered from the midst
of the fire and said, "According to your words, Eleazar ben Arakh, is the Work of the Chariot."

[F] Immediately all the trees opened their.mouths and sang. "Then shall all of the trees of the wood
sing for joy." (Ps. 96:12).

1G] When R. Eleazar ben Arakh finished [expounding] the Work of the Chariot, Rabban
Yohanan ben Zakkai stood up and kissed him upon his head and said, "Blessed be the Lord,
GBd of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, who has given to Abraham our father a wise son who
knows how to expound on the glorify of our father who is in heaven. Some expound well, but
do not fulfill well; some fulfill well, but do not expound wéll. Eleazar ben Arakh expounds well _
and fulfills well. Happy are you, Abraham our father, that Eleazar ben Arakh has cnme forth
from your loins."

[H] When R. Yose the Priest and R. Simeon ben Nathanel heard [about it], they also began |a
discourse] on the Work of the Chariot. They said: it was a day in the summer season, and
the earth shook and a rainbow appeared in the cloud. And a [heavenly] echo came forth and
said to them, "Behold, the place is vacant for you and the dining couches laid out for you
You and your disciples are destined for the third heaven."

From this lengthy account several new things are learned about the Merkavah and
its study. The first relates to IILF where it is related that a brilliant, yet unnamed student
of Rabbi dabbled in Merkavah. The important detail to note is that he did not have

permission from his teacher and as a result contracted leprosy. The account of Rabbi's
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star student gives a hint of Divine dislike for those who dabble in Merkavah without going
through proper channels. This differs from the two accounts which follow. In the first,
Rabbi Eleazar ben Arakh gains the permission of his teacher before speaking. In the last
account it may be assumed that these were master teachers since they never asked
permission to speak. This is followed by two descriptions of the benefits for those who
conduct their contemplation of Merkavah well

The next account of speculation on the Merkavah comes when Rabbi Eleazar is
leading the donkey of Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai. Rabbi Eleazar requests to expound the
Merkavah before his teacher, and Rabbi Yohanan reminds him of the Mishnaic prohibition
Then Rabbi Eleazar pleads with Rabbi Yohanan, and the reluctant teacher grants him
permission. In the middle of Rabbi Eleazar's discourse, Rabbi Yohanan dismounts for he
claims that it is not proper for him to continue riding while hearing about the glory of his
Creator. As soon as the two are seated beneath a tree, fire descends from heaven. The
ministering angels are said to have appeared and affirmed the words of Rabbi Eleazar.

This story bears a similar theme to Psalm 29, discussed in Chapter 1. When the

psalmist gave a description of the voice of God it too included fire

The voice of the LORD breaks cedars;
the LORD shatters the cedars of Lebanon.
He makes Lebanon skip like a calf,
Sirion, like a young wild ox. «
The voice of the LORD kindles flames of fire; -3
Thus one may conclude from the description of the results of Rabbi Eleazar's exposition
that the voice of God was involved in praising the words of Rabbi Eleazar.
Then there is the second account involving Rabbi Yose the Priest and Rabbi
Simeon ben Nathanel. In this instance there is also approval of the speculation, but the
sign of approval is not the same as in the previous passage. Here the appearance of a

rainbow from a cloud and the heavenly voice echoes Ezekiel 1:28.

Like the appearance of the bow which shines in the clouds on a day of rain, such was
the appearance of the surrounding radiance. That was the appearance of the semblance
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of the Presence of the LORD. When I beheld it, I flung myself down on my face. And I
heard the voice of someone speaking.®

The common element between these passages is that by speculation on the Merkavah,
each achieves a connection to a biblical encounter with God. Both hint at the fact that
when they expounded on the forbidden Merkavah correctly they were rewarded with
prophecy as in the days of the Bible. Thus the Merkavah in this instance becomes the
vehicle whereby the learned student and teachers were able to reenact a direct connection
to the Divine.

BABYLONIAN TALMUD

The Babylonian Talmud (BT) presents the text of the Hagigah 2:1 Mishnah on
page 11b; then the discussion about the Merkavah resumes on page 12a. Here thereis a
debate over what the statement from Mishnah Hagigah 2:1, "before one," indicates. Then
the passage moves to a discussion about the secrets of Torah and who can know them.
Finally the speculation of the Merkavah becomes an issue when Rabbi Eleazar goes to
Pumbedita and has an audience with the elders there. In an exchange of information the
elders tell Rabbi Eleazar about the works of creation, and he instructs them in the
Merkavah. Important in this instruction is his linkage of the sexual prohibitions from the
Mishnah with the prohibition of the Merkavah. Rabbi Eleazar __tells the elders that the

“f " common theme between both of them is that it is better to keep your clothes on (and not
discuss the topic) rather than investigate and reveal that which the public si}ggld not see.
Then there is a piece of anecdotal evidence which reports that a child burned to death
when he speculated on the Merkavah. ‘

Here too we can see caution about the Merkavah. The matter is said to be better
left unmentioned in public. To drive the point home Rabbi Eleazar quotes Song of Songs
4:11, "things that are sweeter than honey and milk should be kept under your tongue."’-

BT proceeds from this idea and attempts to explain passages from Ezekiel 1. BT
explains verse 14 by describing the fire as molten metal which is red hot, yet pliable. The
discussion then moves to verse 4 which takes up the issue of the four winds. According to
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the rabbis it is these winds which go to defeat Nebuchadnezzar In verse 15 thereis a
description of a huge creature. A comment from an carlier tradition tells the reader that
this is the angel Sandalphon who has a height equal to a journey of five hundred years and
makes crowns for God. Ezekiel 3:12 is explained as describing the actions of the
creatures whose appearance is described in 1:10. Then the discrepancy between 1 10 and
10:14 is mentioned. This is reconciled when Resh Lakish attributes to mercy the change
from the face of an ox in 1.10 to the face of a cherub in 1014 since the face of the ox
brings to mind the golden calf *

This passage shows that the rabbis wrestled with the idea of the Merkavah, its
imagery and inconsistencies. The image of angels being created from a fiery stream every
day is offset by Psalms 33:6 which claims that God's voice creates angels. This seems to
say that the Bible should not be read literally when it comes to the divine realm BT also
proceeds to discuss chapter 7 of Daniel in an apparent attempt to explain the difficult
verses by offering examples to counter the possible claims made in the text. Verse 9,
which describes the garb of God as white, is offset by Song of Songs 5:11 which describes
it as black. Again, the message seems to be against a literal reading of Scriptures This
causes the BT to bear a greathresemblance toTY

. In BT the story of Rabbi Yohanan b. Zakkai exists and appears to be a close
"parallel of the TY until the praise is given to E,lfazar b. 'Arakh. Here there is an addition

between the beginning of the praise and the end, when Rabbi Yohanan says

There is onc who expounds well but does not carry out well, carries out well but doesn't

expound well, but you expound well and you carry out well. Happy are you, our father.

Abraham,...*
Thus in addition to the praise issued forth from the heavens, and the praise recorded in
TY, the BT adds to the praise of Rabbi Eleazar Echoing several passages from chapter 5
of Mishnah Avot, Rabbi Eleazar is said to have wonderful qualities since he both

expounds, derash, and upholds, m'kayaim "
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Then, as in TY, the text jumps to the account of two other rabbis who hear of
these expositions. A minor difference between TY and BT at this juncture is that Rabbi
Simeon is replaced by Rabbi Joshua. The major difference is that Rabbi Yose reports to

Rabbi Yohanan the wonders which their speculation produced Rabbi Yohanan replies,

"Happy are you and happy 1s your mother, happy the eves that have seen such a thing

And so, t0o. you and | in my dream were recliming on Mouni Sinai, and an echo came forth

from heaven to us, saying, 'Come on up here. come on up here. here are great banquet halls

and fine dining tables set up for you: you. your disciples, and your disciples’ disciples all

are destined for the third rank [firmament of heaven|."""

The Talmuds and other halakic works in this section offered new information
about the Merkavah_  First there are the dangers of the Merkavah The star student of
Rabbi Yohanan contracting leprosy and the child who was burned to death after dabbling
in Merkavah exemplify the risk. On the other hand, the Merkavah is now a course of
study or a type of study This study is suppose to be limited to the select few, that s, the
one who is "wise and has understanding from his knowledge." Therefore, the students and
teachers who fall into this category, namely Rabbis Eleazar, Yohanan, Yose and Simeon,
benefit from this speculation since it appears to be a source of prophecy Prophecy from
the Psalms and the Prophets comes in TY and BT, but when Mount Sinai is mentioned by
Rabbi Yohanan in BT it is discussed from a different angle. Speculation in Merkavah can
now bring an experience to the learned which is tantamount to Torah from Sinai

: This brief mention of the Merkavah in the Mishnah, Tosephta, and Talmuds is
necessary in order to lay the gﬁ)undwork for the tension which existed over Merkavah.

As mentioned in the section on the Mishnah, the Merkavah was so dangerous that only the
select could possible study it, and then only one at a time. Against this are several
accounts in the following works which recount at least two people, if not an entire school.

participating in a discussion of such matters. Still, according to the accounts, the danger

was mentioned and existed.
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Coupled with the accounts from the period preceding the early rabbinic period,
the following ideas about the Merkavah are presented The Merkavah is Divine It has
characteristics of fire, either around it or in it. The Merkavah has something to do with
the voice of God. in that the voice of God can cause fire or angels to issue forth from
Merkavah. Fire and angels together certainly explain the Rabbi Eleazar stories. Now, in
spite of the danger, Rabbi Yohanan in BT connects Merkavah to Sinai, where there were
fire and prophecy as well. More of these images and issues will become increasingly
apparent as the focus of this paper tumns to the Merkavah in a body of literature known as
Midrash
GENESIS RABBAH

The basis for the discussion of Merkavah in Genesis Rabbah (GR) comes from the
Talmud Yerusalmi. There are three Midrashim found in GR which contain references to
the Merkavah All of these Midrashim are attributed to Resh Lakish Two of them are
direct parallels of each other, and though the third is stylistically different. it is a thematic
parallel. The main theme of these Midrashim is that the patriarchs serve to carry or lift up
God, It 1s by them that God is able to go up; hence they are equated with the Merkavah

since they are the devices by which God ascends.

Resh Lakish said: The Patnarchs are [God's] Heavenly Chariot. Thus it is writien. AND

GOD WENT UP FROM UPON ABRAHAM., again. And God went up from upon him

(Gen. XXXV. 13): further. And, behold. the Lord stood upon him (ib. XXVII1.13) 1

. - . . - . - . - 1

The Midrash arrives at this interpretation by suggesting an alternative reading for
biblical texts. There is a common phrase found in most of the prooftexts in which the
Hebrew verb "to ascend"" is used in conjunction with a conjugation of the Hebrew phrase
"from on," mei‘alav.* The use of mei'alav could describe a person taking leave of
another. However, it could also indicate movement (probably upwards) from an object.

According to the interpretation ascribed to Resh Lakish, he chooses to employ the latter

meaning of movement away from an object. Mei'alav was also used to describe how a
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person entered and exited a Merkavah. Thus by a gezeira shava, the Midrash interprets
the phrase to suggest that God used the patriarchs as divine vehicles due to the use of such
verbs of action in other circumstances "

The other verb which is used in both Midrashim is nizav which is used in
conjunction with the prepositional phrase a/av " This particular phrase translates as "on
it" or "on him " The verse from Genesis 28 13 would read that God stood upon a pillar of
stone, but Resh Lakish's Midrash would translate that God stood upon the patriarch
Jacob In the previous two prooftexts, God removed Himself from the patnarch, and this
Midrash indicates that God stood upon Jacob.

The only difference between the Midrashim here is the way in which they are
presented to the reader The GR 47 6 and GR 69 3 passages begin with Resh Lakish's
statement that equates the patriarchs with the Merkavah  Then they proceed to offer the
prooftexts to support their claim. GR 826 states the exegetical verse first, then proceeds
to offer the comments of Resh Lakish on this sgction The difference between the two is
in the style of their presentation. GR 47:6 and GR 69 3 have a style akin to that of Pirkei
Avot, where statements are often made by rabbis, then prooftexts are provided for the
rabbi's assértion. GR 82:6 has a greater likeness 1o exegetical Midrash where the Midrash
begins with the verse of exposition, then proceeds to interpret the verse. Thus the only
difference is in style, but not in the message of the Midrash.

LEVITICUS RABBAH -- -3

Next in chronological order is the work known as Leviticus Rabbah (LR) As
indicated by the name, this text deals with various Midrashim about passages from the
third book of the Bible. The date for this work is between the fifth and the beginning of
the sixth century of the common era."” In LR there are only two direct references to
Merkavah, and both have some connection to BT

The first of these is from LR 2.8 where the text is commenting on the phrase from

Leviticus 1:2.
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Speak to the Israelite people, and say to them: When any of you presents an offering of
cattle 1o the LORD, he shall choose his offering from the herd or from the flock."*

The text uses the Hebrew adam, and it is this word which LR uses to fashion it's Midrash,
Adam in this verse is tied to the use of ben adam in Ezekiel 2:1, and this is how the
Merkavah is tied by the Midrash to Leviticus. Then the Midrash proceeds to offer a
mashal "

Another interpretation: 'Sont of man'. This may be compared to the case of a human king

against whom his wife and children rebelled. He thrust them away, and banished them from

his house. Afier a time he sent and brought a son that was with her, and said to him: 'O son

of that woman, come let me show you my house and my court which | have without your

mother Have my glory and my court diminished aught, even though your mother remains

outside?' Similarly did the vision appear to Ezekiel®
In this midrash the Ezekiel passage is introduced to show that God is not affected by
[srael's inability to offer sacrifices. Israel is likened to a woman who was expelled from
her house by her royal husband who, even without his wife remains a king with all his
honor and glory When Ezekiel envisions the Merkavah while in exile it is proof that
God's power and glory have not been affect by the fall of Jerusalem. The Midrash appears
to tell the reader that sacrifices have no theurgic affect upon God. The benefit of
sacrifices lies solely in Israel doing the command Thus this Midrash understands the
Merkavah as a symbol which proves the enduring grandeur of God to Ezekiel and defines
the role of sacrifices in the eschatological scheme of the world.

The other mention‘of Merkavah is in LR 16:4  Here there is no matenal which
was not mentioned in the Talmudic material above. The fext, discussing the leper, brings

up Psalm 50,

And to the wicked, God said:

"Who are you to recite My laws,

and mouth the terms of My covenant,
seeing that you spurn My discipline,
and brush My words aside?!

Then the Midrash skips to the account of Ben Azzai in which the student is studying and

suddenly a fire springs up around him. Those around Ben Azzai ask if he is involved in
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studying the Merkavah, which Ben Azzai denies. He simply states that he is studying the

words in the Torah and their parallels in the Prophets Then he states,

and the words of the Torah are joyful even as they were on the day they were being given

at Sinai, and they were onginally given in fire. as it is said. And the mountain burned with

Jire (Deut. [V, 11) #
Here Merkavah is tied to Sinai (as above in BT) In addition. the text is set among texts
talking about leprosy This is significant in light of the BT report that leprosy was the
punishment for improper speculation about the Merkavah

LR gives additional information about the Merkavah, in that the Merkavah seems
to be understood as something eternal and dangerous The first mention of Merkavah in
LR is used to teach the reader an important theological fact about the efficacy of sacrifice
and the limits thereof From this we also learn that the Merkavah is not just used once or
twice, but it is a permanent part of the Divine retinue  The second text is set in the middle
of texts about the Divine punishment of leprosy. Ben Azzai died from speculation into
risky matters when he peered into the pardeis, but the text accuses him of speculation into
the Merkavah. Ben Azzai claims that he was only engaged in simple text study and did
not realize what he was doing Although he connects back to Sinai, as seen above, the fire
and Sinai are connected by Psalm 29 which connects the speech of God with fire. In
addition, Sinai was said to be surrounded by fire when the Torah was given. The fire
which surrounds Ben Azzai appears to be connected to the Merkavah by these two
statements by Ben Azzai, even though he was unaware of what he was doing,
PESIKTA DERAY KAHANA

Though the previous texts have hinted at the connection between the Merkavah,
prophecy, and Sinai, none are as pronounced during this time period as the one from
Pesikta de-Rab Kahana (PDRK). In Mysticism in Rabbinic Judaism, Ira Chernus presents
these themes and ideas in his first chapter where he probes the depths of the imagery and

meaning behind this Midrash » Chernus discusses a sermon from the Midrash which
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begins with the exegetical verse from Exodus 20:2. The author of this Midrash pulls
together many themes which until this point had been separate The Midrash begins by

pointing to Psalm 6818 which reads that

God's chariots are myriads upon myriads. thousands upon thousands; the Lord is among
them as in Sinai in holiness *

Then the Midrash takes Exodus 20 .2 where the Israelites are at the foot of Sinai and links
it to the Psalm_ This is possible since it appears that the Psalm describes the theophany
from the human perspective, whereas Exodus 202 is from the Divine perspective, "l am

the Lord your God " These two views of Sinai are combined in the following passage

Another comment. "The chanots of God" two mynads and two thousand angels.

With the Holy One there came down twenty-two thousand chariots, and each and every chanot

was like the chariot which Ezekiel saw  Proof of this statement comes out of a text that was

brought from Babylonia in which it 1s asserted that twenty-two thousand chariots--so Elijah.

ever remembered on good occasions, taught—-came down with the Holy One.

Reading the verse "The chariots of God--mytiads, thousands multiplied” (Ps.68 18),

R Tanhum bar R. Hanailai said: There were thousands multiplied by thousands, myriads

multiplied by myriads. to a number which only a mathematician can calculate **
This text also reflects the ideas in one of the BT passages. Rabbi Yohanan stated in one of
the passages, "And so, too. you and | in my dream were reclining on Mount Sinai, and an
echo came forth from heaven to us"* Here the connection between Sinai and the
Merkavah is reinforced by the linkage of these two verses Even a greater sense of the
connection between Merkavah and Sinai is demonstrated by where this passage appears.
The sermon in this Midrash is the Shavuot sermon where Moses goes up and receives the
Torah on Sinai. Haftara for this day is Ezekiel. chapter 1, and only the twelfth verse of
chapter 3. Thus the connection of Sinai to the Merkavah is stated explicitly in the
Midrash, and implicitly by the use of this passage for the holiday of giving of Torah, and
the Haftara connected to the holiday All of this is further tied back to the Isaiah 66 15
passage from the first chapter of this work which told the reader that God had chariots.

To arrnive at the number twenty-two thousand, the rabbis counted the numbers

from the Psalm. The Psalm refers to rebotayim and alphei, which amounts to at least
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twenty two thousand. However, the very next passage by R. Tanhum tells the reader that
the number could be astronomical.

This Midrash begins to tell the story of the power which is behind the Merkavah
Here it is not just mentioned in passing, but it is viewed as an essential motif to the
connection between heaven and earth. Before, GR presented the idea that the patriarchs
were the Merkavah. Now the role of the Merkavah is expanded beyond a mere transport
or connection to terrestrial beings. Due to this Midrash, one may assume that the
Merkavah, and activities concerning it. are directly linked back to the theophany at Sinai
PESIKTA RABBATI

The last set of Midrashim in the early rabbinic period is Pesikta Rabbati. The first
of these is 20:3 where there is another mention of Sandalphon in connection with the
Merkavah. The report again appears as in BT, that this angel is a five hundred year
Journey tall and weaves crowns for God, with slight variations. However, in this context.

it is tied to Exodus 34.6 where God makes an appearance.

The LORD came down in a cloud. He stood with him there. and proclaimed - "The LORD!
the LORD! a God compassionate and gracious. slow to anger. abounding in kindness and
faithfulness?’

This harkens back to Psalm 104:2-4 where the following description of an entrance of

God is described.

wrapped 1n a robe of light;
You spread the heavens like a tent cloth
He sets the rafters of His lofis in the waters,
and makes the clouds His chariot,
moves on the wings of the wind.
He makes the winds His messengers,
fiery flames His servants. (Psalms 104:2-4)%

The idea of the Merkavah having a quality like clouds is brought into this Midrash. Then
the Midrash proceeds to link the Exodus passage to Ezekiel 3:12. the common element
between the two being that they extol God's praises and greatness.

Later in the same 20:3 passage from Pesikta Rabbati there is another mention of



the Merkavah. 1In this passage the various creatures which sing the praises of God are
named and the wheels of the Merkavah are among them. The only significance which this
adds at this time is that the wheels are not just round objects but alive or animated in some
way. Before in Ezekiel 10:12 it was told that the wheels of the Merkavah were covered
with eyes. Now. those eyes have mouths as well, which sing the praises of God.

The last appearance of Merkavah in Pesikta Rabbati is in 21 6 Here, as in Pesikta
de-Rab Kahana, the number of twenty-two thousand Merkavor descending with God to
Sinai is told in conjunction with Psalm 68°18. The only difference between the two is that
unlike the Pesikta de-Rah Kahana, here there is no mention of Babyloma as a source for

the text

This time period demonstrates another level of understanding for the Merkavah
For the first time the Merkavah is viewed as dangerous for the unlearned From the
accounts about Ben Azzai in the Talmuds and LR it can be assumed that Merkavah was
dangerous, since a person could connect to its power without knowledge of what his
actions would produce The Merkavah is dangerous, but it is also wonderful, as many of
the other Midrashim from this period tell

First there is the account in TY and BT of wondrous consequences when Eleazar
ben 'Arakh is able to bring down angels from heaven. The account which follows this
story in both Talmuds is equally incredible BT, however, follows these stories with a
mention of Sinai by Yohanan ben Zakkai. It is this mention which is of further relevance
in other Midrashim. "

GR equates the Merkavah with the patriarchs, as if to saythat the Merkavah is
responsible for carrying the message of God to the world LR presents the passage about
the sages accusing Ben Azzai of dabbling in the Merkavah in the midst of a discussion en
leprosy. This may not add much to the discussion, except leprosy was punishment in BT
for the student of Rabbi who did not speculate well about the Merkavah Again the image
of fire is presented in association with the Merkavah, but the Midrash does not stress
anything significant about the fire.

Finally in Pesikta de-Rav Kahana, the connection between fire, Merkavah, and

Sinai is flushed out from its mention in BT. The Midrash clearly connects the fire of
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P, |

Merkavah to the fire at Sinai. This shared fire is the key between the two. This union of
the two teaches the reader that God descended to Sinai with Merkavot. Were it not clear
enough, the two texts complement each other, and the rabbis further stressed the point
with the holiday of Shavuot It is this holiday which has the Exodus 20:2 passage for a
Torah reading and the first chapter of Ezekiel, plus chapter three, verse 12 for the Haftara

With minor differences, this connection is stressed again in Pesikta Rabbati.

At this point Merkavah is no longer just a figure in the Divine realm. It 1s an
essential ingredient at Sinai when Israel met God It also remains an essential connection
for the rabbis It was an important vehicle of contact between Adonai and Israel at Sinai,
and for the rabbis it is still the connection between heaven and earth, God and Israel,

learned rabbis and Moshe Rabbeinu
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CHAPTER 3-THE MIDDLE PERIOD

The next period of writing contains a vast amount of material from the various
Midrashim written during this time. Beginning this section are the rest of the compilations

of Midrashim from Midrash Rabbah

EXODUS RABBAH

The compilation entitled Exodus Rabbah (ER) contain four references to the
Merkavah. These mentions of Merakvah begin in the chapter 15 of ER. In a discussion
about I Chronicles 29 23, the Midrash comments on the verse, "And Solomon sat upon
the throne of the Lord as king " Seeing the seeming problem with a mortal occupying a
Divine space, the rabbis rushed to find an answer To do this the rabbis link several verses
showing that the kingship and dominion of Solomon were only the terrestrial parallel of
the extraterrestrial kingdom of God. The connection of the Merkavah in all of this comes
when I Kings 7:29.33 is shown to be a paralle|] of the Divine realm as reflected by Ezekiel

110,

and on the insets within the frames were lions, oxen, and cherubim. Above the frames was
a stand; and both above and below the lions and the oxen were spirals of hammered metal.
(I Kings 7:29)

The structure of the wheels was like the structure of chanot wheels; and their axletrees.
their nms, their spokes. and their hubs were all of cast metal (I Kings 7,33)"

Each <;f them had a human face |at the front]; each of the four haaie face of a hon on the

right; each of the four had the face of an ox on the left; and each of the four had the face

of an eagle [al the back]. (Ezekiel 1:10)
The rabbis use the parallel of the Merkavah to prove their contention that Solomon's
kingdom and reign were human parallels to the Divine realm. They end this Midrash with
the statement that after Solomon the dynasty began its decline.

The next Midrash appears to be a further bolstering of the wisdom of Solomon and

his understanding of the Merkavah. Commenting on the passage "I will sing to the Lord,
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For He is highly exalted" from Exodus 15:1, the Midrash begins a discussion of the four
great beings of the terrestnal realm This passage points to the eagle, ox, lion and human
as the greatest of birds, domesticated animals, wild animals and living beings Then the
Midrash looks at Ezekiel 1:10 to point out that all of these beings are beneath the
Merkavah. The Midrash then points to the wisdom of Kohelet (which by no mere
coincidence was written by Solomon) to quote that God is highly exalted. This serves to
teach the reader about the lower place of the species which exist on earth. The various
beings may be the greatest of their type, but they are subservient to God who is highly
exalted above any being on earth. Thus another lesson is attributed to the unequaled
wisdom of Solomon

Later in chapter 33, ER again mentions the Merkavah, but the question it answers
this time 1s different than the previous two concerns, Here the parallels between heaven
and earth, Divine world and terrestrial world are mentioned Again the connection
between 1 Kings 7 33 and Ezekiel is mentioned, but the point that the Midrash teaches is
different. Previously this connection was made to prove the wisdom of Solomon. In this
section the 1 Kings/Ezekiel parallel is just one among many which, according to the
Midrash, was made by God as an act of mercy for the world of mortals

Last, there is a mention of Merkavah in ER 23:14. This Midrash mentions the
wheels of the chariot and spe?ks of Divine intervention which brought the Israelites over
the sea. However, there is not a clear mention of the Merkavah outside of it being a type
of Divine bridge. This is also a parallel to Song of Songs Rabbah, and perhaps more will
be understood by looking at it in that context later in this chapter

In general the passages in ER attempt to show why the Divine world parallels the
earthly domain. To accomplish this they indicate the many parallels between heaven and
earth, then give a reason for such symmetry. Solomon is praised as the greatest mortal
king and, according to the rabbis, is the best parallel of the King of Kings ever to live,

The other parallels between mortal and immortal worlds are understood as examples of
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Divine mercy. The rabbis imply the rhetorical question in ER 334, "Why else would God
wish to be among us?"
NUMBERS RABBAH

There are two references to Merkavah in Numbers Rabbah (NR) The first of
these occurs in chapter 12 where the Merkavah is associated with the sun. In fact, the sun

is said to ride on a Merkavah as it travels across the sky

'Chariot' signifies the sun, which is set on high and ndes on a chanot, lighting up the world
This accords with the text. The sun. which is as a bridegroom coming out of his chamber,
etc (Ps. XIX, 6)°
This comports with chapter | where Isaiah 66:15 tells the reader that God has chanots,
but this is the first mention of the sun using one of them
The other mention of Merkavah comes in NR 2312 where the Midrash tells the

reader that all the curses which David wished upon Joab visited the house of David This

unfolding of curses includes King Rehoboam in I Kings 12 18

King Rehoboam sent Adoram, who was in charge of the forced labor, but all Israel pelted him
to death with stones. Thereupon King Rehoboam hurriedly mounted his chariot and fled to
Jerusalem.*
There is no explicit mention of a Divine chariot here, but there may be an implicit one
One of the cu;;es which David cast upon Joab was leprosy This curse came back to visit
Uzziyahu. Leprosy was also one of the punishments for improper speculation in
Merkavah (see chapter 2). However, if this passage has any connection to the Divine
Merkavah, that connection is not specifically mentioned. =
DEUTERONOMY RABBAH
The only mention of Merkavah in Deuteronomy Rabbah (DR) deals directly wi.th
the Divine Merkavah. The example which is given surfaces among a series of fantastic
events. DR recounts the incredible things which Moses did to attempt to stop death from
coming to him. According to the Midrash he prayed 515 times, a number which in

gematria is equal to YnnN). God zommanded the angels to bolt the gates of heaven for
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Moses is about to storm the heavens. The Midrash describes how the prayer of Moses is
like a sword cutting through everything; its power emanating from the name of God which
Moses has learned from the Divine scribe Zagzagel Then the Midrash mentions the
Merkavah. The passage begins with a question as to the meaning of Ezekiel 3:12,
“Blessed be the glory of God from His place." According to the Midrash, the only way for
Moses to be suppressed in his efforts is for God to order the angels to refrain from hearing
Moses' prayer. DR gives this as the response of the angels to God's stopping Moses *

On one level this is a fascinating passage since it echoes a previous non-rabbinic
text. In chapter 1 the Throne-Chariot scroll (TC) contained the following description of

the wheels of the chanot

The Cherubim bless the image of the Throne-Chariot above the firmament, and they

praise the majesty of the fiery firmament bencath the seat of his glory.  And between the

turning wheels, angels of holiness come and go, as it were a fiery vision of most holy spirits:

and about them flow seeming rivulets of fire, like gleaming bronze. a radiance of many

gorgeous colors. of marvelous pigments magnificently mingled.®
According to the account of the Merkavah, the wheels are beneath the seat of God's glory,
and it is from this place that God is blessed. Here the point of origin for blessing which
was first mentioned in TC recurs in DR, but in the latter text the blessing is only uttered by
cowering angels. This theme makes the message of this Midrash more fascinating.

Until now the material surrounding the Merkavah has been of a descriptive nature.
The BT material may have hinted at some sort of travel or transfer of the wise sage to
Sinai  The Merkavah is dangerous in other places. For the first time, here there is a
blatant admission of a theurgic value to something in which a mortal being would engage.
When the only recourse of God is an exhortation for the angels to cease listening to the
prayers of Moses, the power of Moses and the potential power for all montals is raised to

a new level. This is a power which even the angels have no ability to withstand The

prophet of God is beyond their power They are relegated to staying behind the wheels of
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the Merkavah and can only praise God for stopping Moses, since he has, in some way,
risen above them.
SONG OF SONGS RABBAH

The Song of Songs Rabbah (SOSR) contains some references to the Merkavah In
SOSR 1:10 the word is used, but in this case a mortal chariot is being described In 1 49
there is another mention of the chariot. In this case the chariot is the source from whence
the winds blow. In a discussion of the splitting of the Red Sea the following discussion

arises.

He said, : 'Wicked one has thou winds, hast thou a cherub, have they wings?' Whence

did God launch them”? R Judan says: God loosened them from between the wheels of

the charnot and hurled them on to the sea. R. Hanina b. Papa said: When a human

beings rides. he ndes on something that carnes him. something tangible. but nol so the

Holy One, Blessed be He; He carries His chariol and ndes on something which is not

tangible.’
Thus, in concert with the visions from Zachariah, the fact that God's vehicle is the source
of the wind is mentioned again In addition, the idea that God has a chariot, first
mentioned in Habakkuk, is repeated However, in this case the anthropomorphism of God
needing a vehicle is, almost literally, turned on its head as God carnes the Merkavah from
place to place

In addition. in stark contrast to Moses (see above. DR), Pharaoh is defeated by the
beings loosened from between the wheels of the chariot. Thus the wicked are affected by
such beings, but the righteous.cause them to flee in terror. These beings can pursue the

B g 5

wicked, but they are cut down by the prayers of the pious Moses.

The last mention of the Merkavah in SOSR i$ in 1:53. This parallels the episode
from the BT of Ben Azzai and the fire which springs up around him. However, it is of

interest to note that this mention of Ben Azzai comes amidst a discussion of Sinai and the

theophany
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MIDRASH PROVERBS
The mention of Merkavah in Midrash Proverbs is a bit different from the previous
cases. The Midrash addresses the student (»31) and proceeds to tell him the following

about study and Merkavah

The one who has the Talmud of the Holy One Blessed be He, say to him. "boy. since you

have engaged in the study of Talmud, observe the Merkavah, observe in majesty. for it

does not exist in the world except when wise students sit and engage in Torah"*
Thus the Merkavah which is referred to in this passage has an old theme with a new twist.
As was seen in the story about Ben Azzai, engaging in certain types of study can fire the
student in more ways than one. Here the stimulation for study is that Merkavah 1s a
reward reaped by all individuals who engage in the study of Torah The danger expressed
in the BT associated with Merkavah is absent from this Midrash Here Merkavah is only
the reward for studying the Talmud of the Holy One Blessed be He °
MIDRASH PSALMS

There are three passages in Midrash Psalms which contain a reference to
Merkavah  The first of these is in the section on Psalm 5. In a discussion in verse 6 of the

fact that foolish or wanton people cannot stand in God's sight. the following Midrash

occurs.

R. Hanina bar Papa read the verse "The iniquities shall not stand in Thy sight" as referning to
Jeroboam who at one time was the equal of Ahijah of Shiloh in understanding, for 11 1s
written of them "And the two were alone in the field" (I Kings 11:29), as if to say that only
these two could make clear the mystery of the divine chariot. When the ministering angels
stood up before the Holy One, blessed be He. and said: "Master of the universe, a person

like Jeroboam who will one day set up two calves for worship—wilt Thou reveal the mystery
of the divine chariot to im?" God asked: "At this moment, what sort of person is he?
Righteous or wicked?" They answered: "Righteous!" God said, "I do not judge a man
except for what he is at the time [ am judging him!"'"’

In this passage, as in Midrash Proverbs, the Merkavah is the blessing which 1s bestowed
on the righteous person. Even though there is a time when Jeroboam will be counted
among the wicked, the reward for his deeds is Merkavah, and he can stand in the sight of

God until he engages in evil activities.
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Echoing the image from SOSR, Midrash Psalms 1815 mentions the Merkavah at
the crossing of the Red Sea by Israel, and at the war which God fought with Pharach. As
opposed ta releasing the cherubim to fight against Pharaoh, God takes a cherub and ndes
it into battle against Pharaoh. The cherub comes from between the wheels of the
Merkavah. This is the same place where the cherubim hid in DR and came from in SOSR.
again reinforcing the previously mentioned notion that against the wicked, the cherubim
have power. Different this time is the absence of the Merkavah from battle, now being a
kind of stable for the Divine livery

The last passage to address Merkavah in Midrash Psalms parallels and then
proceeds to present a variant reading to the passage from PDRK  Midrash 68 10 begins
with a discussion of Psalm 68:18 and presents the idea from PDRK that 22 000 Merkavor
descended to Sinai with God at the giving of the Torah Then the Midrash proceeds to
play with the gematria of the word ham (D1) The Midrash takes the numerical value of
this word and claims that 42,000 Merkavot descended with God to Sinai "' This new
number is attributed to rabbis from Babylonia who realized that the phrase from Psalms
68:18 (YW 297N DN DV 127) could denote a higher number
PIRKEI DE'RABBI ELEAZAR

Many mentions of Merkavah exist in section 4 1 of the Midrash Pirker De'Rabbi
Eleazar (PDRE) This secltion begins with a description of the four ministering angels and
their places in the heavens, Then the Midrash proceeds todescribe the legs of the Divine
throne which is found in the middle of the camps of the various angels. Finally, on the
legs of the throne and apparently underneath the throne are references to the Merkavah
Much of this passage contains parallels which originated from the Dead Sea Scrolls
discussed in chapter 1. There are various creatures which go in and out from beneath the

Merkavah-Throne. When the Merkavah moves PDRE describes a sound,

And from the screaming voice the wheels of the chariot issue forth a resounding thunder fo
the world. *
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The PDRE adds something which was previously missing from the Scrolls text, the
relationship of this vision to mortals. According to the end of the section, the great extra-
terrestrial world which was described by the Midrash is the kingdoni of the God who
stands for one people, Israel. The Midrash reports that when Israel recites the Shema, it
garners the protection of Adonai who saves it from all occurrences of dire straits ( 2on
). Thus, if the Midrash is correct, recitation of the Shema protects the people Israel
who garmer merit from its daily recitation, i.e.. the act of saying this prayer has a theurgic
value

The other mention of Merkavah in PDRE 5:1 parallels the first mention of
Merkavah in Numbers Rabbah. Both discuss the sun NR speaks of the power of the sun
to make rain and PDRE discusses the changing of the guard between the angels which
serve the sun during the day and those which serve it at night In both cases the sun ndes
in a Merkavah, and its appearance is exemplified by the Psalm 19:6 prooftext

(1:07 020N TR P17 11D 000 N9 KRS 100D /30

SEDER ELIYAHU RABBAH

The Midrash Seder Eliyahu Rabbah (SER) contains a couple of passages which
reveal new insights on some of the previously discussed material The first mention of a
Divine Merkavah comes in 18:11. This section begins with an exegetical verse from
Jeremiah 178

He shall be like a tree planted by waters,

Sending forth its roots by a stream:

It does not sense the coming of heal,

Its leaves are ever fresh,

It has no care in a year of drought,

It does not cease to yield fruit."
The text of SER equates this statement with Torah. Then it tells the reader that the
holiday on which Torah is studied is Sukkot, and the text proceeds to explain to the reader

the vast smorgasbord which the word Torah encompasses. The Midrash then indicates

that the person who engages in learning ten things, whether they be Halakah, Talmud,
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Midrash or Ma'aseh Merkavah, has elevated himself According to the Midrash. that
person can expound mysitcism in the same way that Isaiah did The prooftext for this idea

can be found in Isaiah 50:4-7.

The Lord God gave me a skilled tongue.

To know how to speak timely words to the weary

Morning by morning, He rouses,

He rouses my ear

To give heed like disciples.

The Lord God opened my ears.

And [ did not disobey.

I did not run away.

| offered my back to the floggers,

And my cheeks to those who tore out my hair

I did not hid my face

From insult and spittle,

But the Lord God will help me--

Therefore 1 feel no disgrace;

Therefore | have set my face like flint.

And I know I shall not be shamed "
SER then attributes all of these words to the House of Study (mwa1n ma) which Isaiah
the prophet taught

Here again, Merkavah pops up as one of the elements associated with Torah and
Sukkot In light of the other courses of study which are mentioned in the Midrash.
Merkavah 1s significant. Among Torah, Halakah and Midrash, Merkavah is placed as a
discipline of study associated with the holiday of Sukkot, yet until this point Merkavah has
never been among the regular subjects

The next passage, SER 29:18, deals' with the Merkavah and why it has two
different descriptions from the book of Ezekiel Ezekiel 110 and 10:14 parallel each
other in many ways since they both describe the faces which appear in the vision. The
order of the animals is the same, with the exception of the ox in chapter | being replaced
by a cherub in chapter 10. The authors of SER wrote that the change occurs due to the
sin of Israel at the golden calf

When Israel sinned with the calf, God brought the Cherub and affixed it in place of the calf "

Thus, according to the rabbis, the reason for the change in the verses is to not remind
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Israel of the disgrace of worshiping the golden calf
SER 29:19 briefly mentions the Merkavah in a corrupted passage It is difficult to
determine the meaning of the passage as it appears to make little sense. In Seder Eliahu

Rabbah, p.162, Friedman translates this as follows.

[In connection with the imparting of the secrel lore of the chariot], the Sages taught: If you
see a man whose eyelids are fair and whose eyes are light, know that he is wicked and sinful
before our God, [and therefore the secrets of the chariot are not to be imparted to hum] '

In section 21 of the same chapter the importance of man is questioned by the
angels, and the Merkavah is central to God's answer. The angels use Psalm 8 5 ff to ask
God why man s so important. God begins to answer by stating that the angels are correct
in their initial perceptions that man is only one of the four faces on the divine throne
However, by the Merkavah God says that they will know the importance of man for man
will have greatness upon him Thus 1s man's position as one of the four animal groups at
once confirmed and his special relationship to God explained by this Midrash
SEDER ELIYAHU RABBAH, SEDER OLAM AND SEDER OLAM RABBAH

There are mentions of Merkavah in these works, but they seem to have little
connection to the understanding of the Divine Merkavah The first in 15,3 of Seder Olam
Rabbah (SOR) is a reference to a mortal chariot and thus is of no significance The next
Merkavah mentioned is a parallel between Seder Olam (SO), Seder Olam Rabbah and
SER.,In SO and SOR it decurs in the thirtieth chapter. coming in section 1 of SO and
section 12 of SOR. SER describes the parallel in 301 XJ‘! make reference to a verse
from Daniel 2:22 which mentions Amikata and M'satrata (NDIROR: 8nnyY). The former
is then equated by the Midrash to refer to the Merkavah, and the latter is associated with
Ma'aseh Bereshit. There appears to be nothing else worth noting in this instance.
TANCHUMA

It must be mentioned at the outset of this section that there are two major

collections referred to as Tanchuma. The first text is referred to as Tanchuma Yelamdeinu
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(YT), and the second text is known as the Buber Tanchuma (TB). It is significant that
these two works contain parallels with each other on the material dealing with Merkavah.
The first mention of Merkavah in both of these works comes as three different
passages parallel each other. Thereis one in YT Tzav 12, and two in TB Yitro 14, Tzav
16. The texts, even though they are parallels of each other, contain different orders, and
even some assumptions of each other Chernus translates the lone YT passage in the

following manner.

Said Rabbi Yanai if so from now on the tnibe of Levi it is written, "God rode on 22 000
chariots. What is it that God rode on? 22,000 chanots came down with the Holy One
Blessed be He, and with each and every chariot there was a chanol like the one that

Ezekiel saw. And it caused fortitude, these were the acts of miracles. Said the Holy One
Blessed be He of the enlarged mountain. and I will suffer and accept the children of your
people. And thus you will find in the world 1o come that the Holy One Blessed be He
extended Jerusalem as it is said, "And the side chambers were broader as one circled higher
and higher:" (Ezek. 41:7) untl it nises to the heavens. And there is nothing higher than
the heavens as it is said. "Your great mercy reaches unto the heavens," (Psalms 57:11).)"

It is of interest to note that Psalm 68:18 is not to be found in this Midrash  The Midrash
proceeds to mention the Levites and the vision of Ezekiel, but there is no Psalm. The
emphasis of this Midrash does not seem to be Sinai but Jerusalem, and it is the city, not
Sinai, to whicﬁl:n the chariot holds a connection.

TB Tzav 16 and TB Yitro 14 are thematic parallels of each other in that they do
not follow each other verbatim, but they do maintain similar progressions of themes. Both
of them begjn with the steadfast oath of Levi, thus tying the number 22,000 to the number
of male Levites in the camp. Then both texts quote Psalm 68 1 _8‘ as another possible
source for the number 22,000 and tell the reader that each chariot was like the one that

Ezekiel envisioned.

R. Abdima of Haifa said . . R. Berakiah Ha-cohen said that 1t is related to the camp of the
Levites. The Holy One blessed be He foresaw that none of them would be steadfast in their
oath except the tribe of Levi, and therefore 22 000 descended, like the camp of Levites.
Another interpretation [dabar ' aher] : "the chariots of God, twice ten thousand, thousands
upon thousands." It teaches that 22,000 chariots descended with the holy One blessed be He,
and each and every chariot was like the chariot that Ezekiel saw., "The chariots of God."
[Yitro 14]
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R Berakiah Ha-cohen said that the Holy One blessed be He foresaw that none of the tnbes

would be steadfast in their oath except the tribe of Levi. Therefore they descended [in a

number] equivalent to the camp of Levi. R. Yannai said: If so, what is the significance of

"the chariots of God, twice ten thousand. thousands upon thousands?" Rather. it must be

the case that 22,000 chariots descended with the Holy One blessed be He, and each and

every chariot was like the chariot that Ezekiel ben Buzi saw. [Tzav 16| '®
With this said, it also helps to look back at the other parallels to this passage in PDRK and
Midrash Psalms. Midrash Psalms is a thematic parallel of the TB passages in that it starts
with the Levites as a source for the number then proceeds to Psalm 68:18. However, it
adds the number 42,000 derived from using the gematria of the word bam and multiplying
it by 1,000, This is unique to this text. In PDRK, the other parallel. the only mention for
22,000 1s Psalm 68:18. This texts contains no mention of Levites. The comment is made
that the words used to denote the number 22,000 are only read in the most minimal sense.
when in fact they could indicate infinity. Thus, Midrash Psalms and the TB passage seem
to follow a common format with shared themes and progressions. PDRK seems to know
of the story but does not record it with a mention of the Levites. YT knows the number,
but does not offer the reader a source for arriving at 22,000 aside from the Levites, and it
seeks to push for a rebuilding of Jerusalem

YT Masey 12 contains a passage which mentions a AMerkavah But there is no
overt connection of this chariot to the Divine vehicle

TB Toldot 22 has a reference to the Merkavah, or specifically, the chambers of the
Merkavah (n139m77N). Ip this instance, the Merkavah is a source for the quaking of
Isaac at the binding. The Merkavah appears to be of minorimportance here as it is only
the stimulus for the quaking. The real message the rabbis are driving home is a pun on the
words 77N (chamber) and 70 (shake). This makes a wonderful pun, but has very little
direct connection to this discussion of the Merkavah.

This section of Midrashim changes somewhat from the Merkavah mentioned in the
early period. The material from the Rabbahs indicates a Merkavah which is in some way

tied to the piety of a person. Solomon's world and realm are the parallel of the Divine

world, and thus the Merkavah is used as a compliment of the wise king.
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In another section the effectiveness of the Merkavah is determined by the person
who is opposed by God. Moses is able to defeat angels as the Merkavah in DR becomes
the hiding place for the hosts when Moses storms the heavens. The Divine creatures have
no recourse against Moses as he was a pious person The wicked person, Pharaoh, has all
the cherubs loosed against him at the sea, and according to one account. God rides a
cherub into battle against Pharaoh. Thus the ability of the human to ascend higher than
angels and Merkavah is tied to the amount of piety which can shield them from all powers,
save God.

The theme of Sinai is carried over from the early period. but it is modified. Here
there is a vehicle whose emphasis is still towards Sinai, but the emphasis changes In the
last section the Merkavah could be bane or beneficial, here it is only referred to as
beneficial since it is mentioned as the reward for the study of Torah. Even Jeroboam.
infamous villain, is allowed to have an understanding of the Merkavah when he has not yet
sinned

Shema and Sinai again arise from the Merkavah The Tanchuma literature is filled
with parallels of the fact that Merkavor descended to Sinai  They were of some number
either tied to Psalm 68:18.or to the number of Levites SER comes to teach a theurgic
lesson about the value of saying the Shema (something tied to Sinai) since recitation offers
Divine protection from all dire straits

The connection to Merkavah is onl§ beneficial in this section, whether it be to
Sinai or to study or the two together. Merkavah has become the reward for study and
Shema. Its only negative usage comes against the evil and wicked who would destroy

Israel.
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CHAPTER FOUR-THE LATER MIDRASHIC ANTHOLOGIES

The works in this section, Midrash Hagadol (MH), Batei Midrashot (BM), Ozar
Midrashim (OM) and Yalkut Shemoni (YS) are anthologies of the earlier matenial
presented. There is a change in this level of the Midrash because the Merkavah develops
into a type of Kabbalistic practice during this period. According to Scholem the mystics
who speculated in the Merkavah called themselves Yorde: Merkavah This group claimed
to draw its beginnings from Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai Looking back to chapter 2 of this
paper, there are several sources which refer to Merkavah and Rabbi Yohanan ' The

difference between the Midrashim and the medieval literature was summed up by Peter

Schifer

One must even go a step further. God already becomes dependent on man through the

heavenly journey, as the yored merkavah's heavenly journey reveals that God, too, is

dependent on the liturgical communion with Israel. This idea 1s nol necessarily new:

such a disposition is already present in rabbinic Judaism. for example in the dependency of

God's kingdom on the liturgical acknowledgment by Isracl. However, with man's theurgic

power over God as expressed in the adjuration, a quality has been reached that far surpasses

that which is possible in classical rabbinic literature.  The vored merkavah who knows Lhe

names commands nol only the Torah and the world. but finally God as well. By allowing the

vorede merkavah 1o dismantle the borders between heaven and earth, God himself, in the

end, has succumbed to their power. [n a hardly surpassable manner, the "distant

cosmocrator” has surrendered his fate to man ?
Granted the abtlity of prayer to have a theurgic value has appeared in some of the
Midrashim prior to this chapter, but the literature which Schifer describes is a new realm
of possibilities for the Merkavah mystic in the Middle Ages. The problem will arise that
some of the anthologies in this section contain passages about the.Merkavah which fall
into the category of classical Midrashim and others are tied to the Yordei Merkavah. Thus
many passages will be omitted, since they fall outside of the defined scope of Midrashint
for discussion in this paper. The passages dealing with Yordei Merkavah imply something
related to, but beyond, the Midrashim this paper is examining.
MIDRASH HAGADOL

The Midrash Hagadol (MH) also contains parallels to the earlier material. In GR
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there were three midrashim, two of which were exact parallels of each other, and a third
which was a thematic parallel. While MH remains thematically parallel, its authors made
their own changes.

GR mentioned the Merkavah when it discussed Genesis 17:22. This discussion is
also paralleled in MH, but the later passage tells a little more than the original. The
discourse begins with Gen 17:22 as the exegetical verse. Then the text tells the reader
that the prophesy which was given to the patriarchs was not like that which was given to
other prophets. According to this Midrash, God employed other devices such as animals,
Merkavah and other types of glorious things to speak to the other prophets. The
patriarchs were spoken to with the Shekinah (Divine presence) over them.

The parallel to GR begins with the statement that the patriarchs are the Merkavah,
then proceeds to give the relevant prooftexts. The MH passage presents new matenial that
the patriarchs were sanctified (ywnpn) for the steeping presence of the Shekinah Then
the Midrash tells the reader that the rest of the prophets received revelation only according
to their ability.

According to the Margolis critical edition, the above Midrashim are separate and
have two cliﬁ'ererﬁ sets of parallels. The mention of the Merkavah in the first paragraph is
paralleled in MH Shemot 6:3° The second passage has parallels in the GR passages from
chapter 2 of this thesis as well as Lekak Tov (at the passage about this verse) and Yalkut
247:82+ I )

Next th;.re is a mention of the same parallel to MH Genesi;‘ll7:22 and GR in MH
Genesis 28:13. As in the previous MH passage, the Midrash begins with the statement
that the patriarchs are the Merkavah; then it proceeds to tell the reader exactly why they
are the Merkavah. The passage states:

Said Rabbi Shimeon ben Lakish, "The patriarchs, they are the Merkavah. This is due to the
fact that the image of the Merkavah was engraved upon their hearts, and the Merkavah
proved that there was a Rider. Thus they were called Merkavah’
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Thus, in this work which was written several hundred years after GR, the answer of why
the patriarchs were considered the Merkavah is answered. However, according to

Margolis, the reason given is attributed to the compiler of MH *

BATEI MIDRASHOT

Batei Midrashot (BM) contains several references to Merkavah. As was
mentioned at the outset of this chapter, there are some which refer to the Merkavah of the
Midrashim and others which refer to the mystical speculation of the Middle Ages The
first of these Merkavor seems to fall into the category of those Merkavor which are
mentioned with the verb 7, descend. BM II 1 6 contains several instances when the verb
1V is used with Merkavah to designate God's presence on earth  Six different mentions of
the verb with as many prooftexts mention the descent of God to the terrestnal world. This
section appears to be similar to Maimonides' mention of the same verb in section 1,
chapter 49 of the The Guide of the Perplexed ™ In BM the discussion of the verb and its'
various appearances seems to be an attempt by the author to tie the verb to the Merkavah
by gezeira shava,

There are nine references to Merkavah in BM 11 1:92 which refer to prayer and the
connection it ha;to the Divine realm Here the minutia of the Merkavah and the actions
of God while being worshiped are described.

BM I 1:12 has a connection to the description of the Merkavah in the Dead Sea
Scrolls. In chaipter one, both of the passages from Qumran described the great noise
which was made when the Merkavah moved. Here in BM the same description of a great
noise is reiterated and associated with the movement of the letter chaf (3) from the crown
of awesomeness of God.

The final mention of Merkavah which has a direct connection to the Merkavah of
the Midrashim is in BM Midrash on Two Crowns 1 1 where the prohibition against
speculation into the Merkavah is a direct parallel

54



OTZER MIDRASHIM

OM also contains several Midrashim which fall into the scope of this paper
Beginning with chapter 27 of OM section 75, there is a direct parallel of PDRE 4 1 Both
discuss the wheels of the chariot and how there is a great sound made by them This
image echoes one found in the Angelic Liturgy of the Dead Sea Scrolls since there the
great sounds of the chariot were first described (see chap 1, p 4) OM 27 75 does omit a

small section of PDRE 4|

And when he looks upon the earth, hus Merkavot on the Offanim®
This change seems to be made in order to separate the world of the Divine from the world
of mortals. Both of these passages are echoed by a thematic parallel in OM 356 17 In
this parallel the same words are used. but in this passage Israel is likened by the angel
Samael (58nD) to the angels serving the Merkavah, Samael pleads with God not to send
him forth against Israel for he is certain to fail His reason for failure will be that Israel is
as powerful as the angels who serve the Merkavah, and due to their praise of God's name,
Samael is doomed to defeat

In OM 66 3 there is a thematic parallel to the parallel which appeared in SO. SOR
and SER in chapter 3 There the terms XD1PDM XD MY were identified with Ma'aseh
Bereshit and Ma'aseh Merkavah. In OM the same root of XD1RDM is present (MINDY)
and applies to Ma'aseh Bereshir  Thus this root becomes an idiom for Ma'aseh Bereshit
However, Ma'aseh Merkavah is'referred to by name, and the root of N Y does not
become an idiom for Ma'aseh Merkavah as mano for Ma'aseh Bereshir. Versions of this
thematic parallel recur in OM 664,

OM 107:5 and 107:8 contain the word Merkavah and information about the
Divine retinue. There seems to be no overt significance for the Merkavah in 107 5. OM
107:8 does not have an impact on the Merkavah, but it mentions that the term "the land"
(YNn) is representative of the place where the four faces on the Merkavah dwell

The meeting of two different motifs from previous matenal occurs in OM 107:18
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Here there is a partial thematic parallel to the story from TY which uses similar language
to speak about the fire descending when Rabbi Eleazar b Arakh expounded the Merkavah
before Yohanan ben Zakkai In this passage another theme enters from Isaiah 66 !5 when
the passage uses the phrase nan>w na1yo nan2. Thus the previous material from the Bible
and earlier Midrashim are being combined here into one passage

The majority of passages about Merkavah after those mentioned above refer 1o the
Yordei Merkavah which, as indicated above. are outside of the focus of this paper The
next reference to Merkavah which is relevant to this discussion is in OM 107-40 Here

there is a thematic parallel to SER 18°11 (chap 3) The passage in OM reads

Twelve days he went to all the measures of Torah what were sought whether from Scripuure
or from Oral law or (o envision the Merkavah for it was in a pure way that he went *

Here again the speculation of the Merkavah is equivalent to the study of Torah and
Talmud which brought merit to the student in the SER passage

Later in OM 107 43 there is another thematic parallel 1o a previous passage, but
this time it appears to go back to the Dead Sea Scrolls  There are several parallels to the
AL scroll (chap. 1) First there are the camps of God in the AL, and in this OM passage
there are mnn manny of God. Second, AL refers to the great sound made by the rising
of the angels which is followed by blessing This idea is repeated in OM
M2NN MNIWM MW 2173 N3P0 PN AR v Mpd

With a great voice and with plcésanmcss and they service the Merkavah. and a sound of
singing and great praise'’ =

These are some of the strongest connections between the OM passage and the AL of the
Dead Sea Scrolls, and the parallel is clear both in language and in theme

In addition to the parallel with AL there are also parallels to Psalm 68 In chapter
3 there were several Midrashim which attempted to calculate the numerical value of the
phrase *a%n 0'ma7. Of the opinions mentioned, there was one by Rabbi Tanhum bar R

Hanailai who essentially stated that the number was beyond the ability of the average
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person, and only a mathematician could compute a figure. In this OM passage the opinion
of Rabbi Tanhum bar R. Hanailai from PDRK seems to be the one which is accepted as
expressed by the phrase,

PRY PIND NN MIAT MDD I 7NN DN DN Q2N 2 MiNd HIiNd DYt Na07Na ) own
790N PIHT MRAN PN DN2

Then the same Midrash brings a mention of Sinai and the passage from Isaiah 66 15 in the
next phrase

TR TIAIT NDD DY 7PN W VY ARINY TN NDI 192 NIaNT DY NIYIN U Y D0 NN
17120 YR 22 N2 MY YIND 23 NoD

This passage demonstrates the combination of several different motifs and textual
passages

The mixing of the several different ideas into one passage serves to demonstrate a
few things First is that the Midrash understands the number referrzd to in Psalm 68 18 as
approaching infinity. Second, the idea that Merkavor came down to this world at Sinai is
demonstrated by mountains being ablaze and the use of nan> as the reference for fire on
the hills  This Nan? is the connection of Isaiah 66 15 to Sinai  Third, there is the influence
from the AL of the Dead Sea Scrolls which resurfaced here in the Middle Ages Last. the
writer of all these themes was mixing them with great dexterity He did not concentrate
on a particular verse or a line, but moved back and forth over thousands of years of text
and evolution of the Merkavah. Thus, the idea that Merkavah, along with the mystical
and scriptural. force that went with it, was sanctioned or hidden is not prevalent here, in a
source which many could read.

OM 285:3-4,6,7,20,22 are the account of an ascension text and are related to the
mystical speculation of the Yored Merkavah

OM 306:3 is a parallel to the BT. It is a restatement of the size of the angel
Sandelphon being a 500 year's journey. Additionally, his employment as the weaver of
crowns for God 1s mentioned, but no new matenal appears.

OM 311:14 is a parallel to NR chapter 12. There is no new information about the
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Merkavah mentioned here This is followed by Om 356 17 which is a thematic parallel to
OM 27:75, the thematic parallel of not being able to go against Israel is repeated in
356.20.

The last passage from OM'' is a restatement of the original prohibition from
Mishnah Hagigah, 21 Oddly, it is at the end of the passages about the Merkavah, rather
than at the beginning Perhaps this is purely speculative. but its placement seems to
display the attitude towards the Merkavah which permeated all the literature, namely, that
in spite of the prohibition, Merkavah was discussed Thus, as an afterthought it is the last
mention of Merkavah in this work
YALKUT SHEMONI

The last work to be discussed, Yalkut Shemoni (YS), contains some parallel
references to the previous material from GR and YT. TB, and Midrash Psalms. The GR
passages are those which were found to be tied by gezeira shava to the various uses of the
word 2Un which appeared in Genesis 17 22, 28 13, and 3513  As in the previous
passages, these passages equate the patnarchs with the Merkavah, the only difference 1s
that the last mention of this parallel contains no prooftexts

The last of the parallels compares the passages from the various Tanhuma texts
and Midrash Psalms. The YS passage is most like the passage from TB Tzav 16 and TB
Yitro 14 where the pro gression of the discussion starts with the exegeticaLl verse from
Psalm 68:18 and proceeds to mention that God rode on such a Merkm»ai:_ 22,000
descended with Him, and all the Merkavot were like the one seen by Ezekiel * Thus in this
work, this was the Midrash which became the standard and survived its various parallels
to be the one included in YS.

Thus age of anthologies of the major Midrashim competes with the coming of the
discipline of Yordet Merkavah as mystical speculation. While the mystical practice uses
some of the motifs from the earlier material, there is not a clear continuation of Midrash

on the Merkavah as the emphasis has shifted from reading and studying about Merkavah
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to actually venturing to the dangerous places mentioned in the Mishnah. The Midrashim
from this pernod do tell the reader which survived from the older periods and which did
not. It may also be possible to look at the various images used in the literature of the
Yordei Merkavah to determine the impact of the classic materials from antiquity about the
Merkavah on the new speculation

The gleanings from this period still exist to add to the understanding of the
Merkavah in the Midrashim The fact that MH felt it necessary to change the Midrashim
about the patnarchs being the Merkavah indicates that the writers in the Middle Ages
were uncomfortable with the repetition of the same story According to Margolis, the
author of MH changed the Midrash from its classic form for some reason which allowed
him to have an easier time with telling of an old story The Tanhuma passage was
determined to be the one from TY Tzav 12 and TB Yitro 14, but in this same penod there
is the OM 107 43 which states that the number derived from >898 D¥nan cannot be
calculated Thus here too there is disagreement. at least on the number indicated from this
phrase in Psalm 68 18

In the same passage the most telling piece of evidence exists which seems to
exemplify mo;l of the material from this time period. In a space of about ten lines, over
four different sources from the Bible to the Midrash from the nuddle period are
represented in a description of the Merkavah and the Divine retinue. They are mixed
together as i.f the author knew of them but had no historical ap[;;;:ciation for them
Without a historical appreciation, he used their motifs and images to craft a passage which

literally made sense and beauty for him.

1. Gershom G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, 3rd ed. (New York:
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CONCLUSION

After applying this approach to the study of the Merkavah in rabbinic Midrashim
there are some observations which can be summarized by looking back at some of the
topics this thesis addressed. At this point, themes, issues and transformation of the
Merkavah in the Midrashim begins to become clear

Fire and its connection to the Merkavah is a good place to start since it is a
common theme in the sources from every age Beginning with the Bible and continuing to
the OM, there were references to fire This fire accompanied the Merkavor of God in
Isaiah 66 15 and sprang up as one of the attributes of God when He spoke in Psalm 29
(vN ™ManY). Inthe Dead Sea Scrolls, flame raced through the Merkavah. Moving on to
the Talmuds, this fire was the punishment for the child who speculated improperly and the
reward for a Merkavah when speculated upon correctly In PDRK the Merkavah was
associated with the giving of Torah at Sinai as both motifs comported with the fire and
clouds of that day on the mountain The middle period provided more material tying Sinai
to the Merkavah with passages from Tanhuma and Midrash Psalms, Finally. in the latter
period OM 107:43 showed that the theme of fire was combined with several others in this
passage. Fire lher?is one of the dominant themes of the Merkavah throughout its
progression. The descriptions of the voice of God causing fire to spring forth allows the
writers of the Midrash to make wortd analogies to other places in the Bible, and thus the
Merkavah is tieci to places where it was never mentioned. .

The next connection we see is the mutation of Midrashim into variant parallels
This is particularly interesting when applied to the Midrash about 22,000 Merkavot
coming down to Sinai and the connection of this to Psalm 68 18 Starting with PDRK.
there is @ mention that a number of Merkavot descended to Sinai and that they were all
like the one which the Prophet Ezekiel saw. Psalm 68:18, »97x 00237 0N 377, was
understood by the rabbis as counting the number of Merkavot which descended to Sinai.

Beyond their common themes it is important to understand the parallels and their order.
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The first account from PDRK gives the number 22,000, tells the reader that they
were like the chariots of Ezekiel and that this tradition is linked to Elijah by the
Babylonian tradition. Immediately following this statement, there is another reading by R.
Tanhum bar R Hanailai who disputes the number for he considers it to be astronomical
Midrash Psalms also gives an account which is a close parallel of PDRK, then proceeds on
a unique tangent. The word D2 appears in the Midrash. Midrash Psalms then takes this
word and counts its gematria, multiplies 1t by 1.000 and creates a new tangent which
states that 42,000 angels descended to Sinai Later in this period the TB presents different
themes for this Midrash TB Tzav 16 and TB Yitro 14 parallel each other and PDRK. but
these Tanhuma passages bring a new reason for 22,000 The new accounting which
allows them to armive at 22,000 is that there were 22 000 in the camp of Levi Then both
continue by repeating that 22,000 comes from Psalm 68 18 and clainiing that all the
Merkavot were like the one Ezekiel saw The YT passage knows about the 22.000
Merkavot and that this comes from the tribe of Levi, however in stark contrast to the
other passages. it does not mention the passage from Psalms The mountain in this
passage is not Sinai, but Jerusalem, and the rest of the passage is a vision of a return to
Jerusalem. At this point it seems that all the passages are parallels in some way However
the question of which survives as the particular tradition which is carried on in a later
period might be a mystery without OM

oM 107:43 clarifies a piece of this puzzle by giving an account of the number of
Merkavot which descended to Sinai. This passage reiterates the opinion of R. Tanhum bar
R. Hanailai from PDRK, namely that the number derived from the phrase from Psalm
6818 978 DYN27 D7 127, has not a number which can be calculated. In this passage
the parallels have stopped, and OM tells the reader the number without attribution to
Rabbi Tanhum. It does not. however, record any of the other information from other
passages.

Then there are the Midrashim from GR which refer to the Patriarchs from the
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Bible being the Merkavah of God. This motif 1s not repeated again until the MH. a span
of nearly 1,000 years, yet something about the repetition of these Midrashim made the
author feel the need to change them. So. by the time the stories reach the Middle Ages
the author of MH has given them separate meanings while maintaining the original
statement by Resh Lakish.

Beyond the textual criticism there 1s a grander level of understanding of the
Merkavah and its place in history. In the earliest literary level, there 1s a Merkavah which
exists with some prooftexts and the accounts of the Bible, Dead Sea Scrolls. Enoch and
the Ascension of Abraham. These texts combine to create the foundation for the later
Midrashim and show some of the earliest connections as well as providing for the idea that
the Merkavah transported the individual as in the Ascension of Abraham

In the earliest writings of the Midrashic and Talmudic period. the Merkavah
assigns a danger as well as a greater reward The danger, as was previously stated was
death if the speculation of the Merkavah was not done correctly. However, when done
correctly, the Merkavah had the greatest of rewards to offer  When Rabbi Eleazar
speculated, he was actually able to get the voice of God and the angels to come down and
dance around him and his teacher. Yohanan ben Zakkai was able, it seems, to travel in
time, either in his mind or possibly physically back to Sinai and have the experience of the
Torah being given before his eyes. This connection to Sinai is reinforced by the
connection that the rabbis made between Shavuot, the holiday celebraling'tl’i% giving of
Torah, and the Ezekiel passage which serves as the Haftara for thas day This period
brings the Merkavah from heaven to earth and makes it one of the vehicles used by God
and rabbis to travel from realm to realm.

In the middle period of Midrashim. the qualities of the person who could have
contact with the Merkavah was further defined. In the earlier period it was the wise sage,
and now the qualifications begin to be more defined. This period uses Solomon as the

greatest and wisest king which makes the rabbis use the Merkavah as one of the analogies
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which describes Solomon's kingdom Other mortals who know of the Merkavah are
Jeroboam who mented the Merkavah based on the piety of his early days as king, even
though his later days were filled with sin. Thius the reward of the Merkavah in the present
was not an assurance of the person's character in the future The Merkavah is also tied to
Sinai in this period, and the fact that four Midrashim survived with different accounts may
serve to affirm that this was a common theme and motif This period also introduces a
theme which was not explicit until now  The idea that Merkavah has some theurgic value
connected to it is pronounced in SER  Indeed. the abilitv of Merkavah to afford
protection is a new issue

The last period comes to reiterate as well as show where the theme of the
Merkavah was headed There are many references to the Merkavah dunng this period.
but these references were increasingly towards a speculation about the Merkavah which
allowed for mystical expenences The material from this period demonstrates this turning
point for Merkavah First there are the Midrashim which still hold to their original forms
as a genre of matenal that can be defined as Midrash Then there are passages like OM
107:43 which demonstrate the combination of several different Midrashic sources about
the Merkavah which relay the message but no longer have the form of Midrashim  Finally
there is the rest of the matenal which discusses the word Merkavah but only with regard
to a speculation that people engage in when they are trying to ascend to the heavens.

Thus did the Merkavah move through the levels of rabbinic understanding in the
Midrashim. It took on different forms at different times and proved to be a durable motif
for several different connections. It brought rabbis to Sinai and help to Jews who were
pious The Merkavah was one of the major connections between heaven and earth for the
rabbis of antiquity. The Prophet Ezekiel could see the vehicle with wheels of eyes go up
and down from the heavens. The rabbis sought to be its passengers and to call upon it in

times of their greatest needs. The voice said to Ezekiel at the beginning of chapter 2.
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"0 montal, I am sending vou to the people of Isracl. that nation of rebels. who have
rebelled against ME —They as well as their fathers have defiled Me to this very day.
for the sons are brazen of face and stubborn of heart. [ send you to them. and you shall
say to them: Thus said the Lord GOD'--whether they listen or not, for they are a
rebellious breed--that they may know that there was a prophet among them,

(Ezekiel 2:3-5)"

So too did the rabbis try to connect back to that day in the exile when the Divine voice
would again promise their generation that they had not been abandoned They wanted to
feel the presence of the Lord and to know that Sinai was a pledge forever It was by the
Merkavah that they sought to reassure their faith and have the promise of their

continuance as a people of God strengthened
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