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Abstract

Inquiring of the Lord: The Urim and Thummim in Rabbinic Literature

This Rabbinic Thesis presents an in-depth look at the rabbinic writings of
the first millennium of the Common Era to determine the way in which the sages
defined the creation, function, and use of the Urim and Thummim. These
mystical objects, mentioned a total of only seven times in the entire Tanakh, were
sure to catch the attention of the rabbis, who were frequently drawn to
investigating that which they found to be mysterious.

Chapter One provides an introduction to the topic at hand foilowed by a
description of the methodology used for research and analysis. Chapter two
continues with an in-depth study of the seven biblical verses which contain the
words Urim and Thummim either as a word pair or singly. An attempt is made to
determine the context in which the UT are found, their physical attributes, and the
function they served. Chapter Three then moves into an investigation of the
etymology of the terms themselves, in order to establish the ways in which the
rabbis may have understood the Urim and Thummim.

Chapter Four presents a critical study of numerous passages from the
rabbinic literature which are in any way related to the Urim and Thummim. -
Within the three sections of this chapter the reader will find rabbinic writings from
a broad range of sources and time periods and each of the three sections gives
special attention to a different aspect of the rabbinic writings.

Chapter Five explores five additional ancient texts which may have been
available to the rabbis and upon which they may have drawn ideas for their own
exegesis. Chapter Six completes the Rabbinic Thesis, presenting the author’s
own conclusions concerning the rabbinic writings. A comprehensive Topical

Bibliography is found at the end of the study.
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Chapter One: Introduction and Methodology

Introduction
The Book of Exodus treats the reader to what are two of the most detailed
pieces of narrative anywhere in the Tanakh. The first, the building of the
Tabernacle, occupies the entirety of Parashat Terumah, a total of three full
chapters of the text. This detailed narrative is followed immediately by Parashat
Tetsavveh which provides exhaustive instructions for the gifted artisans who will
craft the sacral vestments to be worn by the High Priest, Aaron. Included in this

meticulous description is the following verse:

W32 YINR 2270 1) DIBRD-NN) OrPIRD™NN VIYRD WNON HIN
PRD NI %97 13270Y ORIW3 LIYRTIIN IR XYY NI 292

“Inside the breastpiece of decision you shall place the Urim and Thummim, so
that they are over Aaron's heart when he comes before the Lord. Thus Aaron
shall carry the instrument of decision for the Israelites over his heart before the
Lord at all times™' (Exodus 28:30).

It is with this Torah verse that we have our first encounter with two
mystical objects that are revealed only by name but never described in detail.
Despite the fact that the Urim and Thummim are mentioned as part of one of the
most elaborate narratives in the Chumash, we are provided with no information

as to what exactly they were or the specific ways in which they were used. We

! Translation from The JPS Torah Commentary: Exodus. Nahum M. Sarna (Philadelphia: The Jewish
Publication Society) 5751/1991. p. 181.
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know only that they were placed into the breastpiece of decision and that Aaron
was to wear them over his heart when he came before God. The mystery
continues in the subsequent six citations of the words Urim and Thummim,
scattered throughout the Tanakh, which again, are simply mentioned by name
without any further explanation.

It is astonishing that what appear to be objects of such tremendous import
are given such short shrift in the biblical narrative. Whatever the Urim and

Thummim were they must have been an essential piece of equipment for the

Israelites. Listed right along with all of the other implements of the mishkan and
entrusted into the keeping of Aaron the High Priest, one can only presume that
the Urim and Thummim played some sort of integral rote within the priestly cult.
We can only speculate as to the reasons for this dearth of descriptive data. For
example, it is highly probable that the biblical editors had significantly more
material to work with than eventually made it into the finai redaction. It is entirely

possible that at one time there was a much more detailed account of the Urim

and Thummim, what they were, how they were formed, of what materials they
were made, and perhaps most importantly, how they operated. If in fact this
information did at one time exist, it is conceivable that an editorial decision was
made to excise it from the Text. Perhaps there was a separate “user's manual,”
the sole property of the High Priest, which explained the proper care and
handling of the Urim and Thummim. We do know that other texts existed at one
time which are no longer available to us today. Throughout the book of Second

Kings, for example, we frequently see the phrase “The other events of ‘King




Ploni's’ reign and all his actions, are recorded in the Annals of the Kings of
Israel.” Just as the Annals of the Kings was presumably a bona fide text, so too
might there have been a manuscript with instructions for the Urim and Thummim
that is fost to us now.

Deficit of detail has always been a source of intrigue for the ancient rabbis.
Our rabbinic literature is replete with examples of the sages’ attempts to “fill in
the gaps” which they perceive in the biblical text. The rabbis considered
themselves duty-bound to comprehend every word of their most sacred text and
to grasp the meaning of that which, to the untrained eye, might appear to be
redundant, ambiguous or illogical. For the rabbis the Text was without error and
it was their mission to comprehend it fully.

The focus of this rabbinic thesis will be to examine the rabbinic literature
and to explore the ways in which the rabbis defined the nature and function of the
mystical Urim and Thummim. What did our sages say the objects were, how
were they made, and how did they operate? In addition, this thesis will attempt
to determine if the rabbis’ interpretations might have changed with each
successive period of rabbinic literature. What did the rabbis make of the
shortage of explanatory material? Did they consider the lack of evidence to be
problematic? Was this an opportunity for them to wax eloquent on the subject or
were they surprisingly silent? Did the rabbis depend upon other existing
manuscripts for their own edification? These are just a few of the questions

which the author intends to address in this thesis. It is hoped that the reader will

find the subject of the Urim and Thummim to be as intriguing as did the author.




Methodology

Prior to embarking upon a project of this scope it is not possible to know
whether the scarcity of research materials might prove problematic. The author
was pleasantly surprised to find that this was not at all the case! There was in
fact a massive amount of material available and the difficulty arose with selecting
that which was to be used for purposes of the thesis. The task began with a
thorough investigation of scholarship which has been produced from the late 19"
century through the present on the Urim and Thummim themseives. In addition a
number of other associated subjects were investigated. Included among these
was an inquiry into the various modes of divination in Ancient Near Eastern
civilizations, a search of archaeological digests for physical evidence of lot
oracles, and a number of gemological studies. Numerous encyclopedic
resources were utilized in order to begin to build a bibliography of additional
sources.

Chapter Two of the rabbinic thesis, which focuses on the Biblical
Evidence, serves as the foundation upon which the rest of the thesis will be buiit.
This chapter provides an in-depth look into the seven biblical verses in which the
words Urim and Thummim occur. Each verse is examined within the context of
the biblical material resulting in a description of the situations during which the
UT were used, when the words appear singly as opposed to a word pair, when
the words appear in reverse order, and other key details. This chapter yielded a
reiatively finite amount of information as the number of times the words Urim and

Thummim appear in Tanakh is itself limited.




Once the research into the biblical verses was complete, it became
evident that an investigation was needed into the meaning of the expressions
Urim and Thummim. The author believed that this might be an area of interest
for the rabbis as well and something upon which they might have focused their
attention and writing. Much of the rabbis’ work depended upon defining terms
and utilizing those definitions to further their exegesis. Therefore, Etymology is
the subject of Chapter Three. The hope was that learning more about the words
themselves might lead to a greater understanding of the mysterious objects, their
physical description and use. In fact, the research showed that there is a great
deal of consensus among scholars as to the etymology and meaning of Urim and
Thummim. Only some slight variations were identified.

Chapter Four entitied “The Rabbinic Literature” is the centerpiece of this
rabbinic thesis. In order to identify what material might be available, several
sources were utilized which proved to be most helpful. Among these were the
Bar llan Responsa Project which allowed a search to be conducted by key word
to determine all of the places within rabbinic literature where the words Urim and
Thummim could be found. The second source which proved of enormous value
was the three-volume concordance, Sefer Torah, HaKetuvah, V'HaMesorah by
Aharon Heyman. Beginning with the first verse of the Book of Genesis, this
concordance lists every verse in the Tanakh and where, within the immense
collection of rabbinic literature, that verse or a segment of it appears.

The number of citations identified in the rabbinic literature by using these

two sources alone was vast. It would have been impractical within the scope of




the thesis to analyze the entire body of these texts. Therefore, the decision was
made to limit the amount of rabbinic literature analyzed to that of the first 10
centuries of the Common Era. The rationale was to begin with the earliest
rabbinic writings, those which commenced during the time of destruction of the
Second Temple in Jerusalem (70 CE), and continue until the end of the 10"
century CE. This one thousand year period in and of itself would prove to yield a
significant amount of material. The iater writings of the Gaonim and the medievai
commentaries found in collections such as Mikraot G’dolot witl not be addressed
in this study.

All of the passages in any way related to the Urim and Thummim were
read and translated in preparation of Chapter Four. In the end approximately two
dozen pieces were selected and analyzed in detail and each of these passages
was chosen for very specific reasons. Many of them contained what the author
considered to be a unique or unusual description from the rabbis of the Urim and
Thummim. Others exhibited hermeneutic or exegetical devices typical of the
rabbinic literature which the author felt would be of interest to highlight for the
reader. Still others made exceptional use of prooftext, showing the amazing
aptitude with which the rabbis approached the biblical text. Still other pieces
were picked in order to serve as an exampie of a certain genre of rabbinic
literature within a specific time period. In each case an explanation of the source
of the selection, its genre and the time period from which it derives is included

preceding the analysis.




it goes without saying that there was a great deal of wonderful material
which was not analyzed in detail within Chapter Four on the Rabbinic Literature.
In order to address those texts, they will appear listed as a footnote in one of the
three sections of this chapter, categorized according to source. itis hoped that
the reader will be further inspired to take up his or her own examination of these
additional texts, each of which adds a distinctive insight into this fascinating topic.

Chapter Five of the thesis deals with Supplementary Ancient Texts. In
order to fully understand what the rabbis wrote about the Urim and Thummim it
was necessary to consider other texts which existed prior to and
contemporaneous with the rabbinic literature of the first millennium. Specifically,
the author was interested in determining whether the rabbis may have drawn
upon other literature and if so, what impact it may have had on their own writing.
As with the rabbinic literature it was necessary to be selective in choosing the
Supplementary Texts. Many passages were examined and the five which were
most illustrative of the subject were analyzed in depth for the chapter.

The sixth and final chapter of the rabbinic thesis serves as a Conclusion to
this study. Many of the major findings from previous chapters are reviewed and
an attempt is made to answer some of the questions posed in our introductory
section including the most important question of all: What did the rabbis believe
the Urim and Thummim to be and how was this belief reflected in their writing?

The Bibliography for this project has been arranged topically. In doing so
it is hoped that this will further assist the reader in identifying areas of interest

which they would like to take up for further investigation. All sources quoted
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within the text of the thesis along with all sources read for purposes of the
research are included in the bibliography. Additionally, the bibliography will
provide a section of all encyclopedic, lexical, and electronic sources used.

It should further be stated that a number of consistencies exist with
respect to translation, use of Hebrew and Greek texts, use of abbreviations, and

so on. Unless otherwise noted:

+ Hebrew texts for the biblical passages were taken from “Davka Writer
Software.”

o Hebrew texts for the passages from Mishnah, Talmud, and Midrashim
were taken from Davka's “Judaic Classics Software.”

o Greek texts from Josephus as well as their English translations were taken
from “Bible Works Software.”

e All abbreviations appearing in the thesis as well as format for footnotes
and bibiiographical entries are consistent with The SBL Handbook of Style
for Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Early Christian Studies.

» Spelling of technical terms within source citations has preserved the
spelling of each individual author, though that may differ from the way in
which the author of this thesis has spelled that term, e.g. baraitha versus
baraita or Tanach versus Tanakh.

It is the hope of the author that the foregoing systematic methodology will
serve to increase the reader’'s understanding of the subject and add to the

enjoyment of learning about The Urim and Thummim in Rabbinic Literature!
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Chapter Two: The Biblical Evidence

Introduction

Perhaps much of the intrigue surrounding the Urim and Thummim stems
from the fact that the biblical text which we have today mentions these
mysterious objects by name a total of only seven times. No two citations appear
together in any one book of the Tanakh and each usage of the words can vary
significantly, adding to the overall mystery. The distribution of the terms is as
follows; four of the appearances are found in the Torah: Exodus 28:30, Leviticus
8:8, Numbers 27:21 and Deuteronomy 33:8. Next we find one mention of the
Urim by itself in Kethuvim: | Samuel 28:6. Our final two examples of Urim and
Thummim appear in Nevi'im: Ezra 2:63 and Nehemiah 7:65. This section of the
thesis will examine each of these occurrences, explore its placement and context
within the biblical narrative, and identify any unique or unusual characteristics

with regard to the usage of the term.

Exodus 28:30

The first appearance of the words Urim and Thummim is found in Shemot,

the second book of the Torah, and reads as follows:

W22 YINN 2270Y P ©HNRD"NN) OYPRRDNNR VIYND 1NN Hny
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“Inside the breastpiece of decision you shall place the Urim and the Thummim,

so that they are over Aaron’s heart when he comes before the Lord. Thus Aaron
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shall carry the instrument of decision for the Israelites over his heart before the
Lord at all times.”

This first use of the term Urim and Thummim is found towards the end of a
narrative which has comprised almost the entirety of two parashiot, Terumah and
Tetsavveh. These Torah portions, perhaps two of the most detailed pieces of
narrative anywhere in the Tanakh, provide exhaustive instructions to the gifted
artisans who will build the Tabernacle and all of its implements as well as craft
the sacral vestments to be worn by the High Priest, Aaron. The directives are
clear and precise; nothing appears to be left to chance. The description tells of
colors, types of fabric, weave of the fabric, precious metals and stones, animal
skins, size and shape and dimension of each component, and method of
construction. This comprehensive construction list moves first from the Mishkan
then to its contents, and finally to the holy articles of clothing of the priests.

Of particular interest to our discussion are the verses in Exodus 28:15-29,
which highlight the crafting of the Hoshen Mishpat, the Breastpiece of
Decision/Judgment, which is worn by the High Priest over the other sacred
vestments. In many respects, this narrative mirrors closely the description of the
fabrication of the Mishkan itself in terms of the types and colors of materials used
as well as the attachment of golden rings, chains and cords. One might expect
therefore, that each component be accorded the same ievel of detail, and yet we
find this not to be the case. This highly descriptive section ends simply by
mentioning the Urim and the Thummim by name and that these objects are to be

placed inside of the Hoshen Mishpat. They are brought up quite matter-of-factly,

-13-
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with no explanation as to what materials they are made of, the method by which

they are crafted, or perhaps even more remarkably, how they are to be used.

It is important to note as well the construction of the Hebrew in the Exodus
28:30 appearance of the term Urim and Thummim, as this is not necessarily
consistent for all seven biblical examples. |n this particular case the phrase is,

DYHNN™NNY D PND" NN , “the Urim and the Thummim,” using the definite article

before each noun. It appears that we are to understand this as a specific Urim
and Thummim as opposed to a more generalized set of objects. In fact, the word
pair is stated in such a way as to give us the impression that this is perhaps the
one and only pair of Urim and Thummim or at least the one and only pair which is

set aside for the sole use of the High Priest.

Leviticus 8:8

At this point in the biblical narrative, the Tabernacle has been built and its
implements crafted under the artistic leadership of Bezalel and Oholiab
(Vayakhel), and an accounting is given of the materials that have gone into the
construction (Pekudei). Before we reach the end of the book of Exodus, we once
again read a description of the priestly garments, this time with much of the
account detailing the making of the breastpiece itself. The Urim and Thummim,
however, are nowhere mentioned until the second occurrence of the words Urim
and Thummim appears in the third book of the Torah, Vaykira, and reads as

follows:

DPHN NN DY PNRD NN TYHDIN I WND-NN POY DY)
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“He put the breastpiece on him, and put into the breastpiece the Urim and
Thummim."

This instruction occurs in Parashat Tsav. Moses has relayed to the
Children of Israel, as well as to Aaron and his sons, God's commandments for
the variety of offerings which they are obligated to give. Moses is then instructed
to ordain Aaron and his sons, and at this point, the narrative commences with a
long and elaborate ordination ceremony. The entire community is assembled
before the Tent of Meeting and Aaron is washed and clothed in the garments
which have been prepared for him. It is Moses who performs the bathing and
dressing rituals layering one article of clothing after another onto Aaron. This
includes the hoshen, the breastpiece, into which Moses places the Urim and

Thummim in keeping with the directives which he was given earlier in Exodus

28:30. Once more the phrase used is DYHANTNX) O*PRD"TW , “the Urim and

the Thummim,” implying a specific Urim and Thummim. Perhaps one is to
assume that these are the only objects of their kind in existence at that time as
there is only the definite article which characterizes them, with no additional
adjectives used.

The description of the breastpiece also differs in a significant way in this
passage from the way it is described in Exodus 28:30. The “hoshen” in Leviticus
is simply a breastpiece, without the addition of the word “mishpat,” which gives

the sense of a special kind of breastpiece. Perhaps the implication is that the

% Translation from The JPS Torah Commentary: Leviticus. Baruch A. Levine (Philadelphia: The Jewish
Publication Society) 5749/1989. p. 50,
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“hoshen” only becomes the “hoshen mishpaf” once the Urim and Thummim have

been place inside of it.

Numbers 27:21

Parashat Pinhas in the Book of Numbers is the third place in which one of
our words is found. The context for its use is quite different from what we have
seen in our previous two passages. The Israelites have now embarked on their
lengthy sojourn in the wilderness. Having rebelled against Moses upon several
occasions, the people have been told that they will be forced to wander forty
years in the desert. This disobedient community, still in the clutches of their
slave mentality from Egypt, will not be permitted to cross into the Land across the
Jordan River until their entire generation has died. Moses, who earlier in a fit of
anger and frustration at this incorrigible nation disobeyed God's command to
strike a rock in order to produce water, has received the same sentence. He is to
die without the privilege of leading the people into the Land. Out of concern for
their weli-being, Moses asks God to appoint someone in his stead who will be
competent to guide the Israelites from this time on. God commands Moses that
he ordain Joshua son of Nun as his replacement and an investment ceremony
simitar to the one which we first witnessed with Aaron and his sons in the
Leviticus passage ensues. Joshua is to stand before Eleazar the Priest, who is

now the Kohen Gadol following the death of his father, Aaron. Joshua is

invested with some of the majesty which Moses possessed, in order that he is




able to assume command over the people. The successor has been appointed
and Numbers 27:21 then reads as follows:

WY PHIY NI 97 OIRRD VYN 1 IRY) THY? 115D PY2N 292)

IV AN ONIYTIR7991 2P N 070N

“But he shall present himself to Eleazar the Priest, who shall on his behalf seek
the decision of the Urim before the Lord. By such instruction they shalil go out
and by such instruction they shall come in, he and all the Israelites, the whole
community.”

The verse from Bemidbar represents a significant departure from what we
have encountered in Shemot and Vayikra. First, and certainly most evident, is
the fact that the word Urim appears without its partner Thummim. This generates
a great number of questions, not the least important of which is how many
objects are being referred to in this verse? Is the term Urim simply shorthand for
the word-pair that we have become accustomed to seeing, or are we to
understand that whatever these objects were could be utilized alone or as a pair?
The answers to these questions are not clear from the text itself.

Secondly, Numbers 27:21 seems to imply that although Joshua has been

granted a great deal of authority, it is not fully that which Moses enjoyed. The
use of the disjunctive vahv which appears in the phrase, Y970 YN 3)97), “But

before Eleazar the High Priest,” indicates that there are certain situations in

which Joshua does not have full control over all decisions. Eleazar, who as heir

* Translation from The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers. Jacob Milgrom (Philadelphia: The Jewish
Publication Society) 5750/1990. p. 236.
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to the priesthood following the death of Aaron now maintains control of the Urim,
is to be consulted by Joshua.

Finally, this is the first time the Text offers us any sort of explanation as to
the function of the mysterious object. Nowhere in the narrative have we seen
Moses or anyone else consulting the Urim and Thummim, perhaps because his
communication with God was direct and required no intermediary. The phrase,

D> PND LAYNI, “the decision (judament) of the Urim,” gives the sense that

there is some power invested within its use that is accessible only to Eleazar.
Specifically, the Urim is to be used regarding decisions for “going out” and
“coming in,” presumably for the purpose of warfare, as this will be Joshua's
primary future task. There is still little clarity, however, with respect to the
physical appearance of the Urim or a specific description as to how it was used.
Additionally, no information is provided as to where on his person Eleazar kept
the object(s) aithough one might be led to assume that he inherited all of the
sacred vestments from his father, including the hoshen mishpat. Certain rights

remain exclusively those of the High Priest.

Deuteronomy 33:8

The fourth and last example of the words Urim and Thummim which
appears in the Torah can be found in the very last parasha, V'zot haBracha.
Moses offers a final blessing in the form of a poem upon the Israelites,
highlighting the love of God for his People. “Moses blesses the tribes

individually, mentioning each them in geographic order beginning with Reuben, in




whose territory the Israelites are encamped.™ The tribe of Levi is mentioned
third and the blessing begins as follows:
P OROY NPIN NPHI IPO) WX TPOD VN7 TIN) TR Mo N2
“And of Levi He said: Let Your Thummim and Urim be with Your faithful one,
whom You tested at Massah, challenged at the waters of Meribah.”

This verse from D’'varim represents a dramatic departure from the way in
which the words Urim and Thummim have been used in the past. This is the
only place in the Tanakh in which the terms appear in reverse order. In addition,

this citation is the only one which adds a possessive suffix to the words, using

the second person singular masculine ] ending to indicate that these objects

belong to the Lord. According to the verse, the Levites are identified as the direct
descendants of Aaron, and inheritors of the priesthood. Based upon
Deuteronomy 33:8 this distinction was granted to the Levites due to their faith
when tested at Massah and Meribah. This is a reference to the incidents which
took place in Parashat Beshallah (Exodus 17:1-7) and Parashat Hukkat

(Numbers 20:1-13) in which the israelites quarrel with Moses with respect to the

lack of drinking water. The use of the term J1°0O0 in the Deuteronomy verse

which blesses the Levites gives the impression that they must have exhibited
some sort of extraordinary faith in God, unlike their fellow wanderers. An
examination of the narratives regarding this incident in Exodus and Numbers

texts, however, shows no evidence of remarkable behavior on the part of the

* The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy. Jeffrey H. Tigay (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication
Society) 5756/1996. p. 322.
* Ibid. p. 324.

-19-




Levites versus any another group, so it remains unclear as to why the Levites
have been singled out in this regard. What is clear is that this tribe has inherited
the priesthood along with its “tools of the trade,” namely, the Urim and Thummim,
or in this case, the Thummim and Urim.

Despite the unusual order of the words in this final Torah text plus the
addition for the first time of pronominal suffix, the mystery as to the nature of the
UT endures. Deuteronomy 33:8 provides us with no further insights into their
function or physical characteristics. From this reference we know only that they
continued to be used by the descendents of Aaron and that they were a direct gift

from God to the Levites for some not fully explained act of faith.

! Samuel 28:6

The fifth piece of biblical evidence with respect to the enigmatic Urim and
Thummim is found in the second section of the Bible, The Prophets. At this point
in the biblical narrative King David, fearing that he will perish at the hands of King
Saul, decides to flee from the land of Israel to the land of the Philistines. Along
with his two wives and six hundred of his men, King David crosses over to the
land of King Achish son of Moach of Gath, and Saul desists in his pursuit. With
the knowledge that King David has raised the ire of his own people Israel, King
Achish trusts that David will remain his loyal vassal. At this time, the Philistines,
led by King Achish, determine to make war against Israel and Saul. King David

naturally joins forces with King Achish against this common enemy.
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The Prophet Samuel has died by this time and Saul has determined that it
no longer be permitted that one should be able to consult ghosts or “familiar”
spirits with respect to seeking advice with respect to warfare. King Saul sees the
great Philistine force that has been mustered against him and in fear and
trembling tums to God for help. The key verse from | Samuel 28:6 reads as
follows:

‘DN°23 D) BY)IND O3 NN D MY MY NY) N3 INY INY)

“And Saul inquired of the Lord, but the Lord did not answer him, either by
dreams or by Urim or by prophets.™

Similar to our passage from Numbers 27:21, the term Urim is used without
its familiar partner Thummim. This is however, where the similarities end and a
number of unusual characteristics are apparent in | Samuel 28:6 versus the other
examples which have previously been identified.

First and foremost, and perhaps most striking, is the fact that this is the
only occasion in which the Urim have been consulted without the intermediary
skills of the priest. There is no mention that Saul seeks out another to assist him
with this inquiry, nor does the text indicate that Saul draws the object(s) out of
any sort of garment or breastplate as we have seen in past verses.

Secondly, and of equal interest, is that Saul seems to anticipate an
answer to his inquiry through one of three different methods: “dreams, Urim, or
prophets.” According to the biblical text, Saul has evidently forbidden other forms

of divination, specifically those which utilize the skills of ghosts and familiar

8 JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society) 1999/5759. pps. 635-636.
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spirits. Only dreams, Urim and prophets remain as legitimate forms of

communication with YHWH with respect to advice, in this case, warfare. King
Saul is evidently disturbed by the fact that none of these regularly used sources
of information has provided the counsel which he is seeking and he is compelled
to turn to an alternative method.

Finally, this is the first time we encounter the use of the words,
M2 YNY), “inquired of the Lord.” It is important to look at this phrase in

comparison to that in Numbers 27:21 in which we see Eleazar the Priest,

DYNND VOYNA 7P ONYY, “who shall on his behalf seek the decision of the Urim

before the Lord.” There appears to be a distinction here in that in the verse from
| Samuel, the inquiry is taking place directly of YHWH, whereas in the verse from

Bemidar, Joshua stands before Eleazar who stands before God but appears to

inquire of the Urim itself. The phrase N2 DNV will have further importance

later on in this study as it is often used to indicate that an inquiry is being made of
the Lord, which may have utilized the Urim and Thummim. This word usage,
which seems to imply a very specific type of inquiry, will be discussed in greater

detail in the section on, “Related Verses.”

Ezra 2:63 and Nechemiah 7:65
The verses from the second chapter of the Book 6f Ezra and from the
seventh chapter of the Book of Nechemiah, which include the key phrase Urim
and Thummim, read identicaily. These are the only two citations in the third

section of the Bible, Kethuvim, in which we find the terms. The biblical narrative
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is recounting the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem following its destruction in
586 BCE by the armies of Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar. Less than fifty
years later, in 533 BCE, King Cyrus of Persia’s armies defeated
Nebuchadnezzar. King Cyrus delivers an edit pemmitting the Israelites, who have
been taken into exile in Babylonia, to return to the Land to rebuild the Temple.
The biblical text then proceeds to provide a lengthy and highly detailed list of al!
of those who came out of captivity to return to Israel, including the descendants

or the priests. Ezra 2:65 and Nechemiah 7:65 read as follows:

A

DYNNY 10D T0Y TY DYTEN YTPR UN"ND YN 00 ROVIND IR

v

DNONDY

“The Tirshatha ordered them not to eat of the most holy things until a priest with
Urim and Thummim should appear.”

By itself this verse seems to make very littie sense, but when read within
the context of the complete paragraph we begin to see its importance. The
narrative in both Ezra and Nechemiah tells us that:

“Of the sons of the Priests, the sons of Habaiah, the sons of Hakkoz, the
sons of Barzillai® who had married a daughter of Barzillai and taken his (their)
name—these searched for their genealogical records, but they could not be
found, so they were disqualified for the Priesthood.”

Although it is not perfectly clear from this passage, we nevertheless get

the sense that the creation of an absolutely accurate genealogy of the Israelites

" Ibid. pps. 1840 and 1872.
¥ Nechemiah adds, “Barzillai the Gileadite.”
° Ibid. pps. 1840 and 1872.
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was not a possibility. After fifty years in exile, family lines have become muddied.
In the aforementioned case, it appears that a marriage had taken place and the
new sons-in-law have adopted the name of their father-in-law, making the search
for their accurate heritage difficult, if not impossible. With respect to the
priesthood, lineage was not a proposition of “close enough.” It was a frightening
notion that someone whose pedigree was in question might perform the
sacrifices within the Temple and then eat of those “most holy things.” In order to
avoid such a catastrophic occurrence, the Tirshatha, (defined in The Brown-
Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon as, “the title of a Persian governor in
Judaea,”'? ) ordered that they were not to eat of the sacrifices until a priest with
Urim and Thummim appeared among them. This was apparently the conclusive
evidence necessary to identify who was an authentic priest. There is no mention
of what might happen should a “pretender priest” arise, but the ruling of the
Tirshatha did not allow for such an error to occur. Until such time as an
individual emerged with the all-important Urim and Thummim, the “holy things™
were not to be consumed.

The citations from Ezra 2:63 and Nechemiah 7:65 clearly show the
importance of the object(s) in question. Unfortunately, we do not gain any
additional insights into the nature of the Urim and Thummim. We do not know
from these passages what they looked like or how they were used, only that they

were an important part of the priestly paraphernalia.

' The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon. F. Brown, S. Driver, and C. Briggs (Peabody,
Massachusetts: Hendrickson Publishers) March, 2000. p. 1079.
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Summary

The biblical evidence with respect to the term Urim and Thummim has
provided little assistance with respect to identifying the nature of these most
mysterious objects. What we have learned are the following limited number of
facts:

Regarding the four references to the Urim and Thummim in the Torah, we
first discover that they were placed in the Breastpiece of Decision (Hoshen
haMishpat) and worn by the High Priest Aaron over his heart. The UT was
therefore smalil enough to fit into a small garment and light enough to carry on
one's person with ease. They are described as the Urim and the Thummim,
implying that they were unique and that only one pair of its kind existed (Exodus
28:30). Secondly, we are told that it is Moses who, prior to the anointing of
Aaron and his sons, dresses them in their sacred vestments and places the UT
into the Breastpiece (Leviticus 8:8). Thirdly, Joshua ben Nun is appointed to
repiace Moses following the great prophet's death. Despite this position of
leadership, Joshua must still come before Eleazar the Priest in order that Eleazar
seek the decision of the UT. This privilege apparently remains within the purview
of the High Priest. The types of decisions sought appear to be within the realm
of when to go out to and return from battle (Numbers 27:21). The fourth and final
Torah verse awards the Urim and Thummim to the tribe of Levi due to their
righteousness in not participating in the complaints of the other israelites while

wandering in the desert in need of water. The words are reversed from their
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normal order and have been given the second person masculine pronominal

suffix 9] (Deuteronomy 33:8).

Our fifth piece of biblical evidence, the verse from | Samuel 28:6, indicates
that Saul “inquires of the Lord” with respect to military advice. He does so
without the assistance of a priest, and receives no answer from YHWH, either by
the method in question, that is, the Urim, nor by dreams or prophets. We glean
very little additional information from this solitary verse in Neviim. Lastly, the
sixth and seventh, (and virtually identical,) verses from Kethuvim found in Ezra
2:63 and Nechemiah 7:65 further reflect the importance of the objects without
detailing their nature. Upon their return from Babylonian exile, the priests are to
desist from the consumption of the holy sacrifices unless and until one arises
among them who possesses the UT. With priestly lineage in question, the
ownership of the Urim and Thummim resolves any doubt as to who might be a
genuine priest.

The biblical evidence with respect to the Urim and Thummim is scant and

their obscure nature persists.
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Chapter Three: The Etymology of the Terms Urim and Thummim

Introduction

One of the factors which perpetuates the ambiguity surrounding the nature
of the Urim and Thummim has to do with the meaning of the terms themselves.
This has been the subject of a great deal of speculation on the part of scholars
throughout the ages, and a variety of opinions have been put forth. Itis
interesting to note that in most translations of the Hebrew Bible into English, the
words are simply transliterated from Hebrew characters into Roman characters,
as has been done for this thesis. These translators, it appears, have been
hesitant to render the words into anything other than a phonetic representation of
the original Hebrew. Perhaps this is in an attempt to avoid the dilemma of
proffering an interpretation of the words simultaneously. “Translation, by

necessity, implies interpretation,”

and with regard to Urim and Thummim, it is
perhaps best to leave these terms in their original form.

it is not the purpose of this chapter to provide an exhaustive etymological
study of our key terms. Rather, the goal is to address specific etymological
concerns which may also have been of interest to the writers of the rabbinic

literature. In most cases, it would be mere speculation to attempt to determine

what the ancient rabbis might have been aware of with regards to literature in

other languages which existed at their time. We do encounter some Greek “loan

words” in both the Halakhic and Midrashic works which indicate at least a casual

' Thank you to my beloved professor Edward Goldman, who has made me keenly aware of this key
concept.
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acquaintance with the languages of those around them during their own time.
The greater concern, however, is whether or not the rabbis were cognizant of
other Ancient Near Eastern civilizations, whose own languages and practices
might have had an impact on that of the Ancient Israelites. Were the authors
responsible for the vast corpus of rabbinic literature familiar with the writings of
authors from other cultures? If so, did those writings have any influence on the
rabbis’ work? We have no written evidence to indicate, for example, that the
rabbis were privy to Akkadian or Mesopotamian texts, some of which contain
accounts of practices and terminology similar to those described with respect to
the Urim and Thummim. This lack of documentation does not directly indicate a
lack of knowledge on the part of the rabbis. It simply implies that we cannot, with
certainty, verify what was or was not within the consciousness of the rabbis.

With that in mind, the central concern of this chapter will be on the
etymological features of the Hebrew words Urim and Thummim which might have
caught the attention of the writers of rabbinic literature. We know for example,
from numerous illustrations, that the rabbis often concerned themselves with the
notions of word play, word choice, puns, unique spellings, comparisons of word
usage from one place in Tanakh to another, and so on. With this as our focal
point, there are three principal matters related to this topic.

The first of these revolves around the identification and meaning of the
roots of the words themselves. This is critical to the understanding of what the
Urim and Thummim might have been, in that the root itself might describe the

physical characteristics of the object(s) and how they functioned in the hands of
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those who operated them. This is also something with which the writers of the
rabbinic literature would have been concerned.

Secondly, much research has focused on what appear to be the

masculine plural “im” endings on £ O*NN. s this defacto a plural ending,

indicating that at least two or even several of each item were being used
simultaneously? Or, is what appears to be a characteristic plural ending, really
something else entirely?

A third and final area of concern with regard to the origin of the terms Urim
and Thummim relates to their appearance in some verses as a word pair, at
other times singly without the partner word, and in one case in “reverse” order.
Scholars have attempted to determine if this bears any significance with respect
to the way in which the UT were used; indeed, this may have also been of
concern to the ancient rabbis as they attempted to ascertain the nature of the
Urim and Thummim. The conclusions pertaining to the plural endings and word-
pairs will be discussed in one section as the research has identified them as
closely related etymological issues.

This chapter will deal solely with etymological findings regarding the
Hebrew terminology. Translations and interpretations of the words Urim and
Thummim into other languages found in supplementary texts such as the writings
of Philo and Josephus, the Septuagint, and the Vulgate will be the focus of a later
discussion. Simitarly, Hebrew usage of words which are similar in structure to
Urim and Thummim, specifically passages from the Dead Sea Scrolls, will also

be addressed further on in this thesis.
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The Root of the Problem
The exact etymology of the words Urim and Thummim is unknown but
several theories dominate the literature. The first of these theories examines the
three letter root or shoresh of each term to determine if this might lead to a
further explication of the manner in which the objects were constructed and how
they might have been utilized.

Perhaps the most frequent etymological explanation we find for the word

DN is that it derives from the word 9-3-X (or) meaning light, “the idea being,

perhaps, that Urim was the lot which brought to light the guilt of the subjects of
the ordeal.”’® As discussed in Chapter One, based upon the seven biblical
verses in which the term appears, we have very little specific descriptive
evidence as to the range of circumstances for which the UT was used. We do
know from the passage in | Samuel (28:26) that the UT was called upon prior to
King Saul's waging war, but we have no additional knowledge that the Urim and
Thummim were used with respect to the determination of guilt or innocence. It
might be reasonable to deduce, given the vast biblical literature describing the
multitude of priestly responsibilities, that the Urim and Thummim may have
played a role in the adjudication of legal cases. This would be a logical inference

as well, given that the UT as described in the first biblical citation, (Exodus 28:30)

were worn by the High Priest and kept in the VYR N, the breastpiece of

judgment. It is apparent that some sort of decision-making process of a legal

'* 4 Dictionary of the Bible Dealing with its Language, Literature, and Contents. James Hastings, Editor
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons) 1902. Volume IV. p. 838.
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nature might have occurred which “illuminated” or “shed light upon” the guilt of

the person involved.

The translation of Urim as having derived from the root word 7-3-X has

had a tremendous impact on the way in which scholars have further elucidated
the use of the mystical object(s). For example, Cornelius Van Dam, in his book
The Urim and Thummim: A Means of Revelation in Ancient Israel, has posited
that, “the UT were used by the priest as a verification of the divine origin of the
oracie. If the priest had obtained his message by means of divine inspiration, a
miraculous light shone in close association with the UT, but if there was no
special light worked by YHWH, one would know that YHWH was not imparting
revelation by means of the priest.”'

This etymologically based view of the Urim having some connection to “light’

is written upon extensively in modern literature. Scholars have examined every

possible nuance of the word 7-1-N as the three letter root of D>N and, like Van

Dam, have hypothesized other ways in which the “lot oracle” was employed.
Some have stated that the “stone” or other “object” was made of alabaster, a

luminous white rock which reflected light. Others have put forward that the Urim

was in fact one of the DY N AV , the “two lazuli stones,” which were

attached to the shoulder pieces of TON7) , the ephod (Exodus 28:9)." These

stones, each etched with the names of six of the twelve tribes of Israel, were

¥ As quoted in C. Houtman, *The Urim and Thummim: A New Suggestion.” Vetus Testamentum, Vol
XL, No. 2 (April 1990) p. 229.

' The nature, construction, and purpose of the ephod is, in and of itself, a subject of enormous scholarship
and speculation. It is not within the purview of this thesis to embark on an explanation of this piece of the
High Priest’s wardrobe.
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believed by some to have become illuminated when called upon by the High
Priest for an answer to a query. Or, at least the one designated as the Urim was

believed to have “lit up.”

A final theory which accepts the root of the word Urim as 7-1-N states that

the Urim and Thummim were in actuality the twelve gemstones mounted into the

VOYNN N, the “breastpiece of judgment.” Each of these precious stones

was inscribed with the name of one tribe, and along with names etched into the
shoulder stones, the entirety of the Hebrew alphabet was represented. This
conjecture asserts further that when the High Priest posed a question to YHWH,
the individual letters in the words would illuminate, thereby spelling out the
answer resembling an Ancient Israelite version of the enigmatic Ouija Board.

A second theory regarding the word Urim is that the term derives from the

root letters 9-7-N (arar) meaning “to curse.” This interpretation is informative in

that it implies that the “lot oracle,” if indeed that is what the Urim was, might be
indicative of one’s culpability in a given situation. When the Urim “came up,” the
person in question was judged as guilty, or in the case of a military venture, it

was doomed to failure and therefore should not be embarked upon. The

supposition that >N derives from the shoresh 7-7-N provides some

clarification in as to what the specific oracle might have meant. We are still in the
dark, however, as to the way in which this was manifested. We would have to
accept the theory that the UT were stones or sticks of different colors or textures,
perhaps smooth on one side and rough on the other. When tossed, rolled, or

cast out of a container of some sort, the High Priest would have either looked at
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or felt the object(s) to determine which answer had been elicited. From the root

7-9-N however, we know nothing other than that there was a negative, or

“accursed” response.

There is far less controversy concerning the root of the word thummim.

Most scholars agree that DN originates from the shoresh 13-1-N meaning “to

be complete, finished, innocent or perfect.”” Looking now at Thummim coupled

with its partner Urim, the word-pair makes a bit more sense. [f, as in our first

case, D> derives from 1-Y-N meaning “light,” then the words Urim and

Thummim come to mean that the Urim brought to light the parties’ guilt and the

Thummim recognized one’s blamelessness. [f, on the other hand, Urim derives

from 9-7-N , the word-pair O3 DN now reads as “curse and innocence,”

again identifying the party as either guilty or not guilty.

As a consequence of their etymological inquiries, there are some scholars
who have made a giant leap from certainty about the meaning of the words Urim
and Thummim to certainty as to what they looked like and how they were used.
For example, we find the following statement of “fact” written by Dr. Paul Carus:
“The term orim as derived from the root or means ‘light,’ or ‘sunrise,’ or ‘morning,’
or ‘beginning, or ‘east’; fom or perhaps fam or tum, should mean ‘completion,’
or ‘'sunsel,’ or ‘evening,’ or ‘end,’ or ‘west.” They may fitly be translated by ‘the
shining ones and the dim ones,’ or ‘start and finish,’ or ‘motions and rest,’ or

‘beginning and end,” and when we consider that they were carried in a bag, it is

' Op. cit, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon. p. 1070.
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more probable that they were pebbles of two different colors, presumably white
and black."'®

The preceding etymological suppositions concerning of the roots for the
words Urim and Thummim are plausible and logical. One must be cautious,
however, regardless of which translation one might consider to be more
convincing, to acknowledge that much of the scholarship is still in the realm of

conjecture. Furthermore, regardiess of how accurate the translations of the

words DM DXNN might be, they do not necessarily provide the additional

information needed to state, with absolute conviction, what these puzzling

objects were.

Plurals and Pairs

Most students of the Hebrew language learn early on in their studies that

masculine nouns in the plural form characteristically end with the syllable O,

(im), a yod followed by a mem sofit. It would logically follow then, that the

Hebrew terms 01 DN are present in the biblical text as plural nouns. This
is the case in each of the seven verses from the Tanakh enumerated in Chapter
One, including that of Deuteronomy 33:8 which uses the terms N RN . In
this instance, the second person masculine singular second suffix 7 has been

added to the word, but the yod which precedes the suffix, verifies the piural form

of the noun. As asked earlier, is this in fact a true plurai ending, leading to the

' The Oracle of Yahveh: Urim and Thummim, The Ephod, The Breastplate of Judgment. Dr. Paul Carus
{Chicago: Open Court Publishing Company) 1911. pps. 13-14.
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conclusion that at least two or even several of each item existed or was being
utilized at the same time? Or, could what appears to be a plural ending, really
something else entirely?

The predominant theory put forth with respect to the “im” ending is that
“urim and thummim reflect a pluralis intensivus. This type of plural, although
singular in meaning, emphasizes the magnification or interior muitiplication of the
stem to express ‘greatness, majesty, grandeur and holiness.”'’ Similarly, C.
Houtman writes that, “in my opinion it is worth considering the UT as a single
object. The plural forms can be understood as pluralis intensivus and the
combination of both terms as hendiadys.”'® A comparable view is stipulated by

W. Muss-Arnolt who states, “it is a well-known fact that the so-called plural

ending (O°-) of the two words expresses the pluralis intensivus, they are plurals

only in form, but not in meaning.®

According to these scholars, the “im” ending is not a plural ending at all.
Rather, the Urim and Thummim were one object, not two, as one might
conjecture from looking at the Hebrew. The purpose then was to “intensity” the

splendor of the UT, and “enlarging” its importance by portraying it as more than

one object. If indeed the O O*IN was used by the High Priest as a tool for

consulting with God regarding questions of great significance such as guilt or

innocence of an individual, propitious times for battle, etc., then it would certainly

17 “The Plural Form of urim and thummim.” Anne Marie Kitz. Journal of Biblical Literature, Volume 116,
No. 3 (Fall 1997) p. 401

% Op. cit, Houtman. p. 230

1% “The Urim and Thummim: A Suggestion as to Their Original Nature and Significance.” W. Muss-
Arnolt. The America Journal of Semitic Languages and Literatures, Volume X VI, Number 4 (July, 1900)
p. 218.
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be logical to magnify the words used by making them plural. Perhaps a similar
example that we can use from the English language is with respect to the
expression, “heads or tails,” used when executing a coin-toss for the purposes of
making a decision. Itis only one coin that is being tossed; only one side displays
a likeness of a head, leaving the opposite side of the coin as the “tail.”
Nonetheless, we are likely to ask the participants to name, “heads or tails,” as if
we were, in actuality, using multiple coins. It is exactly this point which is being
made concerning the Urim and Thummim.

Related to the issue of pluralis intensivus is the number of times that Urim

and Thummim appear together as a word pair as opposed to singly. Referring

back to the seven biblical verses in which either O or O’ appear, five of

those verses contain both words together (Exodus 28:30, Leviticus 8:8, Ezra
2:63, Nechemiah 765, and in reverse order, “Thummim and Urim” in
Deuteronomy 33:8). The technical term for the appearance of two words
together to signify one item or concept is hendiadys, defined as “a figure of
speech in which two words connected by a conjunction are used to express a
single notion that would normally be expressed by an adjective and a

substantive, such as grace and favor instead of gracious favor.® Given the

attention to detail and degree of scrutiny with which the writers of rabbinic
literature approached the biblical text, it would seem plausibie that they had seen
other examples of hendiadys. They wouid not, however, have known this

specific terminology.

2 The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language. (Boston: Houghton-Mifflin) 2000. p. 818.
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In addition to the theory of Urim and Thummim as a hendiadys, there are
those who characterize the mem sofit at the end of each word as a “mimetic
mem,” meaning to mimic or imitate. “Proponents of urim and thummim as two
individual objects argue that the terms are an example of mimation, an archaic
noun form that retains a final mem in the nominative singular. This means that
the vocalization of the MT gives the appearance of a plural even though a
singular noun is meant. Thus, later editors who no longer understood the terms
interpreted the mimation as a standard nominative plural ending in —im and
vocalized urim and thummim accordingly. Since mimation is an archaic form, for
several writers its presence illustrates how ancient, and perhaps foreign, the
cultic use of the Urim and Thummim is.”?' Again, the ancient rabbis did not know
the etymological phrase “mimetic mem," but they might certainly have been
familiar with other words and phrases in text that were a singular object

expressed in pluraf language.
It is, of course, entirely possible that the words DN DN are truly
plural and that our rabbinic interpreters might have seen them as such. Despite

the compelling arguments of some modern scholars, the biblical text might have,

in point of fact, been describing pairs of or multiple sets of objects.

Finally, it is no secret that the rabbis had a penchant for highly creative
word play and complex hermeneutic exercises which often resulted in extremely

imaginative explanations of what terms meant. In all likelihood, it would not have

escaped their attention that the word ©> W begins with the Hebrew letter alef

21 Op. cit, Kitz. p. 402.
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and the word O with the Hebrew ietter fav, the first and last letters

respectively, of the Hebrew alphabet. This would be very similar to our modern
day notion of viewing something as incorporating a full range of possibilities from
“Ato Z,” “Alpha to Omega,” or in this case, “Aleph ad tav.” It is not out of the
reaim of possibility that the writers of our rabbinic literature may have caught onto

on to the first letter of each word and provided us with midrashim on the subject.

Summary

The etymological features of the terms Urim and Thummim are as much of
a mystery as the objects themselves. Notwithstanding the vast body of research
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