Parashat Tetzaveh
The Choshen

Why does the section detailing the high priest’s clothes open specifically with the commandment to
make the Choshen [breastplate]?

What is the role of the Choshen?
What are the Urim VeTummim, and what purpose do they serve?
In what situations is the Choshen used in the Bible? What do all of these situations have in common?

Is there a connection between the Ark, the first of the vessels, and the Choshen, the first of the priestly
garments?

Parashat Tetzaveh discusses, among other things, the sanctification of the priests and the
commandment to make special clothing for the high priest.

The Choshen — The First Garment

The verse which opens the commandments regarding the high priest’s clothing states:
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And these are the garments which they shall make: a Choshen, an Ephod, a robe, a checkered
coat, a turban, and a belt. And they shall make holy garments for your brother Aaron and for his
sons, to make him a priest to Me. (Ex. 28:4)

The first article of clothing mentioned is the Choshen." Why is it mentioned first out of all of the priest’s
clothing?

The Choshen — the Highest Garment

Ibn Ezra explains:
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! While the Choshen is mentioned first in the introductory verse of this section (see above), in the verses which
describe the details of the garments it is listed second while the Ephod is described first. Why is the Ephod
mentioned first in the more detailed verses? We shall discuss this in our lesson on Parashat Pekudei, which will
focus on the Ephod.



“And these are the garmets” — He mentioned the Choshen first, for it was [worn] over the
Ephod, which was [worn] over the robe, and after these were the checkered coat and the belt
which belted it, and the turban on his head. (Ibn Ezra on Ex. 28:4)

According to this interpretation, the Choshen is not listed first for any fundamental reason. The order in
the verse does not reflect the relative importance of the garments. Rather, it reflects only the external
appearance of the high priest when he dressed himself in the clothes he wore to serve in the Temple.

Still, the fact that the Choshen is mentioned first might hold deeper significance.’
The Ark and the Choshen — First in Importance

In Parashat Teruma, the Ark is mentioned first in the section detailing the commandments to build the
vessels of the Mishkan.

Rashbam comments:
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...The commandment had to mention the Ark and the Table first, for it was for the sake of the Ark,
which is the heart of [the command] “And let them make Me a Temple,” that the Mishkan
needed to be built. (Rashbam on Ex. 25:10)

The list of commandments describing the Mishkan and its vessels opens with the commandment to
build the Ark. Presumably, the Choshen, too, is mentioned first because it is the most important of the
high priest’s garments.® Ibn Ezra himself suggests this interpretation:
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He mentioned the Choshen first — as He mentioned the Ark, for within it is the Judgment of the
Urim, and it rests upon the heart, and the heart is more (honored Rabbanit??) than the two

?In Parashat Pekudei, when the garments are actually made, one might expect that the order of the garments
would be affected by technical considerations such as the priest’s external appearance. Here, however, the first
time that the high priest’s clothing is mentioned, one would expect the order to have deeper significance. The
same is true regarding the vessels of the Mishkan: in Parashat Teruma, when the commandments to build the
vessels are detailed, they are listed in order of the vessels’ importance. Therefore, Moses is commanded first
regarding the Ark, then regarding the Table and the Menorah, and finally regarding the Mishkan itself (see
Rashbam’s comments quoted above). However, in Parashat Vayakhel, in which the actual construction of the
vessels is described, they are listed in a different order: first the Mishkan, then the vessels; this order reflects a
more technical perspective, as it is only logical to first build a building and then construct the vessels that will be
placed inside it. See Kli Yakar and Siftei Cohen on Ex. 28:4 who each suggest their own homiletic explanation.

* The connection between the Ark and the Choshen will be discussed in greater depth at the end of this lesson.



shoulders. And this word, Choshen, we have not seen anywhere but where the holy [garments are
described]. (Ibn Ezra on Ex. 28:4)

Ibn Ezra draws a parallel between the Choshen and the Ark, concluding that both were mentioned first
due to their superior importance. What is the function of the Choshen and why is it so significant?

Making The Choshen
“The Choshen of Judgment”

The detailed commandment regarding the Choshen appears in Ex. 28:15-30:
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And you shall make a Choshen of Judgment, the work of a skillful workman, like the Ephod you
shall make it; of gold, blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine twined linen you shall make it. (Ex.
28:15)

Why is the Choshen called the “Choshen of Judgment”?

According to Rabbi Sa’adia Ga’on, the “Choshen of Judgment” is the “(Planned!!) Choshen” (Rabbanit??).
However, most commentators® interpret the word “judgment” as referring to the Choshen’s function. A
closer look at the following verses reveals what “judgment” is and how it is carried out by means of the
Choshen.

The Base of the Choshen: Folded Cloth

The first verse describes the base of the Choshen: a woven material made of five types of threads spun
into one.’

Verse 16 states:
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It shall be a square, doubled, a span in length and a span in width. (Ex. 28:16)

The woven cloth from which the Choshen was made was “doubled”, i.e., folded in half to create two
layers of cloth which formed a pocket. At this point, the Torah does not explicitly state the purpose of
this pocket.

The verses continue:

* See for example: Rashi, Rashbam and Ba’al HaTurim ad loc., quoting the Talmud (Zevachim 88b).

> See Rashi on Ex. 28:6, where he describes the entire process of making the Ephod and the Choshen. He also
explains how the five threads were spun together and woven into the Choshen (see illustration above. All
illustrations are taken from Mishkan Hashem by Shimon Shpiatzky).
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And you shall set it with settings of stones, four rows of stones: a row of carnelian, topaz and
smaragd, the first row; and the second row a carbuncle, a sapphire and an emerald; and the third
row a jacinth, an agate and an amethyst; and the fourth row a beryl, and an onyx and a jasper;
they shall be enclosed in gold in their settings. And the stones shall be according to the names of
the Children of Israel, twelve, according to their names; like the engravings of a signet, each one
according to his name they shall be for the twelve tribes. (Ex. 28:17-21)

Twelve precious stones® were set on the material in gold settings,” arranged in four rows.? The names of
the twelve tribes were inscribed on the gems, one name on each stone.’

Attaching the Choshen to the Ephod

The following verses (22-28) explain how the Choshen is attached to the Ephod. The purpose of
attaching these two garments is stated in the final verse:
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And they shall bind the Choshen by its rings to the rings of the Ephod with a thread of blue, to be
upon the skillfully woven band of the Ephod, and the Choshen shall not be loosened from the
Ephod. (Ex. 28:28)

Rashi explains:
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® Rabbenu Bahya describes the properties of the stones used in the Choshen:
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And know that it is written in the books of the sciences of nature that all of the precious stones that (!!) are
no more than twelve, and they are the (predecessors) of all other stones. (Rabbenu Bahya on Ex. 28:15)
7 According to Rashi, the stones were set in square gold settings (Rashi on Ex. 25:7), while according to Ramban the
stones rested on top of gold squares and each was held in place by four small prongs (Ramban ad loc.).
% The arrangement of the rows is a subject of dispute. Were they from right to left, as Hizkuni writes (Hizkuni on Ex.
25:21), or from top to bottom, as per the opinion of the Minchat Chinuch (mitzvah 99:3). The illustration above is
based on the opinion of the Hizkuni.
°Thereis also a disagreement regarding the order of the names written on the stones. The illustration above is
based on Rashi’s interpretation. For other opinions, see Shimon Shpiatzky, Mishkan Hashem, and Shalom Duber
Shtainberg, Bigdei HaKodesh Bigdei HaKehuna. In tractate Yoma (83) the Talmud states that in addition to the
names of the twelve tribes, the phrases “Abraham Isaac Jacob, tribes of Jeshurun” or “tribes of God” were written
on the stones, in order to include the Hebrew letters 'p '8 "0 'n, which do not appear in the names of the twelve
tribes.




So that the lower edge of the Choshen should be attached to the skillful weaving of the Ephod
and should not dangle and be separate, moving back and forth. (Rashi on Ex. 28:6)

In other words, the Choshen must be securely fastened to the Ephod.10
The Role of the Choshen

Until this point, the Choshen has been described in minute detail. The next verse summarizes the
general purpose of the Choshen:
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And Aaron shall carry the names of the Children of Israel on the Choshen of Judgment, upon his
heart, when he comes to the Holy place, as a remembrance before God always. (Ex. 28:29)

Before Aaron enters the chamber called the “Holy,” he dons the Choshen, upon which the names of the
twelve tribes are written. Why must he enter while wearing this garment?

The High Priest — The Twelve Tribes’ Representative before God

While the high priest is the only one who may enter the Holy, he does not do so as an individual, but as
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the representative of the twelve tribes of Israel.”” Before he enters the Holy he puts on the Choshen,

thus bringing the entire nation in with him.

1% Rabbi Elazar, as guoted in tractate Yoma, views this point as especially significant:
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Rabbi Elazar said: He who loosens the Choshen from the Ephod shall be whipped, as it is said: “And the
Choshen shall not be loosened from the Ephod.” (Yoma 73).
Rav Acha bar Yaakov objects: “And perhaps God [meant to] say — ‘tighten it well so that it will not be loosened’...?”
(in this case, the phrase “and the Choshen shall not be loosened” is merely descriptive — a result of tightening the
Choshen — not a negative commandment in and of itself). The Talmud responds: “And does it say, ‘So that it shall
not be loosened’? Rather, it says, ‘And it shall not be loosened.”” (This must be considered a true negative
commandment.)
Rambam counts this as one of the 613 commandments in his Sefer Mitzvot (neg. commandment 87), and in his
Mishne Torah (Hilkhot Klei HaMikdash 10:10) he rules in accordance with the opinion of Rabbi Elazar quoted
above.
" His entrance into the Holy was actually in order to atone for the sins of the entire nation:
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And no person shall be in the Tent of Meeting when he comes into the Holy to atone until he leaves, and he
shall have atoned for himself and for his house and for the entire assembly of Israel. (Lev. 16:17)
However, according to Sifra, contrary to the simple understanding of the verses, the high priest would not enter
while wearing the Ephod and the Choshen. The midrash states:
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“He shall wear the holy linen tunic, and linen pants shall be on his flesh, and he shall wear a linen belt and a
linen turban; they are holy garments, and he shall wash his flesh with water and wear them” (Lev. 16:4).
And what do the four instances of the word “linen” come to teach us? They exclude the four garments
about which it was said, “Before God.” (Sifra on Parashat Acharei-Mot 1:5-9)



The high priest enters the Holy as the representative of the entire nation, and he must be aware of this.
By wearing the Choshen and carrying with him the names of the twelve tribes, the high priest is
constantly reminded of the nation and his status as their representative while standing before God.

The Urim VeTummim
Placing the Urim VeTummim in the Choshen

The making of the Choshen does not end with the description of the garment and its function. The next
verse adds another detail that was not mentioned previously: the Urim VeTummim are placed in the
Choshen:
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And you shall place in the Choshen of Judgment the Urim and the Tummim. (Ex. 28:30)

As mentioned above, the fabric of the Choshen was folded in half to form a sort of pocket, into which
the “Urim VeTummim” were placed.12 The Torah does not clarify what the Urim VeTummim are; instead,
it summarizes the topic of the Choshen once more in the following verse, using nearly the same words
as the previous summary (verse 29):
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And they shall be upon Aaron’s heart when he comes before God, and Aaron shall carry the
Judgment of the Children of Israel upon his heart before God always. (Ex. 28:30)

There are a number of similarities between the two verses:
Verse 29 (Summary 1):
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And Aaron shall carry the names of the Children of Israel on the Choshen of Judgment
, when he comes to the Holy, as a remembrance

Verse 30 (Summary 2):
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And they shall be upon Aaron’s heart when he comes before God, and Aaron shall carry the
Judgment of the Children of Israel

2 This is Rashbam’s explanation (see Rashbam on Ex. 25:16); in his opinion, this is the reason for the pocket in the
Choshen. Rambam, on the other hand, explains that the Urim VeTummim are actually the stones of the Choshen
with the names written upon them (see Hilkhot Beit HaBechira 4:1), as we shall discuss below.



The following phrases appear in both verses: “And Aaron shall carry”; “the Children of Israel”; “upon his
heart”; “when he comes”; “before God always”. These phrases indicate the role of the Choshen: The
priest carries the Children of Israel upon his heart when he comes before God. But isn’t this repetition
unnecessary? Why did the Torah choose to summarize the topic of the Choshen twice?

As mentioned above, the Torah describes the two elements of the Choshen separately: at first (verses
15-28) it describes the Choshen itself — a panel of stones —and concludes that the role of the Choshen is
to carry the names of the Children of Israel as a remembrance before God. Afterwards (verse 30), the
Torah describes how the Urim VeTummim is placed inside the Choshen.

The two summary verses might seem to be quite similar, as they repeat many of the same phrases.”
However, a closer look at the verses reveals that the similarities between the two verses actually serve
to highlight the differences between them:

The First Difference
Judgment by the Urim VeTummim

Verse 29 states: “And he shall carry the names of the Children of Israel,” whereas verse 30 states: “And
he shall carry the Judgment of the Children of Israel.”

This difference shows that it is the Urim VeTummim that transforms the Choshen into the “Choshen of
Judgment.” While the Choshen is given this name beforehand (in verse 15), only at this point is the
“Judgment” linked to the Urim VeTummim inside the Choshen. Rashbam explains in his commentary on
verse 15:
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“Choshen of Judgment” — as within the Choshen were the Urim VeTummim, which state the
judgment of the nation and their needs, as it is written: “And he shall ask for him by the judgment
of the Urim,” therefore, it is called the [Choshen of] Judgment. (Rashbam on Ex. 28:15)

The Second Difference
To God, or to the Holy?

In verse 29, Aaron’s entrance into the inner sanctum while wearing the Choshen of Judgment is termed
“coming to the Holy,” while in verse 30 it is described as “coming before God.”

The Third Difference

Carrying the Children of Israel When Entering the Holy

B This might be the source for Rambam’s opinion quoted in note 10.
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is mentioned before “coming to [the Holy].”
However, in verse 30 the order is reversed: “coming [before God]” is mentioned before “carrying [the

In verse 29, “carrying [the names of] the Children of Israe

Judgment of] the Children of Israel.”
The Fourth Difference
What Does Aaron Carry upon His Heart?

What does Aaron carry upon his heart when he enters the Holy? According to verse 29, he carries with
him “the names of the Children of Israel”; in verse 30, however, he is described as carrying upon his
heart “the Judgment of the Children of Israel,” the Urim Vetummim.

The differences between these two verses may be summarized as follows:

Verse 29 (Summary 1) Verse 30 (Summary 2)

And they shall be upon Aaron’s heart when he
comes

And Aaron shall carry the names of the Children of | and Aaron shall carry the Judgment of the Children
Israel in the Choshen of Judgment upon his heart of Israel upon his heart

when he comes

as a remembrance before God always before God always

The Urim VeTummim — Standing before God
What is the significance of these differences?
These differences demonstrate an important point with regard to the Urim VeTummim.

According to verse 29, the Children of Israel are the central element. Aaron brings the nation with him
into the Holy. The Choshen itself, which carries the names of the twelve tribes, symbolizes Aaron’s status
as the representative of the nation when entering the Holy.

According to verse 30, standing before God is the primary element. The Urim VeTummim placed in the
Choshen give the Choshen an additional dimension, the core of which is the act of standing before God.
The Urim VeTummim give the Choshen the role of “Judgment” and the (ability?? Rabbanit) to stand
before God.

The Urim VeTummim — The Main Element is Missing

But what is this “Judgment” and how is it done via the Urim VeTummim? Why do they, specifically,
symbolize standing before God? This question is not answered explicitly by the text. The making of the
Urim VeTummim is not described either. This caused intense debate amongst the commentators. It is
especially puzzling in light of the fact that the making of the Choshen is described in minute detail.




The Urim VeTummim is twice described as being placed inside the Choshen: in this week’s parasha (as a
part of the command to make the Choshen) and in Parashat Tzav, when the priest is dressed in the holy
garments: “And he placed the Choshen upon him, and he put into the Choshen the Urim and the
Tummim” (Lev. 8:8). But nowhere does the Torah mention the material the Urim VeTummim were made
of, their shape or size, how they were made or who made them. Furthermore, in Parashat Pekudei, in
which Bezalel actually makes the garments of the high priest, the Urim VeTummim are not mentioned at
all.

The Urim VeTummim — The Stones of the Choshen
What, then, are the Urim VeTummim?

According to Rav Hai Ga’on (Otzar HaGe’onim, Berachot 4-6), the Urim VeTummim are the stones of
the Choshen." This explains why the Urim VeTummim are not described separately; however, it raises
another question: why does the Torah repeat the description of placing the Urim VeTummim into the
Choshen in verse 30 (“And you shall place in the Choshen of Judgment the Urim and the Tummim”)
when it was already mentioned in verse 17 (“And you shall set it with settings of stones...”)?**

Ibn Ezra disagrees:

DR 11IRA SR NN D ,70eINT DRI DIRT DX VOWH win SR nN3” K NTIOTIN 0%3aKa 1wINT DR ROPW IR
3957377 0%IART DR 1371 .70°2I07 DRI 0°IRT DR WINT 5% 1077 JwIni DX POy QWY Twn by 12 INR RY 7..01TVR
D270 hYaIRa

And after they filled the Choshen with the abovementioned stones, it said: “And you shall place in
the Choshen of Judgment the Urim and the Tummim,” similar to: “And you shall place in the Ark
the Testimony...” And it said afterwards regarding Moses: “And he placed the Choshen upon him,
and he put into the Choshen the Urim and the Tummim.” And therefore they are not the stones
mentioned [that were set in] four rows."®

" This opinion is also expressed by Rabbenu Avraham, son of Rambam. Rambam himself writes (Hilkhot Beit
HaBechira 4:1; Hilkhot Klei HaMikdash 10:10) that in the Second Temple the Urim VeTummim were included in the
Choshen as well (since the Choshen would be disqualified without them), but they were not functional. Apparently
Rambam also identified the Urim VeTummim with the stones of the Choshen.
> Ra’avad challenged Rambam’s statement:
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And weren’t the Urim VeTummim and the Divine Inspiration two things of the five that were missing in the
Second Temple? According to [Rambam] they are but one, and [his concern regarding the] the lack of
[priestly] garments that he mentioned is irrelevant, for [the Urim VeTummim] is not counted as a garment.
(Ra’avad on Hilkhot Beit HaBechira 4:1)
According to Ra’avad, the Urim VeTummim are a separate element that is added on to the Choshen, and are not an
integral part of it.
1 his commentary on verse 6, Ibn Ezra discusses at length the topic of the Ephod, the Choshen and the Urim
VeTummim, writing that it is a “deep secret” and that only “the intelligent will understand.” What is clear from his



The Urim VeTummim — God’s Explicit Name

Most commentators agree with Rashi,’” who states that the Urim VeTummim refers to the explicit name
of God, which was written down and placed within the folds of the Choshen. Their name is derived from
the fact that “by it He illuminates [me’ir] and brings perfection [metamem] to His words.”

Ramban expands upon Rashi’s statement:
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Rather, [the Urim VeTummim] are as Rashi said: the written explicit name of God placed between
the folds of the Choshen, and for this reason it had to be folded. And the evidence for this is that
the Urim VeTummim were not mentioned among the work of the artisans; they are not
mentioned at all, neither among the commandments nor among the work...

And see further that none of the vessels were mentioned with the definite article “the”; rather, it
says: “And they made an Ark” (Ex. 25:10), “And you shall make a Table” (Ex. 25:23), “And you shall
make a Menorah” (Ex. 25:31), and so on for all of them... And behold, by the Urim VeTummim it
says, “And you shall place in the Choshen of Judgment the Urim and the Tummim.” He had not
commanded [the nation] to make them, and here they are mentioned with a definite article... For
they were not the work of artisans, nor did the artisans or the nation of Israel have any hand in
them in craft or donation [of materials]. Rather, they are a secret transmitted to Moses from

explanation is that the Choshen and the Ephod were arranged in the shape of the celestial bodies and that the
astrologers of the time would foresee the future with them. (They did so not only with the high priest’s Ephod and
Choshen, but with a number of other Ephods as well.) The Urim VeTummim were an astrological tool made from
silver and gold that was kept in the folds of the Choshen and removed only when it was needed to foresee the
future. Aaron’s Urim VeTummim and Choshen were unique in that they would clearly reveal God’s true intentions,
as opposed to the vague, murky predictions of the other Ephods used for this purpose.
Ramban, however, disagrees with Ibn Ezra on this point:
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Rav Avraham [lbn Ezra] thought to be wise regarding the matter of the Urim VeTummim, and said that they
are the work of an artisan, silver and gold, and elaborated at length on this matter, for he thought that they
were like the images that astrologers make in order to know the thoughts of the petitioner; and he has said
nothing [of substance]. (Ramban on Ex. 28:30)
'7 See Rashi on Ex. 28:30. He relies upon Targum Yonatan, which writes: “In which His great and holy name was
inscribed explicitly — [the name] with which He created three hundred and ten worlds” (Targum Yonatan on Ex.
28:30). See also Ritva’s commentary on tractate Yoma 73b.



the Almighty, and he wrote them in sanctity, or they were the work of Heaven... (Ramban on Ex.
28:30)

Ramban adds that the Urim VeTummim were not made by a craftsman but by Moses according to God'’s
word. Moses might not have even made them himself; he may have received them directly from God,
Who made them in Heaven.*®

The accepted opinion is that the Urim VeTummim are God’s explicit name that was placed inside the
Choshen. This interpretation explains the unusual aspects of the description of the Urim VeTummim:

A. The act of making them is not mentioned because they were not made by a craftsman.

B. When describing the Urim VeTummim, the phrase “before God” appears twice, at the beginning and
end of verse 30. The Urim VeTummim — God's explicit name, which may have even been written by God
Himself — give the Choshen the property of being “before God”.

The Role of the Urim VeTummim
Now that we have explained what the Urim VeTummim are, we will discuss their purpose.

According to the verses in Parashat Tetzaveh, the role of the Urim VeTummim is “Judgment.” However,
it is unclear what “Judgment” is and how it is accomplished by the Urim VeTummim.

Asking the Judgment of the Urim (VeTummim Rabbanit??)

Another verse in the Torah sheds light on the role of the Urim VeTummim. When Moses appoints Joshua
to replace him as leader of the nation, God says to him:
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And he shall stand before Elazar the priest, and he shall ask for him by the judgment of the Urim
before God; at his word they shall go out and at his word they shall come in, he and all of the
Children of Israel with him and the entire congregation. (Num. 27:21)

Before Joshua goes to war™ he must stand before Elazar, who will ask “by the judgment of the Urim
before God” on his behalf.”® The role of the Urim VeTummim is to reveal God’s opinion to the leader of
the nation.

The phrase “before God,” which appears a number of times in connection with the Urim VeTummim, is
used here as well. Standing before God is a central aspect of the Choshen and the Urim VeTummim.

¥ This is also suggested by Targum Yonatan, Ritva, the Sefer Mitzvot Gadol (pos. commandment 173) and Ra’avad
(Hilkhot Beit HaBechira 4:1).

'¥ See Rashi on Ex. 27:21.

2 Ramban counts consulting the Urim VeTummim as a commandment in his Shichechat Ha’Asin at the end of Sefer
HaMitzvot (commandment 8). See the comments of the Megillat Esther ad loc.



Before going to war, a leader of Israel must stand before God and ask Him for His opinion. This is done
by means of the Urim VeTummim.

As in Parashat Tetzaveh, the Urim (VeTummim Rabbanit??) are called “Judgment” here as well.
Apparently, “the judgment of the Urim” refers to God’s answer to the leader’s question.”

Consulting the Urim VeTummim before War

The role of “the Choshen of Judgment” is to allow the leaders of the nation to ask for God’s counsel. The
king of Israel, before he goes out to war, must ask God whether and how to lead the war. This is done
numerous times throughout the books of the First Prophets.*

God is consulted through the Urim VeTummim not only on matters of war, but regarding other public
issues as well:*

Joshua Discovers Who is to Blame for Loss in Battle

A. In the book of Joshua, when the nation loses the battle at Ai, they carry out a lottery to determine
who sinned and caused the nation to lose the battle:
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And you shall approach by your tribes in the morning, and it shall be that the tribe that God takes
shall approach by families, and the family that God takes shall approach by households, and the
household that God takes shall approach man by man. (Josh. 7:14)

*! This is also reflected in the strict law cited by Rambam:
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And they are not asked the questions of a commoner, but either of a king or a court or whomever the
needs of the public depend upon, as it is said: “And he shall stand before Elazar the priest, etc.” “He” —
this is the king, “and all of the Children of Israel” — this is the [priest who was] anointed for war or
whoever has a question that is a matter of public concern, “and the entire congregation” — this is the
great court.
22 See Judges 20 (the concubine at Giv'a); | Sam. 14 (Saul’s war against the Philistines); | Sam. 23 (David’s war at
Keilah); | Sam. 30 (David’s war against Amalek at Ziklag); | Sam. 28 (Saul’s last war against the Philistines); Il Sam. 5
(David’s war against the Philistines). However, while the act of asking God’s opinion occurs in each of these
episodes, the Urim VeTummim are mentioned in only one of them —in | Sam. 28. The rest of the narratives
mention only that they asked for God’s opinion, which was presumably done via the Urim VeTummim. We will
discuss this point in greater detail in our lesson on Parashat Pekudei.
% The Mishna adds another category of questions about which the Urim VeTummim would be consulted that does
not appear in the Bible:
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That they would not add to a city or to the Temple except [with the consent of] the king and the prophet and
the Urim VeTummim and the Sanhedrin of seventy-one and with two [sacrifices of] thanksgiving and song.
(Shevuot 2:2)



How was the lottery arranged in order to “catch” the sinner? Rashi explains:
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“And he brought Israel near” — before the Choshen, where the names of the tribes were
written...2* (Rashi on Josh. 7:16)

David Asks Where to Establish His Kingdom

B. David asks God where to establish his kingdom:
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And it was after this that David asked God, saying, “Shall | go up to one of the cities of Judah?”
And God said to him, “Go up,” and David said, “To where shall | go up?” And He said, “To
Hebron.” (Il Sam. 2:1)

Dividing the Land

B. Dividing the Land of Israel into portions was done by drawing lots (see Num. 26; Josh. 14). The Talmud
explains that this lottery was done in accordance with the directions received from the Urim
VeTummim:
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[The land] was divided only by lottery, as it is said: “But by lottery” (Num. 26:55), and it was
divided only by means of the Urim VeTummim, as it is said: “By the word of the lottery” (Num.
26:56). How was this done? Elazar wore the Urim VeTummim and Joshua and the entire nation of
Israel stood before him, and one lottery with all of the tribes and another with all of the portions
of land were placed before him, and he was guided by Divine Inspiration” and said: “Zebulun

** Another instance of a lottery appears in | Sam. 14, in which Saul and Jonathan battle with the Philistines.
Jonathan sins by breaking his oath and tasting the honey he finds, and therefore God refuses to answer when
Jonathan attempts to consult Him. Jonathan’s sin is revealed by a lottery — likely carried out with the help of the
Choshen, although neither the text nor the commentators explicitly mention this.

% This supports Rambam’s opinion that the Urim VeTummim work only through Divine Inspiration. According to
this Talmudic source, it seems that the Urim VeTummim did not communicate by illuminating the letters on the
Choshen; rather, it communicated with the high priest via Divine Inspiration, and the priest then spoke the
message he received. The Talmud learns this from the words “By the word of [the lottery],” which are understood
as referring to Divine Inspiration.



comes up — the portion of Acre comes up with him”... and so it was with each tribe. (Bava Batra
122a)

The Leader of the Nation Stands before God

The fact that the leader of the nation consults with God reflects the fact that he is standing before
God.”®

Consulting with God before the commencement of an “optional war” demonstrates that the war is not
initiated by humans, as most wars are, but by God. The king of Israel does not act independently of God;
rather, his actions are guided by God and must conform to His will. The king must represent God'’s
kingship in the world.”” Therefore, he does not make the most critical decisions on his own — he stands
before God, asks for His opinion and acts accordingly. This is accomplished via the Choshen and the Urim
VeTummim within in.

*® This concept is also reflected in the way the question is asked — the petitioner stands facing the back of the
priest, who is facing the Ark, as Rambam writes:
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And how do they ask? The priest stands with his face to the Ark, and the petitioner behind him, facing the
priest. The petitioner says: “Shall | go up or not go up?” And he does not ask in a loud voice, nor does he
think it in his heart, but asks in a low voice as one who prays to himself, and immediately the Divine
Inspiration comes upon the priest, who looks upon the Choshen and sees with prophetic vision, “Go up” or
“Do not go up,” via the letters which are highlighted in the Choshen before his eyes. And the priest answers
him and says, “Go up” or “Do not go up.” (Hilkhot Klei HaMikdash 10:11)
It should be noted that Rashi explains the source in tractate Yoma (73b, quoted above) differently. The Talmud
states:
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The Sages taught: How do they ask? The petitioner faces the one who is petitioned and the one who is
petitioned faces the Divine Presence.
Rashi explains:
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“Faces the one who is petitioned” — towards the priest; “And the one who is petitioned faces the Divine
Presence” — towards the Urim VeTummim and the explicit name of God within the Choshen.
According to Rashi, the petitioner and the priest (stand facing one another?? Rabbanit), but the priest directs his
gaze towards the Urim VeTummim.
" The kingdom of the House of David is called the “Throne of God” in | Chronicles:
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And Solomon sat on the throne of God as king in place of his father David, and he prospered, and all of
Israel listened to him. (I Chr. 29:23)
A source in tractate Sanhedrin states:
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It was taught that Rabbi Yossi says: The nation of Israel was given three commandments when they entered
the Land of Israel — to appoint a king for themselves, and to cut off the descendants of Amalek, and to build
the Temple. And | do not know which one of them was first. When it says, “For the hand on the throne of
God; God will have war with Amalek,” this teaches us that appointing a king was given first, for there is no
throne but a king, as it is said: “And Solomon sat on the throne of God as king.” (Sanhedrin 20b)



How is the judgment of the Urim VeTummim carried out? How does the leader receive an answer to
his question?

The Urim — llluminating the Letters

In his commentary on Ex. 28:30, Ramban explains that the Urim were the holy names placed inside the
Choshen. The power of those names “illuminated the letters on the stones of the Choshen for the priest
who asked their Judgment.”

For example, when the question was put forward who would be the first to fight in battle, the stone of
Judah was illuminated, and the letters '1'% 'y » (ya’aleh, “he shall go up”) were lit up in various places on
the Choshen. The letters did not light up in order —the priest had to arrange them into a word.
Arranging the letters into words was never done by human logic alone, as Ramban explains:

The Tummim — Inspiration to Arrange the Letters

7377 DRI LL1PPYR TPRAW DDA 1°°1y D¥*3°2,0°n0 1700 2% 7 anon ,aveIn Q°RIPI DINR WTIPT NIDWE QW 1R
< WTIPT 177 DAITIN

There were other holy names called the Tummim, which kept the heart of the priest pure and
perfect in the knowledge of the letters which were illuminated before him...and this is one of the
levels of Divine Inspiration... (Ramban on Ex. 28:30)

The Urim were the holy names that caused the letters to light up, and the Tummim were other holy
names that would bring Divine Inspiration upon the priest, with which he was able to arrange the letters
correctly and understand God’s message.”®

The Choshen and the Ark
First in Importance

The Ark is the first vessel mentioned out of all of the vessels of the Mishkan in Parashat Teruma. This
reflects its importance and its status as the central vessel of the Mishkan.

The Choshen is the first of the priestly garments mentioned; apparently it, too, (holds) special
significance (among) the clothing worn by the high priest.

?® The source for this is Rabbi Yochanan’s statement quoted in tractate Yoma 73b. However, according to Reish
Lakish, the letters formed themselves into words and did not need to be arranged by the priest. The Jerusalem
Talmud (Yoma 7:3) cites an opinion that the priest would hear a voice speaking the answer.

The source in Yoma explains: “Why were they called the Urim VeTummim? Urim — because they illuminate
[me’irim] their words; Tummim — because they complete their words” (Yoma 73b). Rashi explains that “illuminate
their words” indicates that they explained the meaning of their words, and “complete their words” — as it was said:
once they have spoken their decree, it cannot be reversed.

The Jerusalem Talmud states: “And why were they called the Urim? For they illuminate [me’irim] for Israel; and
Tummim, because they (would straighten?? Rabbanit) [metimin] the way before them, for when Israel was
(pure/innocent) [temimim] they would guide their way. (Jerusalem Talmud, Yoma 7:3)



Vessels for Objects Made in Heaven

The Ark is a vessel made to hold the Testimony, and the Choshen holds the Urim VeTummim. Both of
these objects were not the work of man, but of God.

A Vessel that Facilitates Revelation

The most important vessel and garment in the Mishkan are the ones that hold divinely-made objects,
facilitate the revelation of God’s presence and symbolize the connection between the Divine Presence
and the nation.

The Ark holds the Testimony — the Torah — God’s message to Israel, the commandments He gave Israel
and asked them to keep.” The Choshen holds the Urim VeTummim, God’s explicit name by which the
people address God, express themselves before Him and ask for His counsel on political and diplomatic
matters.*

The Connection between the Two Roles of the Choshen

The making of the Choshen is described in two separate steps, each of which reflects an aspect of the
Choshen:

e The Choshen is a panel with the names of the tribes of Israel, whose role is to be a
remembrance of Israel before God and symbolize the fact that the priest represents the entire
nation when entering the Holy.

e The Choshen is also a vessel that holds the Urim VeTummim, which carries out the Judgment —
asking for God’s counsel — and represents standing before God.

Each of the Choshen’s roles is independently vital. The Choshen is immensely important even without
the ability to transmit messages from God; it was still worn in the Second Temple despite the fact that it
no longer held the Urim VeTummim.

Consulting God — Israel Stands before God

Still, there seems to be a connection between the two roles of the Choshen:

* God’s presence was also physically manifest on the Ark:
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And | shall meet with you there and speak to you from above the Kapporet, from between the two

cherubim which are on the Ark of the Testimony, of all of the things that | shall command you [to convey] to

the Children of Israel. (Ex. 25:22)
See last week’s lesson on Parashat Teruma for an in-depth discussion of this topic.
* An additional similarity between the Ark and the Choshen can be found by comparing the commandments
describing their construction. In both instances, the Torah begins by relating the command to construct the vessel
and the details thereof, and then summarizes the vessel’s function. It then describes the “additional aspect” of the
vessel (for the Ark — the Kapporet and the cherubim; for the Choshen — the Urim VeTummim), followed by another
summary, this time of the function of the vessel and its “additional aspect” together. In the same way that the
Kapporet allows the Divine Presence to be revealed on the Ark, so the Urim VeTummim in the Choshen transforms
it into a conduit for revealing God’s word.



Consulting with God cannot be done via a mere panel with letters (e.g., one on which the letters are
arranged in alphabetical order). It must be done with the Choshen, upon which the names of the twelve
tribes of Israel appear.

By consulting God, the entire nation stands before God and addresses Him. This is why consulting God
is done via a medium with the names of each of the tribes written on it, and why the role of the Choshen
is described as being “a remembrance before God always.” When asking for God’s opinion, the entire
nation — via their representative, the priest who carries the Choshen — stands before God. God, seeing
the entire nation, “remembers” the special connection He has to them.

The phrases repeated in verses 29 and 30 indicate the fundamental purpose of the Choshen — “And
Aaron shall carry the Children of Israel upon his heart when he comes before God always.”



