WE ARE THE TEMPLE OF THE LIVING GOD

EEEEE THE ARK: rERymms
A MOBILE "SANCTUARY"

THAT REJECTS INSTITUTIONALIZED

WORSHIP SITES

foré: The Ve

This narraiive suggests that the institutionalization of the Israelite cult by "housing” the
Ark in a temple is, like the monarchy itself, actually a sign of decline and compromise.

by CHED MYERS

Note: This is the second of a two
part series on the Bible and Tem-
ple-religion. Parr One, "And ] Sew
No Temple in the City: The Biblical
Suspicion of Imperial Architecture,”
appeared in the Augusi {996 issue,

he history of culture sug-
gests that one of the most
primal human impuises is to

try to institutionalize the

divine presence in a sacred place. a
shrine, or a cult. When such sites
are established, a second impulse
invariably follows: the cult becomes
identified with political andror eco-
nomic attempts by powerful groups
{o consolidate their power within or
among COMMuERities.

This represenis the oldest and
most ironis formulz embedied in
huemar religion: sacred sites that
are supposed to mediate salvation
‘and blessing also erd up mediating
the relations of power of the domi-
nant cuiture. And it explains why
carly Israel, as an experiment in
collective nenan freedom and dig-
nity, was wary of official cults.

1n the first article of this series |

sed on the Rible's antipathy to-
ards tempies, which in the
thinking of free Israel
% represenied the architec
ture of domination. [
also summarized the

securing foyalty and in
b col lecting agricultursl
axes in the an-

XA

function of cultic sites in ¢

ARK OF THE ACCOMPANIMENT

1t may be that this Ark
—-in fact little more
than z glorified suit-
case—was meant to
parody the ornate
institutional shrines of
the surrounding vassal
tribes. in any case, it
symbolized God's
"accompaniment” with
{hz peopie on their
freedom march.
The Ark also had a
political function. As a
cultic war piece It
gxpressed the
conviction that
Yahweh, not military
weaponry or
siratagems, won
batties for israel. The
empty throne sittin
atop the Ark {calle
"the mercy seat"”
represented israel's
revolutionary tribai
confederacy: This
bedy politic had no
king on the throne,
because Yahweh
was king.
[

&

cient Cansanie/bgyptian fributary
system, The political~-ecoromic
character of shrines and sacrificial
cults fay behind Isracl's struggle
agninst "idolatry."

A vivid expression of Istael's re-
pudiation of Canaanite shrines is
found in the story of Gideon {Judges
6). The narrator sots the scene with
an Egype-like description of Israel’'s
oppression by the Midianites (vv 1-
10). This is followed by the Moses-
like commissioning of a skeptical
Gideon to relwabilitate Isragl's
struggte for liberation (vv 12-14},

Gideon is introduced as someone
albready involved in resistance to the
Midianites, covertly harvesting his
crap so it won't be confiscated (v 11,
see v 4). "Concealment is a form of
profest,” wrifes James Kenznedy in

Contimued on page 2
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MYERS, cont. from page [
arr article entitled "The Social
Backgroun

tion of Cultic images." "By
threshing his wheat in hiding,
Gideon is following the typical

seck ways to hide their produce
froum the authorities.”

of Yahweh, Gideon is further em-

rifices on an "unauthorized altar”;
the offering is thus consumed, not

is next instructed to puil down the
altar of Basl and Asherah (appaz-

female consort of Baal), further
escalating the conflict (v 26). He
then makes another insurgent of-
fcrti)ng to Yahweh on that site (vv
26f).

retatiation by the Canaanite over-

who echoes the classic Israel

d of Early Israef's Rejec-

practice of rebellious peasants who

Adter his encounter with the angel
boldened in his Fesistance. He sac-

by Canaanite priests but by Yahweh, |
“tery haze of fire {vv 13-24); Gideon

ently this refers to the totem of the

Gideon is accused of sabotage by
the local people who, no doubt, fear

fords. But he is defended by Joash,

If we are to challenge the entrenched
idols of our time, we will have 1o
recover the faith of free Israel:
the undomesticated god will not

be "housed," but accompanies
people who dare to

Sfunction to accompany the israelites
in battle, serving as a palladium, that
is, a sacred object with the power io

fe d those who

R . d it.

It may be that this "sanctuary” (Ex
25:8)—in fact little more than a
glorified saitcase—was meat 1o
parody the ornate institutional
shrines of the surmounding vassas
tribes. In any case, it symbolized
God's "accompaniment” with the
people on their freedom march,

The Ark also had a political func-
tion. As a cultic war piece it ex-
pressed the conviction that Yahweh,
not military weaponry or strata-
gems, won batiles for Isracl (5¢c ¢.g.

* Josh 3,6). The empty throne sitting

atop the Ark {cailed “the mercy seat
in Ex 25 and Lev 16) represented
Israel's revolutionary tribal confed-
eracy: this body politic bad ne king
on the throne, because Yahweh was
king.

First Samuel 4 nareates the Philis-
tines’ defeat of Eii's tribal coafition
and capture of the Ark. The biblical
narratives clearly identify the Phil-
istines as the most stubborn military
andtp?litical thrreat to the Esraclite

taunt to idol-systems: "If Raal is
god, f=t him contend for himself”

Gideon {whose name in Hebrew

It

crated image at 4 Gultic site would
tend o discourage agents of the

agricultural goods that supported
the ided.” It is hardly surprising
that Midianite retaliation comes
imimediately (v 33), This in furn

Gideon's leadership (vv 34f).

Israel's alternative 4o the estab-
lished cultic sites within the Egyp-

was 2 partable shrine called "the
Atk of the covenant” (see Ex 25).
In The Hebrew Bible: A Socie-Lit-
erary Introduction Norman Gott-
wald describes this Ark as

a wooden chest that appears ta have

the form of 'a pedestal or throne for
the imageless deity. It it alyo con-
ceived as o repotitory for tablets

containing the Decalogue. It had a

{vv 28-31). The episode ends with
means "o cut down") assuming the
taunt as his revolutionary moniker:
Jerubbabel means "Let Baal sue” (v

Kennedy points out that Gideon's

iconockastic aciion is related fo his
initial protest: "The lack of a conse-

state from secking and confiscating

contmences the rarrative of the bur-
geoning popular insarrection under

tian/Canaanite sphere of domination

represented the prasence of Yahweh in

Gottwald notes that
the Philistines were probably in-
stalled in Canaan as vassals by
Egypt in order to buttress the latter's
imperial control over the region:

By 1050 B.CE. {they] were posing

4 serioils threat o the mountainous

heastland of Israel. The Philistines

had the advantage of oligarchic lead-
ershj%a,uaqd theis iron weaponry and
muobile strike force made them effec-
tive fighters in the hill country. Ap-
parcatly the aim of the Philistine fords
was to force Israel to become their
agricubtural producers mwder a tribu-
tary relationship.

Gattwald believes that Isracl's in-
tegration into the fendal grid system
of Philistia would have spelled
doom for her own autonomous insti-
tutions—a virtual return 10 bondage
in Egypt. This may be reflected in
the account of the Ark's captivity in
Ashdod, because the narrative ech-
oes God's jndgments on Pharaoh (1
Sam 3:6fF, 6:6). Yet the story is full
of satire,

The Philistine cult is parodied, as
the image of the god Dagon "cannot
stand” next 1o the captive Ark {5:1-
5). The residents of Ashdod are
inflicted with tumors, and so the
Ark is moved to Gath and Exron,
where the judgment is repeated
{5:6-12). Finally the Philistine eld-
ers send the Ark packing homeward
with a guilt offening of five "golden

tumaors and five gold mice" (6:1-6),
possibly 2 wry allusion by the Israel-
rte storytelber to the five Philistines
city-states that exercised hegemony
in the region (6:17f). The Ark, for
its part, returns "on its own" to Is-
rael (6:7-16).

But the Ark is not only hard on
nen-Estaclite power-mongers. The
story of the Ark's removal by the
wpstart king Tavid to his newly-
founded imperizl center in Jenisa-
tem in 1I Samuel 6 reflects the ira-
dition's ambivalence about the mon-
archy. The narrative begins and
concindes with David and the con-
gregation dancing and celebrating
before the Ark {vv 5,14f}. But this
trinmphant entry into the city spells
the end of David's stormy relation-
ship with Michal, his rival Saud's
daughter (v 16).

The narrvative posits a rather
strained relationship between David
and the Ark. When Uzzah is killed
for reaching out to steady the Ark,
David becomes both angry and fear-
ful and refuses to become steward of
such a dangerous force (vv 6-10).
But when he observes that the Ark
brings blessing 1o the house of Obe-
dedofn, he covets it again and
brings it up to the “city of David”
{vv 11f). Does David want the Ask
only insofar as it serves kis ends?

David immediaiely begins to feel
uncomfortable that he lives in a nice
house while the Ark dwells in a tent
(7:1f; see 5:11). Joel Rosenberg, in
King and Kin: Political Aliegory in
the Hebrew Bible, has pointed out
thae this story articulates consider-
abiie irgny in the sermantic interplay
between cian "houses” and the
"house” of God. The houses of Eli,
Samuel, and Saul have risen and
fallen according to their fidelity o
God. Nor is all well in David's
houasehoid, since his wife Michal
scorns 1he fact that he has brought
the Ark to the south, thus scuttling
the possibility of bringing the
"houses” of Savl and David together
in peace (6:16,20-23), And David
will take his first falf by invading
the "house" of Uriah and Bathsheba
(E Sam 1§). David's home, Rosen-
berg concludes, "is a haunted
house—visited by the memery of
houses that have fallen, warned by
proverbial examples of unfulfilled
housedom,”

Nathan, who will later unmask
David's murderous adultery {II Sam

12}, delivers an oracle to the king
that is decidedly ambiguous (7.4~
E7), The first part of the message,
with its sharp rhetorical questions,
repudliates David's p ions 1o
build God a house, reminding him
that no king can "control” the shrine
of the undomesticated God (7:5-7).
And though the second part
switches to classic covenant lan-
puage {vv &), affirming thai Israel
is sow "planted” in a place (vv 109),
there is nevertheless an insistence
that this is Ged's construction pro-
Ject, not Pavid's (see Ps 127:1).
The third part of the oracle then
breaks the bad news to David that it
will not be him but his offspring
who will “build a house for my
name” (vv 12-16).

‘This narrative suggests that the
institutionalization of the Israclite
cult by "housing” the Ark it a Tem-
ple is, like the monarchy itself, ac-
taally a sipn of decline and com-
promise. Indeed it was David's im-
perial ambitions that "captured” the
Ark, and once this symbol of the old
wilderness tradition is eclipsed by
the grandeur and centtatized pawer
of the Temple, it is little wonder

that the Ark eventually disappears
from the biblical narrative alio-
gether (see 11 Chron 35:3). Thereaf-
fer it would be up to prophets such
as Jeremiah o remind Israel that
God's presence is mediated by jus-
tice, not by institutionalized caltic
centers:
Don't put your trust in iliusions and
say, . The Temple of the Lord are
these buildings.™ Mo, if you really
mend your ways and your actions; if
you exesute justice between people. if
you do not oppress the siranger, the
orphan and the widow, if vou de nct
shed the blood of the innocent in this
place; i you do not foliow other gods,
to your own hurt-~{hen only will 1iet
you dweli i this place . Do you
consider this house, which bears ey
name, to be 8 den of thieves? As for
me, ] have been watching, declares
the Lord. Just go to my place at Shi-
oh where | had established my name
formerly, and see what [ did 10 it be-
case of the wickedaess of my people
Istacl. (Jer 7:4-7,11-13, JFS)

In the Epistle {o the Ephesians,
the earliest encyclical in church his-
tory. the writer describes Chuist's
work of reconciliation on the cross
as “tearing down the dividing wall
of bostility™ (Eph 2:14). This wall
is here equated with the enmity that

divides Jew and Gentile and that is
enforced by the "statutory Law.”
Does its dismanding altude to Ez
13:14, where a "whitewashed”™ wall
represents the false hopes of those
who proclaim peace when there is
no peace? Dogs it refer to the five-
foot wall that separaled the Outer
Court of the Gentiles from the rest
of the Jerusaiem Temple? Orisita
faint echo of Jesus' vow to bring
down the Temple, sione by stone
Mk 13:2: see Part One of this se-
ries)?

This text is germane 10 our discus-
sion because the writer immediately
moves to a “reconsiractive” alterna-
tive:

You are no longer strangers and ai-

€ns, but you are members of the

heuschold of God, built upon the
foundation of the aposties and proph-
ets, with Christ Jesus himself as the
keystone, In him the whole strue-
ture ig joined together and grows inte

8 holy iemplé in the Lord, in whom

you also are buill together in the

Spirit into a dwelling place for God.

(Eph 2:19-22}

As Marls Barth puts i, "Those
who have been received into God's
house are no longer described as its
inhabitants in what follows; rather
they are declared the building ma-
tenals.”

This is another exampie of the
New Testament's clear repudiation
of the Temple as cultic center. In-
stead, the community is the place
where God dwells: "We are the
Temple of the living God," said
Paul (11 Cor 6:16). According to
Ephesians 2, it is reconciliation be-
tween enemies, not architectural
grandeuz, that is the precondition
for God's presence.

The Christian church long ago
sbandoned the legacy of Gideon for
1he age-old religion of institutional-
ized cults. But as the recent Catho-
Lic Worker action tried to argue, it is
biblical nonsense 1o build ornate ca-
thedrals for God while God's poor
are homeless. If we are to challenge
the entrenched idols of our time, we
will have to recover the fith of free
Isracl: the undomesticated God will
B0t be "howsed,” but accompanies 8
peaple who dare to journey toward
liberation, 4]
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