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“/  am the man who has seen affliction under the rod o fH is wrath. ” (Lam 3:1)

“Now there was a wall ad around the outside o fthe  temple area. The length o f  
the measuring reed in the man's hand was six long cubits, each being a cubit 
س  a handbreadth in length; so he measured the thickness o fthe  wall. ” (Ezek 
40:5)

In the biblieal vision as epitomized in Ezekiel, the temple was destroyed and the 
people exiled beeause of God’s rage at the sins and erimes of the house of Israel. 
Biblical writers such as the author ofLamentations bear witness to the rod of God’s 
wrath. The angry and violent denunciations that permeate much of Ezekiel’s book 
give way to a final vision in a totally different mode, the language of measurement 
and geometry.1

In their geometric and numerical emphasis, chapters 4 0 8 بم  of Ezekiel stand in 
striking contrast to the other chapters ofthe book, which are much more imagistic, 
poetic, and extravagant in language. These final chapters outline an ordered, 
systematic picture of God’s restoration. The book as a whole—as has been noted

* An eariier version was presented at the Interdiseiplinary Seminar on Rituai, at Boston University, 
May, 2004—thanks to Adam Seligman for response to that version, ?eter Maehinist and Roberta 
Apfel read multiple drafts and eaeh was extremely helpful in many ways. Thanks too to John ?airman 
Brown and Lewis Feldman for their readings, and to Jaeob Milgrom for helpful conversations on 
Ezekiel. The anonymous readers for the journal contributed to clarity and conciseness.

* Translations of biblical passages are from the NRSV in theNew OxfordAnnotatedBible (ed. Michael 
D. Coogan; 3d ed.; New ¥ork: Oxford University ?ress, 2001) unless otherwise indicated.
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by ancient, medieval, and modern readers—is extreme in its language, replete with 
violent imagery of bloodshed and mutilation, and lurid in its sexual detailing of 
Israel as a harlot. It is marked by seeming inconsistencies and puzzling passages 
(e.g., 20:25: “Moreover, I [God] gave them [Israel] statutes that were not good 
and ordinances by which they could not live”) that have challenged readers and 
interpreters beginning with Ezekiel’s contemporaries (e.g., 33:30-33).

My thesis regarding the role of these final chapters is twofold: First, that 
geometry bounds and binds both God and humankind, taming the wildness and 
extravagance of each.^ The prophet portrays both the extreme perversity of the 
people and God’s own struggle between intemperateness and the relenting of his 
wrath.

Second, I suggest that the emphasis on geometry and measurement serves as 
an attempt to calm the disturbances caused by persistent moral and theological 
problems that are recalcitrant to definitive solution. Geometry repairs, as it wem, 
“cracks in the wall,” the areas of contradiction and tension that strain belief and 
faith in the divine order.3

What are the areas of wildness, the realms of things out of control, for which 
this kind of measurement and regulation is needed? I will distinguish among five 
areas, first discussing the “wildness” in the earlier chapters of the book and then 
taking up the taming and transformations in chapters 40-48:

1. Extravagance of visions, language, and of symbolic acts in the book of 
Ezekiel

2. Violence and bloodshed ^rpetrated by the people
3. Sexual betrayal as an image of the people’s betrayal of God: The image of 

the female in Ezekiel

2 Recent ١٧٠٢١؛ص Ezek 4 0 8 بم  includes Jac؟ ueline Lapsley, “Doors Thrown open  and Waters 
Gushing Forth: Mark, Ezekiel, and the Architecture o f Hope,” in The Ending 0/M a r k  and the Ends 
o /G od: Essays in Memory o f  Donald Harrisville Juel (ed. Beverly Roberts Gaventa and ?atrick D. 
Miller; Louisville: John Knox, 2005) 139-54, who deals explicitly with the role of measurement 
and architectural precision (see also her references to other authors). Two symposia—The Book o f  
Ezekiel: Theological and Anthropological Perspectives (ed. Margaret Odell and John T. Strong; 
Atlanta: SBL, 2000) and E zekiel’s Hierarchical World: Wrestling with a Tiered Reality  (ed. Stephen 
Cook and Corinne ?atton; Atlanta: SBL, 2004) —are important, and especially in Cook and ?atton 
there is a good deal of discussion of the moral and theological implications o f chs. 40-48. Older 
work includes: Moshe Greenberg, “The Design and Themes of Ezekiel’s Program of Restoration,” 
in Interpreting the Prophets (ed. James Luther Mays and Paul j. Achtmeier; Philadelphia: Fortress,
1987) 2 1 Jon D. Levenson, Theology ofthe Program ofRestoration o ؛5-36 f Ezekiel 4 0 -4 8  (Harvard 
Semitic Monographs 10؛ Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1976); idem, Creation and the Persistence 
o f Evil: The Jewish Drama o f  Divine Omnipotence (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press,
1988), esp. “Cosmos and Microcosmos,” 78-99; and Susan Niditch, “Ezekiel 40-48  in a Visionary 
Context,” CBQ  48 (1986) 208-34.

3 The phrase “cracks in the wall” is used to describe problems in the narratives o f creation. 
André Lacoque, “Cracks in the Wall,” in idem and Paul Ricœur, Thinking Biblically: Exegetical and 
Hermeneutical Studies (trans. David Pellauer; Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1998) 3-29.
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4. The “Old S e lf’ and the “New S e lf’ of the people: measurement and morality
( 4 3 : 1 ل0־ل )

5. The wildness of God؛ “That you may know I am Yahweh” and “for the sake 
of ray name”

Background o fth e  Thesis

A convergence of my professional interests as a clinical ^ychoanalyst and my 
activity as a teacher and writer in the borderlands between ^ychoanalysis and 
literature led me, a few years ago, to this reading of Ezekiel.*

In my clinical work, I have encountered people who use measurement, geometry, 
and precise structural detail as psychological defenses. Various forms of obsessive- 
compulsive behaviors—highly ordered, precisely counted, and ritualized-are often 
employed in the service of warding off painful affects, forbidden aggressive and 
sexual thoughts, and at times painful memories of traumatic events.^

Eor example, a man struggling to contain his chronic frustration and anger 
typically dreams of something wildly expanding or exploding, but there is always 
an accompanying precise measurement. He dreams of a plot to assassinate Hitler in 
a bunker, with a powerful bomb placed underneath a concrete table almost entirely 
filling the room. There are exactly six inches between the edges of the table and 
the walls of the bunker.

In my studies of modern drama, especially the so-called Theater of the 
Absurd^ I have noted the juxtaposition of geometric precision and human chaos, 
the “dramatic” counterpoint between mathematical, geometric precision, and the

4 This essay is the result of this ^ychoanalyst reading Ezekiel rather than a ^ychoanalytie 
reading ٠؛  Ezekiel, let alone “the ^ychoanalytie reading,״ were sueh a thing possible. There ha¥e 
been se¥eral explicitly ^ychoanalytic works on Ezekiel in the past few decades, most notably Da¥id 
Halperin, Seeking Ezekiel: Text and Psychology (?ennsyl¥ania: ?ennsylvania State University Press, 
1993) and essays written at least partly in response to Halperin’s (controversial and controvertible) 
book. See Dereck M. Daschke, “Desolate among Them: Loss, Fantasy and Recovery in the Book 
of E zekiel/’ American Imago 56 (1999) 105-32; and three essays in From Genesis to Apocalyptic 
Vision (ed. j. Harold Ellens and Wayne G. Rollins; vol. 2 o f Psychology and the B ible: A New  
Way to Read the Scriptures', Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2004); John j. Schmitt, “Psychoanalyzing 
Ezekiel,” 185-202; David Jobling, “An A d eg a te  p ^ h o lo ^ c ^  Approach to the Book o f Ezekiel,” 
203-14; and David G. Garber Jr., “Traumatizing Ezekiel, the Exilic Prophet,” 215-36. See also 
Daniel Merkur, “Prophetic Initiation in Israel and Judah,” The Psychoanalytic Study o f  Society 12 
(1988) 37-67, esp. 50-63. Eor a brief discussion ofthe relationship between the psychoanalytic and 
philological modes, see, for example, David Halperin on Ezekiel 8-11 in Mortimer Ostow, Ultimate 
Intimacy: The Psychodynamics o f  Jewish Mysticism  (Madison, Conn.: International Universities 
Press, 1995) 183-89 and the reply by Ostow, 200-205. My own essay on “How can you, or how 
can you not, ^ ^ h o a n a ly ze  Ezekiel?” is in preparation.

5The etiology ofthe condition known as obsessive-compulsive disorderclearly involves biological 
factors and may have a hereditary element. What the person may do with the compulsive symptoms 
does, however, entail individual psychodynamic meanings.

6 The term coined by Martin Esslin in The Theatre ofthe Absurd (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 
1961).
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chaos and absurdity of the dramatic situations.^ Alfred Jarry’s Ubu Roi (1896), 
considered the first play of this genre, begins with a professor-geometer who has 
discovered a method for enabling polyhedrons to reproduce, clearly superior to the 
messy interactions needed for human reproduction. The plays of Samuel Beckett, 
presenting scenes of death, desolation, despair, and lack of connection, repeatedly 
introduce measurement and dimension. Endgame (1955), which portrays a kind of 
post-apocalyptic survival scene, opens with one of the protagonists (Clov) going 
through the classic arithmetic exercise of doubling the number of grains placed 
on each successive square of a chessboard, which is soon followed by a statement 
of the precise dimensions of the kitchen, the room adjacent to the room where the 
“action” is taking place. Similarly, Beckett’s Imagination Dead Imagine has as its 
stage setting two barely alive bodies, each in a semi-circular space, lying at very 
precise angles to each other. Measurement and precision in this genre of writing 
enhance the dramatic absurdity by deflecting the audience and actor away from the 
underlying pain presented in the plays. From a different era, there is the experience 
of Albrecht Dürer, who reports his own dream of apocalyptic disaster: A waterfall 
is flooding the earth while he, the dream observer, is measuring the angle between 
the waterfall and the vertical wall over which it is descending.®

My supposition is that the geometric vision is defensive, adaptive, and, poten- 
tially, creative—a way of struggling with problems of evil, contamination, and 
imperfection, including imperfection in the relationship between God and human 
worshippers. We yearn for some geometric and arithmetic precision because our 
desires and passions are terribly imprecise, indeed at times verging on the chaotic 
and the unbounded. The beauty and elegance of mathematics inspire awe in us, 
contrasting with the persistence of a certain ugliness and lack of grace in our 
innermost world, let alone in the external social and political world. Geometry 
cleanses, orders, and puts strict, defined boundaries in place. The geometric dream 
attempts to resolve intractable human aggression, including the lust for power and 
the attendant injustices of that lust. It delimits the chaos of sexuality, replacing the 
messiness of family relations, procreation, and gender differences with clean lines 
and bodies. Right angle triangles are neater than family triangles. Measurement 
defends against pained awareness of the flaws and contradictions in our moral 
universe, but of course cannot definitively repair and reconstitute that universe. At

7 Bennett Simon, “The Imaginary Twins: The Case o f Beckett and Bion,״ International Review  
o f  Psycho-Analysis 15 (1988) 331-52; idem, “The Fragmented Self, the Reproduction of the Self, 
and Reproduction in Beckett and in the Theater o f the Absurd,” in The World o f  Samuel Beckett 
(ed. Joseph H. Smith; ?sychiatry and the Humanities 12; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
?ress, 1990) 157-80.

8 See Raymond Klibanksy, Erwin ?anofsky, and Fritz Saxl, Saturn and Melancholy (New York: 
Basic Books, 1964) 363 for Dürer’s engraving, Melancholia II, and 360-65 for Dürer’s struggles 
with the limits o f mathematics. See Fhyllis Greenacre’s speculation on Fiet Mondrian,s precise 
geometric productions, “The Frimal Scene and the Sense of Reality,” Psychoanalytic Quarterly 
42 (1973) 10-41.
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the same time, there is the possibility that the use of geometry and measurement 
have a “progressive” and not only “regressive” potential; some new idea or ideal is 
being articulated, and/or a powerful aesthetic is being developed with ^ychological 
and spiritual potential of its own.9

■  Measurement and Excess in the Book of Ezekiel: The O d e r of 
the Temple and the Disorder of the ?eople
In his final vision, Ezekiel is transported back to a high mountain in the land of 
Israel where he is shown the tructure of the new temple:

In the twenty-fifth year of our exile, at the beginning of the year, on the tenth 
day of the month, in the fourteenth year after the eity was struek down,9؛ on 
that very day, the hand of the Lord was upon me, and he brought me there.
He brought me, in visions of God, to the land of Israel, and set me down upon 
a very high mountain, on which was a structure like a city to the south. When 
he brought me there, a man was there, whose appearance shone like bronze, 
with a linen cord and a measuring reed in his hand; and he was standing in 
the gateway. The man said to me, “Mortal, look closely and listen attentively, 
and set your mind upon all that I shall show you, for you were brought here 
in order that I might show it to you; declare all that you see to the house of 
Israel.” Now there was a wall all around the outside of the temple area. The 
length of the measuring reed in the man’s hand was six long cubits, each be- 
ing a cubit and a handbreadth in length; so he measured the thickness of the 
wall, one reed; and the height, one reed.” (Ezek 40:1-5)

The contrast between “measurement” and “excess” forcefully confronts the reader 
in the transition from the two preceding chapters, 38 and 39, to 4 0 4 8 , the vision 
of the restored (and improved!) temple and commonwealth. Chapters 38 and 
39 recount the final assault on the people of Israel by Gog of Magog and Gog’s 
c^aclysmic defeat:

the mountains shall be thrown down, and the cliffs shall fall, and every wall 
shall tumble to the ground. . . .  With pestilence and bloodshed I will enter into 
judgment with him; and 1 will pour down torrential rains and hailstones, fire 
and sulfur, upon him and his troops. (Ezek 38:20-22)

In contrast, 4 0 4 8  contain detailed and precise architectural mea^rements of 
space and of land.؛؛ Measurement, boundary, geometrical precision, recurrent right

 ;See Paul Rieœur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation (trans. Dennis Savage و
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1970) esp. 494-98. See also Anthony Thistleton, “Biblical 
Studies and Theoretical Hermeneutics,” in The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation 
(ed. John Barton; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998) 95-113.

؛٥  Ezekiel was part of the first wave of exiles to Babylon in 597 B .C .E . The book opens in Babylon 
with Ezekiel’s celestial vision in 593؛ the temple is destroyed in 586. This final vision is April 28,  
573. (1 follow the dating scheme used in the NRSV in the New Oxford Annotated Bible notes on 
Ezekiel. Another scheme of dating would make this date the Day of Atonement in that year.)

count fifty-three instances in chs. 4 ا 1’ 0 4 8  of the verb or noun of the root ד ד מ , “to measure,”
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angles, squares, reetangles, eubes (but ne eireles or triangles)—these eonstitute the 
main substanee of Ezekiel’s last prophétie vision. The temple is laid out aeeording 
to a plan that essentially uses squares as the modal form for the holiest parts. The 
temple enelosure, a square of 500 eubits, is substantially larger than the temple of 
Solomon. The entire eity of Jerusalem is 4,500 cubits square.

These ehapters eonelude with new divisions of the land for the priests, the 
Levites, and the twelve tribes (ten of whieh had been taken into Assyrian eaptivity 
over a eentury before and were never again to be heard from). That plan is also 
exeeedingly geometrie, preeise, and Symmetrie. The allocations for the tribes are 
rectangular, stacked one on top of the other, from north to south. ٧

God may come down and reside in this temple and city, a place that will be 
definitively demarcated from the realms of moral and ritual impurity. Rituals are 
detailed in these chapters, and they are differentiated according to degree of holiness 
just as the sites of their ^rformance are spatially differentiated. The rituals of the 
temple are designed to maintain the ongoing process of purging, the purification 
of inevitable sin and pollution.

This vision dramatically contrasts with the earlier temple vision in Ezekiel 8. On 
September 17,592 B .C .E ., Ezekiel is divinely transported back to Jerusalem to see 
the still-standing temple and witness the abominations being perpetrated there by 
the house of Israel. God then removes his presence (chapters 10-11) and foretells 
the destruction of the temple and the exile of the remaining people to Babylonia. 
In foe vision of restoration, foe divine presence—the כבוד or “gory’’-returns to 
the rebuilt temple in Jerusalem, with the city renamed “The Lord is There” (Ezek 
48:35).

■  The Plan ©fthe Temple'^
The basic temple plan consists of a series of squares and rectangles and the solids 
composed of these. Eollowing Stevenson’s analysis of 4 0 4 8 , we can see how 
the square (and foe cube) is the more holy shape, the shape of the holy of holies, 
the altar, the spaces of the inner court, the house, and foe בנין (“building”). The 
pressing need is to provide spaces and structures for purging foe impurities of the 
people that led God to drive them into exile. “The relationship between the Holy of 
Holies and the Altar is at foe heart of the ideology of Ezekiel, and is expressed in 
the architectural layout of the ^ouse. The Holy of Holies is foe symbolic dwelling 
place [of God’s “glory”] and foe Altar is foe place of purgation.”؛*

an extraordinary density o f these words, espeeially eonsidering their infrequent use in deseriptions 
of the desert tabernaele or Solomon’s temple. On numbers and measurement in the Hebrew Bible 
see Solomon Gandz, Studies in Hebrew Astronomy and Mathematics (New York: Ktav, 1970).

12 E.g., aeeording to the map in Torah, Neveem, K ’tooveem  (Koren: Jerusalem, 83 (995 o ل f the 
appendix.

13 Kalinda Rose Ste¥enson, Vision ofTransformation: The Territorial Rhetoric ofE zekiel 4 0 -48  
(SBL Dissertation Series 154; Atlanta: Scholars ?ress, 1996).

'4 Ibid., 41.
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The priestly theolegy to whieh Ezekiel is heir foeuses on the role of the temple 
and of temple ritual for dealing with the sins and impurities of the house of Israel. 
Greenberg on Ezekiel·^ and Milgrom on Levitieus^ have demonstrated that the 
temple is a plaee of purgation, eontinuous and periodie, of toe impurities of the 
people. There are impurities of ordinary living (genital discharges, menstruation, 
sexual intercourse, certain illnesses, touching impure objects, and corpse contact) 
that render a person unable to enter sacred spaces, as well as the impurities of 
idolatry and violations of social-justice commandments.٨ The land of Israel also 
requires periodic purgation, and therefore when the cumulative sins of toe house of 
Israel exceeded toe capacity ofthe temple to achieve purgation, they were expelled 
from their land.

The tem ple-the place where toe redemptive, purifying rituals can take place 
and the glory of God can d w ell-h as gradations of space that range from holy to 
profane (or “common” as some translations have it). In toe rebuilt and renamed 
Jerusalem, there is still a high priest, but there is no longer a king. The previous 
royal civil order was contaminating, generating corpse pollution, debauchery, and 
idol-worship. Instead, there is to be a new office, the נשיא, “prince,” with delimited 
sacrificial duties. The imminent historical context is toe community ofthe exiles, 
purified by their experience of sin and redemption, reclaiming residence in the land 
that belongs to God but is in fact still inhabited by compatriots who did not go into 
exile.ى The political structure is perfectly balanced, sym m etrical,h ierarchical, 
literally and figuratively. The previous hierarchy of kings, priests, and (false) 
prophets has not fulfilled its role-specific obligations, yet hierarchy is needed to 
control the disorder and violations denounced throughout toe book.19

Cook and ?atton elaborate further on the spatial organization of holiness, 
including very complex structures regulating entrances and exits.*® They emphasize,

15 Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 1 -20  (Anchor Bible; Garden City, N.Y.: Donbleday, 1983) and 
Ezekiel 2 1 -3 7  (Anchor Bible Series; New York: Donbleday, 199?).

16 Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (Anchor 
Bible; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1991).

17 For corpse pollution see 39:11-16 (Gog), 43:6-9  (kings), and 44:25-2? (priests). On corpse 
pollution as the major form o f uncleanness in the ancient Mediterranean world and its importance 
in maintaining a clear boundary between life and death, see Jonathan z. Smith, Drudgery Divine: 
On the Comparison ofE arly Christianities and the Religions ofLate Antiquity (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Fress, 1990) 124.

18 See Kalinda Rose Stevenson, “The Land is Yours: Ezekiel’s Outrageous Land Claim” (GAIR 
Conference ?apers, 2001 : www.cwrmedWaff l/GAlR/papers/2titilpapers^ which 
elaborates on the rhetorical import o f the land claims in the post-exilic period (whether the final 
composition o f the book was done before ٠٢ after the return from Babylon in 539 B .C .E .).

 See Jonathan z. Smith, To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual (Chicago: University of ور
Chicago ?ress, 1992) esp. 4?-?3  and endnotes. Smith, analyzing the role o f hierarchy in these 
chapters of Ezekiel, argues for several “maps” of the ^־rangement o f purity and of power; these  
different “maps” constitute a dialectic with a potential for creative transformation in Judaism after 
there was no longer a temple.

20 Cook and Patton, Ezekiel's Hierarchical World, 13-14.

http://www.cwrmedWaff
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as have ©thers,^ the profound dtfferenees between Ezekiel’s temple vision and 
Solomon’s temple and foe desert tabernacle in terms of differentiation, sep^ati©n, 
and segregation:22

Ezekiel’s temple eomplex eontains six or seven core zones of graded holi- 
ness, whereas the priestly tabernacle and the temple of Solomon have only 
three. . . .  The eourtyard of Ezekiel’s temple contains multiple new zones with 
defined dntry restrictions. Its walled inner court and altar area is restricted to 
priestly use, barred to Levites and laity alike (Ezek 42:1; 44:1946:3 ؛). Inter- 
mediate zones between the temple’s inner and outer courtyards are constituted 
by three gates. (Ezek 40:28-37)

The outer court has its own new, unique zones (Ezek 44:1-3) and a new series 
of three gatehouses.. ٠ ٠  Levites and laity have use of the temple’s outer court, 
but no one uncircumcised, profane, or foreign has access (Ezek 42:244:9 ;ه ).
The temple’s outer gates lead forth into a newly conceived “holy district” of 
land (45:1-8) with two distinct parts. This district surrounds and protects foe 
temple complex, and its two parts provide dwelling space for the priests, the 
L evites, and their families. ٦̂

The auth©rs also summarize gr^arions ofheight and holiness and the progressively 
narrower entrances to the holiest places (e.g., Ezek 40:48; 41:2, 3). They cite 
Greenberg on foe gatehouses of the complex: “The massive size of the gatehouses 
verges on aricature.”^

Thus, foe vision of precisely laid-out geometry and architecture involves extreme 
restriction, constriction, and control of areas and of openings. The schema is one, 
as a number of commentators have proposed, of holiness delimiting itself from 
the profane, as encoded in worship, in societal structure, in body, and in psyche. 
Ezekiel’s vision forms a kind of map of foe territories of foe moral cosmos and 
entails a re-creation story if not a literal creation story.^

We now turn to the five areas of “wildness” which need to be “tamed” or 
transformed in the final temple vision:

Extravagance o f Visions, Languageم and SymbolicActs in the Book ofE zekiel

Ezekiel’s visionary experiences and visionary imagination are elaborate by 
comparison with earlier prophets as well as with his ^ tem porary Jeremiah,

21 See esp. Greenberg, “Design and Themes ©f Ezekiel’s Program of Restoration.”
22 For a summary of the arguments in foe Talmud about foe problem posed for the rabbis by 

foe differences between Ezekiel’s vision and the instructions on tabernacle and sacrifice in the 
Torah, see David Halperin, The Faces o f  the Chariot: Early Jewish Responses to Ezekiel's Vision 
(Tübingen: Mohr, 1988) 25-26.

23 Cook and Patton, Ezekiel’s Hierarchical World, 13-14.
24 Greenberg, “Design and Themes of Ezekiel’s Program of Restoration.” As a number of authors 

have noted, the “blueprint” is skimpy on heights, and there is no mention of a roof.
25 Suggested by Susan Niditch, “Ezekiel 4 0 -48  in a Visionary Context,” CBQ  48 (1986)
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especially the visions of the deity. The opening vision of God and the angelie 
beings in chapters 1 and 3 is far more elaborate than the visions of Isaiah (chapter 
6) or Habakkuk (chapter 3). In his other visions throughout the book, Ezekiel recalls 
that “the hand of God was upon me” and he is “transported” (e.g., from Babylon 
to Jerusalem). He lives in ecstatic or visionary space to a far greater extent than 
the other prophets.^

Consider the symbolic acts that Ezekiel is enjoined to perform: “eat this scroll”؛ 
“lie on your left side” (three hundred ninety days) and then “on your right side” 
(forty days); eat the food of siege and starvation, baked on human dung (Ezek 
2:9-3:3 and 4:1-16). He is to be tied down; he is to remain mute for years. The 
efforts of commentators to decipher foe significance of these acts and to place 
them in foe context of other symbolic acts in the Hebrew Bible (especially in the 
?rophets) highlight the remarkable concatenation and concentration of these acts 
in Ezekiel. Greenberg summarizes:

As his visions outdo those of other prophets in their intrieacy, so his symbolic 
aetions are not to be tailored and trimmed along the simple lines of theirs.
The ^ssibility must be allowed that Ezekiel, foe authentie Ezekiel, was 
baro،tue.^

The language and imagery of much ofthe book are extravagant, mocking, obscene, 
and brutal. Ezekiel’s violent imagery includes mutilation, dismemberment, and 
rotting bodies, ?oetic metaphors and images are intricate and condensed, appealing 
to multiple psychic levels and multiple sensory registers of foe audiences and 
requiring considerable effort on the part of interpreters.

What happens, then, overall, in chapters 4 0 8 بم ? The visionat*y experience is 
composed of Ezekiel’s transport in visions to the land of Israel and a tour of foe 
to-be-restored and new temple and ofthe divisions ofthe land, all marked by details 
of dimensions and measurement. There are two visions of God entering the temple, 
in 43 and in 44. Both are potentially as rich and awesome as the vision of chapter 
1—the vision in 43 is explicitly compared to earlier visions, including the vision 
at the canal of Chebar. While awesome sound and light are mentioned, however, 
they are not detailed; foe glory of God is not accompanied by foe cherubim or other 
winged creatures. The descriptions are quite brief and quickly circumscribed by 
details of measurement (4311-17),ofritual (43:18-27), and of prescribed rules and 
ordinances (44). The winged angels of chapters 1 and 10 are replaced, as it were, by 
a repeated ornamental pattern (flat, or bas-relief: a cherub on either side of a palm 
tree, each cherub with two faces, one of a human and one of a lion (41:7-20).

26 See Abraham j. Hesehel’s dlseussion of eestatic prophecy in The Prophets (New York: Harper, 
2001) 414-57 and Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History ofProphecy in Israel (Lonisville, Ky.: John Knox, 
1996). For a detailed discussion of symbolic visions from Amos to Daniel (but not taking up in 
detail Ezekiel and Isaiah), see Susan Niditch, The Symbolic Vision in Biblical Tradition (Chico, 
Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983).

27 Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 219.
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There are no symbolic acts enjoined upon Ezekiel in these chapters—everything 
is quite clear and explicit. Similarly, the language and poetry of these chapters are 
much less complex and m^ti-layered, the images traightforward. There is the one 
very detailed image of the fertilizing stream emanating from the temple, but even 
that is marked by a progression of precise measurements (47:l-6).28

Two other sets of images of wildness are transformed in the new temple, those 
of wild animals and of unpruned plants. Galambush has elaborated on how foe 
land will be given over to wild animals as punishment for the sins of its inhabitants 
(e.g., 14:15); enemies and persecutors may also be depicted as wild animals (e.g., 
34:5, 8); and foe corrupt leaders of the people of Israel are likewise described 
using animal imagery (22:25 ؛ 13:4؛ 22ت27ر.وق  ?ervasive too are images of trees or 
vines that have grown wild, untended, too big and invasive, and therefore must 
be cut down or pruned (e.g., 1 7 1 4 - 19:10 for Assyria and Egypt as ؛ for Israel31 ؛   
haughty trees).ص In foe new temple, both images are tamed by making them two- 
dimensional, incorporated into the repetitive pattern, which includes a palm tree 
and a face of a lion on a cherub.

Violence and Bloodshed Perpetrated by the People31

Our focus here is on the bloodshed of murder, and child-sacrifice as murder. Blood 
is the stuff of life, and, in much of foe Hebrew Bible, it may neither be eaten nor 
shed (Gen 9:4-6). Violence (חמס), as in foe story of the flood, is rifo in foe land, 
and appears to refer, inter alia, to the shedding of blood.

The attack on Israel as harlot not only overlaps with the imagery of blood and 
murder, but also uses idolatry as a linking concept:

You took your sons and your daughters, whom you had borne to me, and 
these you saerifieed to them [i.e., idols] to be devoured. As if your whorings 
were not enough! You slaughtered my children and delivered them up as an 
offering to them. And in all your ؛dominations and your whorings you did 
not remember the days of your youth, when you were naked and bare, flailing 
about in your blood. (Ezek 16:20-22)

28 See below tor discussion of toe gender of the river.
29 Julie Galambush, “God’s Land and Mine: Creation as Property in the Book of Ezekiel,” in 

Ezekiel's Hierarchical World, 91-108, esp. 92-98.
30 Eor Greek hubris, “0¥erweening pride,” and related verbs as metaphors from toe realm of 

untamed, unpruned plants, see Ann Michelini, “Hubris and Plants,” Harvard Review o f Classical 
Philology 82 (1978) 35-44.

31 1 draw heavily on John Kutsko, Between Heaven and Earth: Divine Presence and Absence 
in the Book o f Ezekiel (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2000) 135-39 for a list o f passages in 
Ezekiel referring to blood and bloodshed (about fifty instances) and toe comparison of Ezekiel to 
the flood story.
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The blood of murder and child-saerifiee 0¥erlaps with the blood of ehildbirth, 
and in turn with menstrual blood. Menstrual blood is ritually impure, and there is 
a strict prohibition on intercourse with the menstruating woman (Lev ل8:ل9تم

Mortal, when the House of Israel dwelt on their own soil, they defiled it with 
their ways and their deeds؛ their eonduct in my sight was l؛ke the uncleanness 
of a woman in her menstrual period. So 1 poured out my wrath upon them 
for the blood that they had shed upon their land, and for the idols with which 
they had defiled it. (Ezek 36:17-18؛ see also Ezek 22:6-13)

The restored temple is the place where the violence and lawlessness of the rulers 
are redressed and reworked with the framework of careful measurement and 
just measures. The shedding of blood and associated violence (חמם) is also to be 
mitigated and controlled by careful measurement:

Thus says the Lord GOD: Enough, 0  princes of Israel! Put away violence 
 and oppression, and do what is just and right. Cease your evictions of (חמס)
my people, says the Lord GOD. You shall have honest balances, an honest 
ephah, and an honest bath. The ephah and the bath shall be of the same mea- 
sure, the bath containing one-tenth of a homer, and the ephah one-tenth of a 
homer؛ the homer shall be the standard measure. The shekel shall be twenty 
gerahs. Twenty shekels, twenty-five shekels, and fifteen shekels shall make a 
mina for you. (Ezek 4 :و9-ل2تم

Honest measurement is an important element in achieving this containment. The 
next verses go on to detail the exact measurements of the grain, barley, and oil 
that shall be part of the offerings. The temple in this new commonwealth, with its 
measured political order, is to be a place of controlling bloodshed.

Blood is ritually sprinkled as part of a sacrifice (e.g., in dedicating the altar, 
Ezek 43: ل8-2ه)م  Eurther, on the “Passover” of the restoration—the first day of the 
first month—the blood of the חטאת or “sin-offering” is to be sprinkled on various 
doorposts tffthc temple and on the ledges ofthe ahar.^ Blood (and fat, by inference.

32 Greenberg emphasizes the revulsinn associated here with menstrual impurity, citing Ezek 7:19 
and 2 Chr 29:5. See his Ezekiel 21-37 , 727-29: “The ndh-state o f a given population (incurred by 
evildoing) is communicated to their land؛ e.g., Canaan prior to its takeover by Israel was ،a ndh-land 
because of the ndh o f the peoples of the land’ (Ez 9:11)” (728). Traditional Jewish i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  

differ on the implications o f this image: Yechiel Tzvi Moskovitz, Sefer Yechezkayl (Jerusalem: Kook 
Foundation, 1985) talks of ה ד מדדז כנכד מ , “measure for measure”—because their sins were like 
“menstrual uncleanness” they were punished by being regarded as a נדה —isolated, discarded, and 
mocked—in Lam 1:8. Following Rashi and some midrashim, other commentators are more positive 
on the comparison to נדה because that state is one of temporary impurity and can be removed! See 
Moshe Eisenman, Ezekiel: A New Translation with a Commentary Anthologized from Talmudic, 
Midrashic, and Rabbinic Sources (3 vols.؛ ArtScroll Tanach Series؛ Brooklyn, N.Y.: Masorah 
Publications, 1980) 2:554. See also Andrew Mein, Ezekiel and the Ethics ofExile  (Gxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2001) 160-76 on the symbolism o f blood, especially menstrual blood.

33 As translated by the Jewish Publication Society (hereafter JPS).
34 This “Passover” is one of the differences between Ezekiel’s vision of the temple ritual and 

that prescribed in the Priestly portions o f the Pentateuch.
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remain part of what is offered up to God (e.g., Ezek 44:7). But the shedding of 
blood and assoeiated violenee (חמס) is also to be mitigated and eontrolled by eareful 
measurement.^ Dismemberment and bodily mutilation (e.g., in ehapter 23, eutting 
off of ears, noses, and breasts) is transmuted into the eareful, ritualized eutting up of 
saerificial animals. Strikingly, there is only limited detail ofthe saerifieial proeedure 
and no referenees to the butehering and disposal of different parts ofthe saerifieial 
animals (other than the mention that there is a kitchen for boiling the meat).

Sexual Betrayal as Image ofth e People’s Betrayal o fG od: The Image ofthe  
Female in EzekieP6

The most striking female images throughout the book are the personifications 
of Jerusalem and of Israel and Judah as women who are sexually depraved. In 
chapter 16 Jerusalem is a female infant abandoned at birth by her foreign parents, 
unwashed, unattended, and eovered wife blood, who is reseued, adopted, and reared 
to glorious womanhood by God, who later marries her. She subsequently betrays 
God, her re^er-p^ent-spouse, and acts as a harlot:

You lavished your favors on every passerby . .. you even took some of your
cloths and made yourself tapestried platforms and fornicated on them. . . .  You

35 Kutsko, along with other commentators, argues in regard to bloodshed in Ezekiel and bloodshed 
in the Genesis hood story that the prescribed sacrifice of animals is a way of containing the wanton 
shedding of human and animal blood. Also common to these two texts o f catastrophe, Ezekiel and 
Genesis, is the use o f measurement and precision to contain the anxiety provoked by the possibility 
of obliteration. The ?  portions of the flood story present precise dates and measurements as the 
narrator needs to specify the exact dimensions o f the ark, the precise dates o f beginning of the 
flood, the stages o f abatement, the end o f the flood, and the depth of water covering the mountains 
(Gen 6:11-8:14).

36 This topic has been extremely controversial in the biblical interpretive literature o f the last 
decades, including on Ezekiel. Authors who view the book of Ezekiel as misogynistic and pornographic 
include: Julie Galambush, Jerusalem in the Book o f  Ezekiel: The City as Yahweh's Wife (SBL 
Dissertation Series 130; Atlanta: Scholars ?ress, 1992); Fokkleien van Dijk-Hemmes and Athalya 
Brenner, “The Metaphorization of Woman in ?rophetic speech: An Analysis o f Ezekiel 23,” in On 
Gendering Texts: Female andM ale Voices in the Hebrew Bible (Leiden: Brill, 1993) 167-76؛ Cheryl  
Exum, “?rophetic ?ornography,” in Plotted, Shot, and Painted: Cultural Representations ofB iblical 
Women (JSOTSupp. 215: Gender, Culture, Theory 3؛ Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic Press,  
1996) 101-28. For critiques o f these views, see Robert Carroll, “Desire under the Terebinths: Gn 
?ornographic Representation in the ?rophets: A Response,” in A Feminist Companion to the Latter 
Prophets (ed. Athalya Brenner; The Feminist Companion to the Bible 8؛ Sheffield, U.K.: JSGT Press,  
1995) and “ ‘ Whorosalamin’ : ATale o f Three Cities as Three Sisters,” in On Reading Prophetic Texts: 
Gender Specific and Related Studies in Memory ofFokkleien van Dijk-Hemmes (ed. Bob Becking 
and Meindert Dijkstra; Leiden: Brill, 1996); Corrine Patton, “ ‘Should Our Sister Be Treated Like 
a Whore?’ : A Response to Feminist Critiques o f Ezekiel 23,” in The Book o f Ezekiel: Theological 
and Anthropological Perspectives, 221-38; Daniel Smith-Christopher, “Ezekiel in Abu Ghraib,” in 
E zekiel’s Hierarchical World, 141-57; and Greenberg’s Ezekiel 21-37, 493-94, in which he offers 
criticism of van Dijk-Hemmes, “The Metaphorization of Woman,” and Galambush, Jerusalem in 
the Book ofEzekiel. 1 originally thought Galambush’s characterization of 16 and 23 as pornography 
(etymologically, the “portrayal of a prostitute”) was overdrawn, but now 1 am more inclined to see 
the texts as having some underlying theme of rousing male sexual excitement.
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took your beautiful things, made of the gold and sil¥er that 1 had g؛¥en you, 
and you made yourself phallie images ( ؟כר צלמי ) and fornieated with them.
. . .  You e¥en took the sons and daughters that you bore to Me and saerifieed 
them to those [images] as food—as if your harlotries were not enough, you 
slaughtered My ehildren and presented them as offerings to them! ٠ .. You 
played the whore with your neighbors, the lustful Egyptians—you multiplied 
your harlotries to anger Me. . . .  1 will surrender you to the will of your 
enemies, the ?hilistine women, who are shoeked by your lewd behavior.
(Ezek 16:15-1?, 20-21, 26-27)37

Jerusalem’s sisters are Sodom and Samaria (the ten tribes of Israel taken in eaptivity 
by Assyria) and she exeeeds them in wantonness and perversity.

In Ezekiel 23 them is an elaborated allegory of two sisters, Oholah and 
Oholibah:38

0  mortal, onee there were two women, daughters of one mother. They played 
the whore in Egypt; they played the whore while still young. There their 
breasts were s؟ ueezed and there their virgin nipples were handled. Their 
names were: the elder one, Oholah; and her sister, Oholibah. They beeame 
Mine [i.e., God’s] and they bore sons and daughters. As for their names, 
Oholah is Samaria, and Oholibah is Jerusalem. (Ezek 23:2وت)بم

The author concatenates the images of wanton sexuality with images of the 
punishments and humiliations meted out by God for his wives’ betrayal of him, 
exacerbated by Oholibah’s refusal to learn from the fate of her older sister. 
The nations after whom they went whoring, courting their political favor and 
worshipping their idols, will turn on Jerusalem:

Assuredly ٠.. I am going to rouse against you the lovers from whom you 
turned in disgust, and 1 will bring them upon you from all around—the 
Babylonians and all the Chaldeans . . .  and all the Assyrians with them. (Ezek

23:22-23مم

The sisters sent for men from afar, lusting after foreign men whose penises were 
like donkey penises and whose ejaculates were like those of stallions. There are

^ J?S .
38 JPS. Meanings disputed, but one plausible explanation is Ghalah=“her tent” and Gholibah=“My 

tent is in her,” i.e., Jerusalem is where 1, God, have pitehed my tent. Is there an allusion to the two 
sisters, daughters of Lot, who slept with their father in Gen 19:30-38?

39See 16:36 and Greenberg’s translation {Ezekiel 1-20, 271) and eommentary (ibid., 225-26) 
as referring to the “juiee” of female sexual arousal, s. Tamar Kamionkowski, Gender Reversal 
and Cosmic Chaos: A Study on the Book ofE zekiel (JSOTSupp. 368; London: Sheffield Académie 
Press, 2003) expands upon Greenberg’s interpretation of the differences between chs. 16 and 23. 
Kaminkowski emphasizes the activity o f the woman in 16: she is an active, initiating woman, 
arousing and aroused, and hence, behaving more like a man, thus compounding the awfulness of 
her behavior and upsetting binary categories o f male and female. She emphasizes that in Ezekiel 
،،[a] weak man is a woman”; males degraded by defeat and exile need to ward off any implications 
of being like women.

*°JPS-
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images in the later verses of this ehapter of eourtesans in brothels, with perfumes, 
eouehes, and jewelry, ?olitical infidelity, sexual miseonduet, saerifiee of ehildren, 
and adultery are here eonflated:

Arraign Oholah and Oholibah, and charge them with their abominations. For 
they have committed adultery, and blood is on their hands; truly they have 
committed adultery with their fetishes, and have even offered to them as food 
the children they bore to Me. (Ezek 23:36-37)41

And finally:

1 will put an end to wantonness in the land; and all the women shall take 
warning not to imitate your wantonness. They shall punish you for your 
wantonness and you shall suffer the penalty for your sinful idolatry. And you 
shall know that 1 am the Lord GOD. (Ezek 23.42(48-49־

Several striking features emerge from these chapters and passages. Wanton female 
sexuality serves as a vehicle for conveying the appalling nature of what the 
people-m ostly men and male leadersl-have done. The people have betrayed God, 
looked to foreign nations, to idols, for salvation, thereby committing fornication 
and adultery. Bloodshed can be seen both literally in the sacrifice of children to 
idols, and also figuratively in the sacrifice of children in war and siege as a result 
of Israel’s wanton alliances with other nations. Elsewhere in the book, social 
injustice is conflated with abominations of worship committed in the temple, and 
the sins of the rulers represent a falling away from the compact with God, their 
one true husband.43 The male rulers who have misled the people have themselves 
been wanton and whoring.44

Secondly, behind the picture of female promiscuity there is a reference point of 
sexually proper women, women whose inabilities are outraged by this promiscuity. 
Even the Fhilistine women are scandalized by the Israelites, and the stoning ofthe 
adulterous sisters in the allegory serves as a warning and reminder to all women.

It is clear, then, that the text does not explicitly condemn the women of Israel, or 
women generally, but in its implicit use ofthe imagery ofunbridled female sexuality 
there is a reinforcement of cultural norms about “good” and “bad” women.

41 JFS.
42 JFS. Ezekiel’s rage against ^rfidious/^om iseuous women might also have been fueled by 

some captive Israelite women “cooperating” sexually with their conquerors in the forced marches 
and exile

43 Ezekiel, qua priest, combines the ritual prescriptions o f  F with the social and ethical 
prescriptions o f H.

44 The women (13:17-23) who prophesy falsely and practice witchcraft and divination are 
less dangerous than the false male prophets who mislead the people into destructive political 
ventures.
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I believe we are dealing with a fantasy strueture, the splitting of women into 
good and bad avatars. Madonna and prostitute.^ In brief, this psyehie maneuver of 
dividing up the world of women into nurturing mother and selfish, lustful prostitute 
does mueh to protect a male self-esteem made fragile by male fears of dependency 
on women and the coneomitant assumption that to be a weak male is equivalent 
to being a woman.

The one good woman explieitly mentioned in the book is Ezekiel’s wife.^ In 
Ezekiel 24, we learn of God’s announcement to him that his wife is shortly to 
die—on January 15, 588 B .C .E ., fee tenth of Tevet, when the siege of Jerusalem 
would begin (the siege feat would end in the eity’s destruction and fee exile of its 
people). The juxtaposition of the female sexual promiscuity in Ezekiel 23 wife the 
nnouncement from God that his wife, who is precious to him, will die, is quite 
striking: “Oh mortal, I am about to take away the delight of your eyes [i.e., your 
wife] from you through pestilence, but you shall not lament or weep or fet your 
tears flow,” God announces in 24:16, and within two verses the prophecy is fulfilled: 
“In the evening my wife died, and in the morning I did as I had been commanded” 
(24.Ί8).47 This conveys a symbolic ferusalem and fee temple are the
“delight of your eyes” ( עיניך מחמד ) ofthe people of Israel and these are to be taken 
away from them and destroyed. The temple is also compared to a wonderful wife 
and woman, the delight of her husband’s eyes.^ Implied in fee phrase “delight of 
the eyes” is a licit sexuality and sensuality. In a way, one could look at that phrase 
as a distillate of the sensuality and sexuality that is extolled in the Song of Songs.

45 See Sigmund Freud’s three essays, “Contributions to the Fsyehology o fL 0¥e,” in The Standard 
Edition ofthe Complete Psychological Works ofSigm und Freud (24 vols.؛ London: Hogarth, 1957) 
11:163-208 on the ^yehologieal splitting ofthe woman into good woman/nurturing mother and bad 
woman/sexual creature. The “complexity” of the Oedipus complex entails the little boy confronting 
the evidence of his mother’s intimacy and sexuality with the father. Further conflicted by his lo^e for 
the father, the child can experience anger, frustration, betrayal, and rivalry with the father and severe 
disappointment with the mother. Defensively, the little boy divides the world of women into good 
women and bad women and thereby tries to preserve his relationship with the mother as a “good 
woman.” A corollary of this split is the little boy’s “rescue fantasy,” imagining himself as a kind 
of knight rescuing the damsel in distress from a dragon or a wicked man—covertly the father. The 
history of changes in the concept of the Oedipus complex is summarized in Jean Laplanche and Jean 
Baptiste Fontalis, The Language ofPsychoanalysis (trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith; London: Hogarth, 
1973); Bennett Simon and Rachel Blass, “The Oedipus Complex,” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Freud (ed. Jerome Neu; Cambridge: Cambridge University Fress, 1991) 161-74; and Bennett 
Simon, “Is the Oedipus Complex Still Central in Fsychoanalysis: Three Obstacles to Answering the 
Question,” Journal o fth e  American Psychoanalytic Association  39 (1991) 641-68.

46 See Johanna Stiebert’s imaginative portrait o f Ezekiel’s wife in The Exile and the Prophet's 
Wife: Historic Events and Marginal Perspectives (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2005).

47 JPS.
48 Orthodox Jewish commentaries struggle with the question of whether God is creel here either 

to cause or to utilize this death as a way of making a symbolic statement, and/or whether he is 
cruel to forbid Ezekiel open expression of grief. See Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37, 507-16 and Odell, 
Ezekiel, 315-22 for more extensive discussion.
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That work forms the polar opposite of the portrayal of indecent sexnality found 
in Ezekiel 16 and 23.49

Another facet of this splitting of the woman may he seen in reference to the 
land as woman. Both of the usual Hebrew nouns for “land” are grammatically 
feminine. In symbolic terms, it is also typically feminine. It can be foe good 
maternal image—“land of milk and honey”—or it can be contaminated. In Bzekiel 
the contaminations and impurities are described using specific female imagery of 
menstruation (e.g., 36:17). The blood of menstruation is conflated with the blood 
of murder and violence. Both kinds of blood can defile. The temple, the sanctuary, 
is a necessary part of foe process of purging and purification, but that very temple 
implicitly is also foe woman who can be made impure.^

The extremely charged and disgust-ridden passages about foe house of Israel 
as whores in chapters 16 and 23 make it impossible to ignore the question of what 
Ezekiel is saying about women in general. The crux of foe current debate over 
these chapters is how much to use the lens of recent feminist biblical criticism 
to understand ^^١١١. Are Ezekiel’s characterizations misogynistic and/or are we 
encountering a conception of male-female relationships that is culturally syntonic 
with the worldview of the book, and therefore not so much misogynistic as 
espousing a very polarized view of male and female? My own position is that 
the extreme polarization of male and female is more likely to be associated with 
a downgrading of the female than of the male. Further, for many modem readers 
including myself, the vividness of the denunciation of Israel as harlot leaves a bad 
taste in foe mouth—it is neither nice nor designed to be nice.

Even when Ezekiel concludes that there will be a return of the people to God 
and an end to the harlotry, it is not a loving return:

Nevertheless, I will remember the eovenant I made with you in the days of 
your youth, and I will establish it with you as an everlasting covenant. . ..
Thus you shall remember and feel shame, and you shall be too abashed to 
open your mouth again, when I have forgiven you for all that you did—de- 
clares fhe Lord GOD. (Ezek 16:60, 63ام

There is a striking contrast with foe earlier use in Hosea of the imagery of harlotry 
and betrayal. There Israel’s return to her husband (God) is marked by declarations 
from God of eternal loyalty and mercy, including the term חסד , “loving kindness”

49 See Galambush, Jerusalem in the Book o f  Ezekiel, 140, and Song of Songs 5:16 for מחמד as 
sexual pleasure. מחמד is not only used in relation to sensuality and sexuality, but also in relation 
to the “delight” that a parent might take in a ehild.

50 See Jaeob Milgrom on the root ר פ כ , meaning primarily to purge and purify and only 
seeondarily to atone: “Atonement,” in The Interpreter’s Dictionary o f  the Bible (ed. Keith Crim 
et al.; Nashville: Abingdon, 1976) and his commentaries on Leviticus, especially Leviticus 1-16, 
1079-84. See also Baruch Schwartz, “Ezekiel’s Dim View of Israel’s Restoration,” in The Book o f  
Ezekiel, 43-68 , esp. 49.

51 JPS.
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(Hos 2:21-25). The poetry is sweeter and the reeoneiliation there leaves a better 
taste than that in Ezekiel, where in faet the term חסד is not found.

1 suggest that in the book of Ezekiel one eoneomitant of the splitting of foe 
woman is the need to bolster male self-esteem against a fear of feminization. The 
male psyehe in this unconseious mode ofthinking equates dependeney on women 
with feminization, and the very figure of the “feminine” itself already signifies 
degradation. The other pole, woman as prostitute, allows for male domination and 
exploitation rather than the submission unconsciously signified by being dependent. 
For a defeated, humiliated people in exile, feeling abandoned by their God, the 
masculine ego is dangerously wounded, perhaps even gashed and bleeding, like a 
male version of the menstruating woman. The book of Ezekiel, in this construction, 
shares a culturally prevalent view of manhood and manliness that includes the notion 
that to be like a woman, whether a promiscuous woman or an abandoned woman, 
is foe worst fate a man can suffer. The ultimate degradation is to be feminized.^ 
Gne can further speculate that God, the God portrayed by Ezekiel, is disavowing 
a feminine side of himself-

But, the feminine does not square: there is no place for feminine imagery in 
Ezekiel 40-48. Rather, we find a progressive elimination of the feminine from 
the book, culminating in chapters 40-48, where there is scarcely any mention 
of women and no feminine imagery. Frior to these last chapters, we find that foe 
image at the end of chapter 16 of God’s restoring the mareiage between him and 
Jerusalem is a fragile one.

Galambush points out that after Ezekiel 23, the metaphor of marriage between 
God and Jerusalem, or God and Israel, disappears: “The personified city has proven 
to be an utterly unacceptable consort to the god .. .  . [RJather, foe elimination ofthe 
marriage metaphor will be an apparent precondition for the renewed and sustainable 
purity of Yahweh’s new house in Ezekiel 40 بم8.”لآ  By extension, in the vision of 
the temple chapters Jerusalem is no longer personified, not even named, and clearly 
not gendered؛ it is called only “the city,” and, in the last verse of the book, its name

52 See Patton, “ ‘Should Our Sister Be Treated Like a Whore?’,” 232 and Odell, Ezekiel, 184, who 
argue this point also in relation to Ezekiel. See also Cook and Patton, “Introduetion: Hierarehieal 
Thinking and Theology in Ezekiel’s Book,” in E zekiels Hierarchical World, 1-23. Daniel Smith- 
Christopher, “Ezekiel in Abu Ghraib,” in E zekiel’s Hierarchical World, 141-57, sees the imagery 
o fth e  harlot Israel stripped naked (Ezek 16) as deriving from male prisoners being stripped naked 
and humiliated, seenes depicted in Babylonian and Assyrian accounts o f their co n g ests . Patton 
adds rape o f male prisoners to the list o f humiliations. See Kamionkowski, Gender Reversal, 
especially 58-91. On “feminization” as a sign of humiliating defeat in battle, see Herodotus, Hist. 
2.102, for king Sesotris who would erect a stela portraying female genitalia commemorating his 
defeat o f a cowardly enemy. The History: Herodotus (trans. David Grene; Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1987) 172-73.

53 Galambush, Jerusalem in the Book o f  Ezekiel, 125. Other women include the mother o f the 
kings of Judah (Ezekiel 19) whose sons did badly for the kingdom (see the discussion in Greenberg, 
Ezekiel 1-20, 354-56).



4 2 8  HARVARD THEOLOGICAL REVIEW

is changed from “Jerusalem,” with its now pagan and depraved connotations, to 
“t h e s i s  there” (48:35).

I hypothesize that the elimination of the female and feminine imagery in these 
last chapters is an indication that the male fantasy of a split between the virtuous 
woman and the prostitute is not stable and is not adequate to protect against the 
dread of female wildness and the concomitant male fear of feminization. The 
personages in those chapters are all male: priests, Levites, the “prince” (נשיא), 
Ezekiel himself, and the “man” who shows him the measurements. Women are 
mentioned in only two contexts, priests’ marriage and death. In the first category 
are women the priests can marry: virgin women of the house of Israel or widows 
of priests, but no widows or divorced women. In fee second category are deceased 
relatives of the priest: The priest is forbidden to enter a house in which there is a 
corpse, except if fee deceased is blood kin—mother, father, son, daughter, brother, 
or unmarried sister.**

Here, fee “presence” of God is a masculine, not a feminine, manifestation, as 
might be fee case in later Judaism. This is not the שכינה, which appears figuratively in 
rabbinic literature, and certainly not the “feminine principle” of God, fee personified 
female presence of God, to be reunited with fee Tiferet, the masculine principle, 
that appears in the mystical tradition.** Rather, here it is “the glory of God” (ד  (כבו
that Ezekiel glimpses, that departs from the temple still standing in Jerusalem, and 
feat in his last vision returns to dwell in the restored temple (Ezek 4 3 4 4 ) .

Further, fee temple vision is almost totally devoid of feminine elements, with 
the one possible exception of fee river flowing from the temple mount (to be 
discussed shortly). The temple is sparsely decorated or ornamented. There is the 
repeating pattern (cherub, palm tree, cherub, palm tree; 4 0 : 2 4 2 6 -  and date ,(؛ 41:15
palms crown the pillars (40:26, 31, 37). There is no color, nor any of the precious 
materials used in Solomon’s temple (1 Kings 6-7), let alone those weavings of 
purple and scarlet and fine linen lavishly described as part of the desert tabernacle 
(Exod 25-28) where contributions of women are named ex^icitly ة*أ In contrast, 
in the book of Ezekiel, ornamentation, elaborate bas-relief, jewelry, and color are 
all ascribed to the personified whoring women and their foreign paramours, fee 
Assyrians and Egyptians. These do not belong in the temple.

Additionally, there are no explicitly round or even cylindrical elements in this 
temple. Everything is square or rectangular.*ت The temple of Solomon and the

54 A convenient summary is Leslie c. Allen, Ezekiel 2 0 -48  (Word Biblical Commentary; Dallas: 
World, 1990) 263-65 with references.

55 See, e.g., Joseph Dan, “Shekhinah,” in Encyclopedia Judaica  (New York: MacMillan, 
4و-54م : ل9?ل-1972) ل134  especially 1354.

56 Moshe Greenberg, “E z ek ie l ا6ت  A ?anorama of ?assions,” in Love and Death in the Ancient 
Near East: Essays in Honor o f Marvin Pope (ed. John H. Marks and Richard M. Good; Guilford, 
Conn.: Four Quarters, 1987) 143-51, at 147.

57 However, at least one translation assumes that ם ל א , pillar, is cylindrical (Eisenman, Ezekiel, 
615 ,627).
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tabernacle ofthe wilderness included round features, especially basins for washing. 
Solomon’s temple had a huge basin called the “sea.” There were also in that first 
temple two cylindrical pillars, although, as their masculine-power names suggest 
(Boaz, “with strength” and Jachin, “he will establish”) one could argue these must 
have conveyed something more phallic than feminine. One cannot argue that what 
is omitted in the text was barred or banned by Ezekiel (for example, no pots for 
boiling are described, but since boiling of the sacrificial meats is necessary, one 
would need pots, presumably round, not square). But from the point of view of the 
impact of the description, the omission of obviously or tereotypically feminine 
elements in this blueprint is significant.^

The one important possible exception to fee absence ofthe feminine in fee closing 
chapters of Ezekiel is the marvelous vision ofafertilizing river that will come out of 
the temple and divide into four heads, creating virtually a new garden ofEden, even 
fertilizing the Dead Sea (47: ־־ل12.)وو  Even here, in the description of a trickle that 
grows to an impassable river, there are a series of precise measurements: four times, 
fee man “with a cord in his hand measured one thousand cubits” (Ezek 47:3-5). Is 
this fertilizing river feminine? Masculine? It is not specifically gendered, although 
river,נהר , is grammatically masculine. Its fertilizing effects evoke imagery ofthe 
Garden of Eden, and it heals fee sick land. The Salt Sea is purged and fish flourish 
in it, although at the edges salty areas are left, presumably for harvesting salt needed 
for the sanctuary offerings (43:24).6° I suggest that this scene is at best ambiguously 
gendered in the same way that the descriptions of creation and fertility in the 
early chapters of Genesis are not clearly gendered. Insofar as it is unambiguously 
gendered, it is a masculine God who is planting and fostering reproduction.^ The

58 Margaret s. Odell, Ezekiel (Maeon, Ga.: Smyth and Helwys, 2 0 5 م ) xiv and 484, by eontrast, 
sees a domestic, feminine note in the presence of temple kitehens, an interpretation consonant with 
her view of chapters 40-48 as inclusive rather than primarily segregating.

59 See Lawrence Stager, “Jerusalem and the Garden ofE den,” in E retz-lsrael 26 (1999) 183-94  
(Frank Moore Cross volume); Jon Levenson, Resurrection and the Restoration o f  Israel (New  
Haven: ¥ale University ?ress, 2006) 82-107. In Ezekiel, both Eden and the temple are atop a 
mountain (28:11-14), “God’s mountain.” See Michael Fishbane, “Tehom and Temple,” in idem, 
Biblical Myth and Rabbinic Mythmaking (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) 126-29, for the 
tabernacle and temple imagined on a mountain that capped and contained the primordial raging 
waters and primordial monsters.

60 The salt is both an impurity, or at the very least, anti-life and anti-reproduction in the Dead 
Sea, but also a permanent, unalterable substance that is necessary for the sacrifices that in fact 
purge sin and impurity.

61 In chapter 34, where God restores the fertility o f the land, there is no feminine image of  
fertility. I believe that a Midrashic interpretation of the stream as connected with Miriam’s well 
actually highlights the absence of a feminine aspect in the text itself. See Eisenman, Ezekiel, 737 
١١. 1 .1  speculate that the word ר קו מ , “source,” elsewhere used in the Bible as “source o f living 
waters,” is not used here because it is also a word for the female genitalia. For the possibility that 
the stream is male, symbolizing semen, see the Talmudic elaboration (b. Sotah 10a) of Samson’s 
life and size, commenting on Judg 13:24 “and the lad grew and God blessed him”: “His penis is tike 
that of an ordinary man, but his emission (seed) is like an overflowing river” ( ל ח שוטף נ ) echoing 
Isa 66:12, an image of overflowing wealth and prosperity (pointed out by David Grossman, Lion's
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imagery of the triekle of water dramatically turning into a mighty river is evoeative 
of masculine images of powerful urinary and ejaeulatory streams, ?erhaps this 
stream represents a radieal transformation of the copious stallion-like ejaculates 
of the lovers of Oholibah at £zck 23:20.

To return to the detailed description ofthe temple courtyards and compartments 
with their exits and entrances: the temple itself is not gendered, but the emphasis 
on carefully regulated exists and entrances presents a striking contrast to the 
unregulated “entrances” in the allegories o^aithless women in chapters 16 and 
23.62 These women take on all comers, showing neither discrimination nor control 
of their bodily orifices. In the restored temple, no uncircumcised men can enter 
رو ,44:7)  as they had apparently been allowed to enter the Solomonic temple and, 
clearly, the bodies of faithless Jerusalem and Samaria. The uncontrolled orifices 
suggest both mouth and genitalia—mouth through the sacrifice of children as food 
for idols (e.g., 5:11 and 23:31-37 for the devouring of children),^ and genitalia 
through the terms of uncontrolled lust (e.g., 16:25). In stark contrast, in the new 
vision, traffic into and out ofthe temple will be carefufiy rcgulated.

The Old Selfand the New S e lfo fth e  People: Measurement andM orality  
(43:10- 11)
Chapters 1-24, so harsh and full of condemnation of the house of Israel, yield a 
cumulative portrait of a people rebellious, impudent, and Stubborn-Ezekiel is 
sent to them to live surrounded by briars, thorns, and scorpions (ch. 2). But God 
has decided, for his own sake, to redeem the house of Israel, and in chapter 36, 
announces how he will transform them. He will cleanse them with clean water, and: 
“Anew heart I will give you and a new spirit I will put within you؛ and I will remove  
from your body foe heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek 36:26).

But how will this hold? I believe that chapters 4 0 8 بم  are required to assure foe 
permanence ofthis new heart and new spirit. The connection between transforming 
foe moral and religious wildness and sinfulness of the people by means of temple 
measurement is explicit in Ezek 43:10-11:

As for you, mortal, describe the temple to foe house of Israel, and let them 
measure foe pattern (תכנית) and let them he ashamed of their iniquities.
When they are ashamed of all that they have done, make known to them the 
plan ofthe temple, its arrangement, its exits and its entrances, and its whole

Honey: The Myth o f  Samson [trans. Stuart Schoffman; Edinburgh: Sehoffman, 2006]). Compare 
the seminal emissions of the lovers o f Oholibah in Ezek 23.

62 Relevant is foe equation o f Ezekiel’s wife with foe temple (24:15-17). See Galambush, 
Jerusalem in the Book o f  Ezekiel, 147-57, and Lapsley, “Doors Thrown op en ,” 1 4 1 4 5 . On the 
New Testament overlap between temple and body see, e.g., 1 Cor 6 : 1 2 - 1 9 1 7 -  ;Eph 2:17-22 ;؛ 3:16
Mk 7:14-23؛ Jn 2:14-22, esp. 2:21 (Keith Stone, personal communication).

63 See M oskovitz’s commentary on 16:25, “opening wide your legs,” from the root שק  only) ,פ
twice used in the Hebrew Bible), in which he compares it to ?roverbs 13:3 on foe destructive 
opening of foe mouth.
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form—all Its ordinances and its entire plan and all its laws; and write down 
in their sight, so that they may observe and follow the entire plans and its 
ordinances.

What is the import of these verses, whose interpretation is eontroversial? First, 
the wording of ٧٠ 10 begins with a reiteration of the motif of the “house”—“tell 
the house of Israel about the House,” as if to say, until Israel has built this house 
aeeording to the measurements, and this house has beeome a part of it, Israel is 
not fully a “house,” but remains the stubborn and defiant house that it has hitherto 
been.

On the phrase “measure the תכנית,” Zimmerli^ and Breuer^ both emphasize 
the root תכן as signifying perfeetion and eompletion. Breuer adds “a weighing and 
establishment ofthe [trae] individ^l proportion of things, oftheir [true] relationship 
to one another ؛. ٠ ٠  [t]he numerical ratio ofthe parts ofthe whole to one another.” 
Compare the English phrase “it doesn’t square.” We thus see a confluence of proper 
proportion in the moral and architectural realms.

Verses 43:10-11 follow Ezekiel’s vision of God’s glot*y, the ד כבו , entering the 
temple through the gate facing east with noise and light illuminating the earth. God 
announces his permanent residence there. Then the house of Israel is to be told 
about this house and God’s residence within, and they are to “measure the pattern,” 
at which point they will be ashamed. And if they have indeed become ashamed of 
what they have done, Ezekiel is to tell them all the details of the structures and of 
the protocols or precepts, and write it down to reaffirm it that they may observe 
and preserve it.

Ezekiel explicitly likens this vision of God’s “glory” (or “honor”) to his earlier 
visions, but that “glory” enters the sanctuary unattended. The כבוד has become 
“rarified” and “de-angelicized.” This supposition is consonant with the fact that 
the holy of holies is now empty, no longer containing cherabim (live or statuary), 
ark, or tablets ofthe commandments—it is aniconic.^ The stracture ofthe “house” 
and the nature of the indwelling כבוד will therefore contribute to a construction 
and stabilization ofthe new self, a self with knowledge of its own behavior and its 
consequences, knowledge induced by shame and set in motion by God’s action—a 
new “moral self.”^ God’s transformation of his people involves a transformation 
in the nature and quality of shame that they experience, a shift from foe shame and 
humiliation of defeat, exile, degradation, to a shame of self-awareness.

64 Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel: A Commentary on the Book ofthe Prophet Ezekiel (e<t. Paul Hanson 
with Leonard L Greenspoon; trans. James D. Martin; 2 vols.; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983) 2:410.

65 Joseph Breuer, The Book ofYechzkel: Translation and Commentary (trans. Gertrude Hirschler; 
New ¥ork: Feldheim, 1993) 251. See also Ezek 18:25 for the use of the root תכן in the sense that 
the moral judgments are, as it were, “out o f proportion” to the rewards and punishment.

66 Jaeob Milgrom (personal eommunieation, 2006) and Paul Joyee, Ezekiel: A Commentary (New  
York: T&T Clark, 2005) 227-28.

67 Lapsley, “Shame and Self-Knowledge,” in The BookofEzekiel: TheologicalandAnthropological 
Perspectives, 143-73, and L. Allen, Ezekiel 20-48, 257.
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The next set of details of altar and saerifiee also help stabilize this new self. God 
has given the people a new heart, a heart of flesh instead of a heart of stone, but the 
flesh is still too fallible on its own. Therefore the new heart requires struetures and 
processes in order to stabilize, maintain, and transform itself. Such tructures and 
processes not only involve carefully prescribed and measured spaces and rituals, 
but also seem to entail increasing interiority or “dematerialization״ cul^nating  
in the most sacred space with nothing material in it. There is a potential for a new 
inwardness, a new structure of mind and heart that knows differently than it did 
before. The carefully designed and unique spaces of the new temple, including its 
progressive narrowing into foe holiest places, may also serve as a model of the 
new mind and heart-

The Wildness ofG od: “That You May Know IA m  Yahweh” and (<¥ o r  the Sake 
o f  My Name״

God’s vindictive wrath, God’s concern for his “name,” God’s concern that “they” 
or “you” shall know that I am “ y h w h ” — these are the hallmarks of most of the 
book of Ezekiel. God’s enormous outrage and destructive judgment against the 
house of Israel dominate chapters 1-24, and his rage against both Israel and 
the nations is threaded even through chapters 25-39, chapters of renewal and 
redemption. The prophet brings foe message home that the house of Israel has 
utterly deserved all that God has brought and will bring against them. It is not foe 
sins of previous generations for which they are paying, but their very own deeds 
of violence, licentiousness, and betrayal. Consider a fow of foe images of wrath 
and destruction, and desolation:

In Ezek 2 :ل8-هل  God unsheathes his sword against Israel; righteous and 
unrighteous alike shall fall, he shall never return it to its sheath. In Ezek 23:25, “I 
will direct my indignation against you, in order that they [the Babylonians] may 
deal with you in fury. They shall cut off your nose and your ears, and your survivors 
shall fall by the sword. They shall seize your sons and your daughters, and your 
survivors shall be devoured by fire.” In the condemnation of Oholibah (Jerusalem) 
in Ezek 23:32-35: “You shall drink your sister’s cup, deep and wide; you shall be 
scorned and derided, it holds so much. You shall be filled with drunkenness and 
sorrow. A cup of horror and desolation is foe cup of your sister Samaria; you shall 
drink it and drain it out, and gnaw its sherds, and tear out your breasts.”

God’s rage at other nations and his destruction and degradation ofthese nations 
is detailed. Tyre shall be brought down from its haughtiness; Egypt, Edom, 
Ammon, and the ?hilistines will variously suffer destruction and humiliation (e.g., 
Pharaoh, presumably circumcised, is disgraced and condemned to Sheol among foe 
uncircumcised). God’s rage is fueled by feelings of being dishonored, disgraced, 
and even cuckolded (as in chapters 16 and 23). The כבוד ofGod is both his “glory” 
and foe honor owed to him. Rage cannot abate till honor is restored. Humiliation 
is a recurrent theme of foe punishment both of Israel and of the nations.
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God’s detructiveness ظ  augmented in the recurrent phrases of “I shall not pity,” 
“my eye shall not pity,” and “I will show no merey.” Terms of merey and pity 
generally appear only in the negative in the book, except when God says he shall 
have pity on his own name.^ When he decides to reverse his course and redeem 
the house of Israel, bring them back to their land, install a good shepherd, and 
have them live in peace and security, it is his own decision; he is not moved by the 
people’s repentance or by pity, ?erhaps he is moved by covenantal loyalty, but he 
is definitely motivated to protect his reputation among the nations.

“Radical theocentricity,” a phrase used by ?aul Joyce, well captures the sense in 
which God is preoccupied with the need to have the greatness ofhis name recognized 
by all and to deny any limitations on his power.ص Indeed, p^adoxically, God’s 
destruction of the house of Israel, a manifest proof of God’s power to punish the 
disloyalty and betrayal of his people, is an invitation for the nations of the world to 
say that God is not powerful and cannot even protect his own people. This “taunt” 
by the nations provokes God, as it were, to ever more strongly announce that 
“you” (the house of Israel”) or “they” (the nations) shall “know that I am God.” 
These phrases and variants occur roughly seventy-five times in the book, and are 
conspicuously absent from 4CM18.

According to these earlier chapters, God must act that “all should know that I 
am ¥ahweh” and “for the sake of my name.” Chapter 36 combines the themes of 
God’s concern for his name and the theme of “they shall know that I am God”:

But I had concern for my holy name, whieh the house of Israel had profaned 
among the nations to which they came. Therefore say to the house of Israel,
Thus says the Lord God: It is not for your sake, o house of Israel, that I am 
about to act, but for the sake of my holy name, which you have profaned 
among the nations to which you came. 1 will sanctify my great name, which 
has been profaned among the nations, and which you have profaned among 
them; and the nations shall know that I am the Lord, says the Lord God, when 
through you I display my holiness before their eyes [and take you back to 
your own land]. (Ezek 36:21-23)

The vindictive wrath of God that runs through much of the book begins to become 
significantly modified in the chapters preceding 4 0 8 بم , especially 33-37. These 
chapters, including 37 with its vision of the valley of the dry bones and the 
restoration to life of those bones, continue themes and images of judgment, 
condemnation, and the violent conser}uences ofthe misdeeds ofthe house of Israel. 
But they add messages of hope: restoration for the house of Israel and punishment 
of nations that have attacked Israel. The ratio definitely shifts in the direction of

68 Ezekiel 39:25 is a seeming exeeption (י ורחמת ), but the coupling of mercy and jealousy for 
his name dilutes the role o f mercy.

69 The present discussion has profited much from ?aul M. Joyce, Divine Initiative and Human 
Response in Ezekiel (Sheffield, U.K.: Sheffield Academic ?ress, 1989) and his Ezekiel: ACommentary. 
On “for the sake of my name,” the fundamental work is Walther Zimmerli, I Am Yahweh (ed. Walter 
Brueggemann; trans. Douglas w. Stott; Atlanta: John Knox, 1982).
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renewal and restoration. Chapters 4 0 8 بم  carry out a program of restoration without 
violent images either of destruction or of revenge, and a program dictated with 
measurements and with measured tone. In fact, a kind of calm descends upon the 
text and the language becomes more ordinary, contained, and factual.״ز The phrase 
“you shall know that I am y h w h ” and prospective concern for his name do not 
occur in these chapters. The stmcture of the temple, the details of measurement, 
bound and bind the powerful destructive affects of both man and God.

■  Cracks in the Wall
The visionary temple where God will establish his dwelling forever among the 
children of Israel (43:7) is massive. The walls surrounding Ezekiel’s temple are 
extraordinarily thick, some 10-11 feet (40:571 , and the gates or gatehouses ؛ 41:5)  
are formidable, bulwarks, not just walls.^ I suggest that, figuratively, such thick 
and formidable structures are needed as bulwarks against foe possibility that the 
restored people, renewed in mind and heart, may again break faith and backslide. 
Alternatively—or additionally—the structures are needed as a kind of guarantee 
that God will not relent on his pledge, “this is foe place of my throne and the place 
for foe soles of my feet, where I will reside among foe people of Israel forever” 
(Ezek 43:7).

I suggest that the “geometric vision” in these last chapters temporarily resolves, 
but does not solve, all the tensions and anxieties implicit in the story of foe 
relationship between God and the house of Israel. Job does not disappear, nor foe 
torment of the psalmist pleading with God:

Yet you [God] have rejeeted us and abased us, and have not gone out with our 
armies. .. . You have made us like sheep for slaughter and have seattered us 
among foe nations. ٠.. All this has eome upon us, yet we have not forgotten 
you, or been false to your eovenant. Our heart has not turned baek, nor have 
our steps departed from your way, yet you have broken us in foe haunt of 
jackals and covered us with deep darkness, (?s 44:9-19)

The facts of exile and the destruction of foe temple loom large, along with foe 
question of how the community can ensure that there will not be a repetition of

70 Ezekiel 43:7-9  does mention God’s wrath and how his holy name was defiled (but will no 
longer be defiled), but this is singular in these ehapters and is in foe past tense.

71 A literal break in the wall is deseribed in 8:7-8, the hole in foe temple wall, whieh Ezekiel 
is commanded to dig out and enlarge to see, or to enter a courtyard and see the abominations there 
being performed.

72 See The New Oxford Annotated Bible, 1238 (Hebrew Bible) and Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2, 349 
for foe length of the cubit. No thickness is given for foe walls o f Solomon’s temple. The desert 
tabernacle had only skins and curtains for walls. For the dimensions o f foe temple o f the Temple 
Scroll (11QT), see Johann Maier, “The Architectural History of the Temple in Jerusalem in the Light 
of the Temple Scroll,” in Temple Scroll Studies: Papers Presented at the International Symposium  
on the Temple Scroll, Manchester, December 1987  (ed. George j. Brooke; Journal for foe Study of 
the ?seudepigrapha Supplement Series 7; Sheffield, U.K.; JSGT, 1989) 23-61.
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the calamities that destroyed the first temple. For example, there is the problem of 
proportionality or lack o^roportionahty between sin and the ensuing punishment, 
as expressed in different forms throughout the book. Sons are not to suffer 
punishment for the sins of their fathers (and vice versa, Ezek 18:24), but it is 
not entirely clear whether the destruction of the first temple and the exile can be 
attributed to the sins of this generation, to the fathers’ sins, or to the sins of King 
Manasseh, several generations back (2 Kings 23:25-28). The cumulative life record 
of a person, or of a people, does not seem to be a major deciding factor—the sinner 
who becomes righteous is regarded as righteous, but the lifelong righteous person 
who sins does not have his history of righteousness remembered by God.^ Thus, 
even while Ezekiel 18 sets out Ezekiel’s version of God’s policy of collective and 
individual reward for obedience and punishment for disobedience, the resolution 
in chapters 4 0 4 8  depends on God having restored the people and given them a 
new heart, not on the people first having seen the light, experienced their shame 
and guilt, and repented.™ How much can one rely on the people’s experience of 
shame in maintaining these new conditions of purity and justice?™

Still, could there be uncertainty about the peimanence of God’s act ofrestoration, 
including a restored temple with its precise architecture and measurements and 
measured rituals? The ^o^rtionality ofthe architecture is clear; that of the relation 
between human actions and consequent punishment is not so clear. The degree of 
faith that is required is enormous—faith not only in God keeping his word, but 
faith in the people keeping theirs.

The durability ofthe vision ofrestoration also involves a wish-fulfilling belief— 
certainly familiar in the ancient world—that it is God’s doing that determines the 
political fate of Israel and toe nations. Faith in God’s promise of retribution to 
all the nations that have assaulted Israel and the restoration of Israel’s national

73 Ch. 18, with its declaration that each person suffers only for his own behavior, has been the focus 
of most ofthe discussion ofthe connection between behavior and punishment. It is problematic in its 
apparent contradiction to much of what is elsewhere in the book. Along with the commentaries listed 
above, see Michael Fishbane, “Sin and Judgment in the Frophecies o f Ezekiel,” Int 38 ( 1984) ؛ ل31־5م  
Gordon H. Matties, Ezekiel 18 and the Rhetoric o f  M oral Discourse (SEE Dissertation Series 126; 
Atlanta: Scholars Fress, 1990); Katherine Pfisterer Darr, “Froverb Ferformance and Transgenerational 
" in E zekiel’s Hierarchical World, 199-223. Jon D. Eevenson, Resurrection and the 
Restoration o f  Israel, 176-79 discusses Ezekiel 18 in its collective and individual implications, 
and the unresolved tensions therein (179). See Joyce, Ezekiel: A Commentary, 19-20 and 23-26  
and his Divine Initiative and Human Response, 79-87  on the complex admixture o f individual and 
collective responsibility in the Hebrew Eible as a whole, and in particular in Ezekiel.

74 See Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 737, “but there is no question that for him [Ezekiel] the change 
of human nature was not an act of grace.” For the strongest statement o f this point, see Schwartz, 
“Ezekiel’s Dim View of Restoration.”

75 See 43:10, bringing together the measurement o f the house and the shaming of the house of  
Israel. On shame in its varieties and moral implications in Ezekiel, see now Jacquline Eapsley, Can 
These Bones Live? The Problem o fthe  M oral Selfin  the Book ofEzekiel (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2000) 
and “Shame and Self-Knowledge: The Fositive Role o f Shame in Ezekiel’s View of the Moral Self,” 
in The Book ofE zekiel: Theological and Anthropological Perspectives, 143-73.
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continuity depends on not believing that larger political currents in the world (e.g., 
the rise and fall of Assyria, Babylonia, Bgypt, Tyre, and Edom) determine the life 
and fate of the children of Israel. Ezekiel’s vision of the restored twelve tribes of 
Israel defies any actual political analysis of why the exile occurred to begin with.^ 
Indeed, in Ezekiel, Babylon is never blamed̂؟  What matters is whether or not the 
people of Israel behave justly and remain loyal to God. It is a common observation 
that those who are relatively powerless, a group or individuals, can find refuge in 
blaming themselves for the bad things that happen to them. Erom the perspective 
of a small child, if a death or calamity can be explained as a result of her or his own 
bad thoughts and deeds, then potentially other calamitous events can be prevented 
by the best behavior and thoughts. Indeed, a frequent experience of adults in the 
face of death and disaster is to ruminate, “if only I had done, or said, such and such, 
this would not have happened.”

In sum, as invasive plants can work their way through even the sturdiest of stone 
walls, so doubts and lapses of faith in God and in oneself can effect such “cracks 
in the wall,” thereby posing new challenges for believers.

■  Conclusion and Further Directions 0؛ Inquiry
In order to test further the utility of my hypotheses about the uses of measurement 
and geometry in Ezekiel as a means to repair the “cracks in the wall,” we would have 
to look in two directions: “back” into the rest of the Hebrew Bible and “forward” 
to later Jewish and Christian interpretations of these last chapters of Ezekiel. In 
narratives involving measurement and precision, does measurement appear in 
order to contain chaos, especially the moral chaos inherent in human behavior? As 
prime examples, it would be necessary to take a fresh look at the accounts of the 
construction of the desert tabernacle and of Solomon’s temple, but we have much 
more to explore in this regard as well,^ such as the flood narrative in Genesis and 
passages on measurement and boundary such as Isaiah 40:12 and Job 38.

76 See the trenehant eomments o f David Noel Freedman, The Nine Commandments: Uncovering a 
Hidden Pattern ofCrim e and Punishment in the Hebrew Bible (with Jeffrey Geoghegan and Michael 
Homan; ed. Astrid Beck; Garden City, N.Y.: Donbleday, 2000) 161-64, citing 2 Kgs 7:5-17. Ezekiel 
needs to be affirmed as a credible prophet and the exiles in Babylon believe in him much more after 
his prophecy o f the destruction of the temple has been borne out. However, his earlier prophecy 
that Tyre will be destroyed by the Babylonians was a failed prophecy, corrected by God promising 
Nebuchadnezzar the spoils o f Egypt as recompense for his not being able to capture and despoil 
Tyre. This prediction also turned out not to be true. See Greenberg, Ezekiel 21-37, 614-18.

77 In contrast to the book of Jeremiah, in which Babylon is mostly not condemned, Nebuchadnezzar 
even being declared “my servant” by God; but in several places prophecies o f doom against Babylon 
are pronounced, e.g., Jer 25:12-14; 5 م , throughout. See also Fs 137, “By the Rivers o f Babylon,” 
vv. 8-9.

78 Classic Jewish sources have posited a relation between the golden calf and the giving of 
instructions on building the tabernacle, e.g., Rashi on Exodus 31:18. See also Levenson, Creation 
and the Persistence o f  Evil, 78-99. Note the precise quantities o f the booty taken and distributed
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Looking forward, there are questions to be explored about how Jewish and 
Christian eo^ en ta tors struggled to deal with some of the ineonsisteneies and 
diffieulties in Ezekiel, espeeially 4 0 8 بم . My preliminary explorations suggest that 
the attempts to “repair the cracks in the wall” were never entirely satisfaetory, but 
at the same time, they stimulated creative solutions that did much to sustain both 
religious traditions. In Jewish tradition, suggestions in this regard arising from 
the work of several authors include: the idea of study as a replacement for the 
destroyed temple^; resurrection of the dead;*؛؛ legal order, the order ofthe Mishnah, 
as a transformation of geometric order ؛81 מדה כנגד מדה  “measure for measure” in 
foe dispensing of divine punishment؛ the transformation of מדה, as “measure” to 
 as moral attribute (especially of God). Another rabbinic extension of the use מדה
of מדה is in the ascription to God of two modes of judging people, with either the 
“attribute (measure) of foe law,” הרחמים מדת  or with foe “attribute (measure) of 
mercy” 82. הדין מדת  As a corollary, one finds in Ezekiel commentaries an evocation 
of the reparative role of God’s חסד , “loving-kindness” or “faithfulness” (a term 
lacking in Ezekiel) despite human perversity.^

In Christian religious development, commentators often weave the word 
“grace” into discussions ofthe problems raised by Ezekiel,8* as well as emphasis 
on resurrection ofthe dead. Also worthy ofoeexamination is the complex relation

after the massive slaughter by the Israelites ofthe Midianites, ineluding M oses’ rebuke of the leaders 
for not having killed all the married women and all the male ehildren in Numbers 31.

79 Eisemann, Ezekiel, 671-73, eiting Rashi and Radak, in N ’vee-em U-K’too-veem, M ikra’ot 
Gedolot, Yechezkayl (Jerusalem: M ’kor ha-sfareem, 1998).

80 See Levenson, Resurrection andRestoration, especially 82-107, for a eomplex argument on the 
tight linkage between some preeursor of resurreetion in the Hebrew Bible and the theme of national 
restoration. Thus, the se ^ en ee  of Ezek 37, the vision ofthe resurreetion ofthe dry bones, the reuniting 
of Israel and Judah, and the subse^ ent chapters on national restoration are of a piece, constituting 
a matrix out of which later second temple and rabbinic ideas on resurrection can arise.

81 Jonathan z. Smith, To Take Place, has argued that the formal and structural features of 
Ezekiel’s temple and the relationships of difference that are encoded in those features were suitable 
for transformation as replacements for “place” (i.e., foe literal temple) by the Mishnaic system of 
organizing “differences”: “The place could be replicated in a system of differences transferred from 
one realm or locale (for example, Mishnah). For it is not foe terms but the relations that mattered” 
(85). See also n. 19 above.

82 This distinction in the book of Ezekiel is especially problematic when compared to the other 
prophetic books, e.g., Jer 31:20, where God’s personal distress is part of foe abundant mercy

ם ח ר ) he will show to E ^raim . “Mercy”(D,ûnn) is not found in Ezekiel؛ showing mercy 
ם) ח ר ) is found only once (39:25), “and I shall be merciful to the whole House of Israel and be 
jealous for my holy name” [translation mine].

83 Rashi on 43:10-11 in N ’vee-em U-K’too-veem, M ikra’ot G edolot, Yechezkayl.
*٠ Lapsley, “Shame and Self-K nowledge,” 158, citing Daniel I. Block, The Book o f  Ezekiel: 

Chapters 1-24  (NICOT؛ Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997) 658: “the experience o f divine mercy 
drives true covenant people to their knees.” See Joyce, Ezekiel: A Commentary, 26-27, for the 
argument that it is not anachronistic to read “grace” back into Ezekiel, but rather, “it is Christianity 
that is the borrower here. Exilic theological developments are fundamental to New Testament and 
especially ?auline theology.”



between Revelation and Ezekiel 4 0 8 بم  in terms of the replacement of the physieal 
temple by Christ as temple and by a eelestial Jemsalem.^ Concomitantly, the 
sacrifice of the Son of God, the Lamb, presents another attempt at solution to the 
inevitability of human sinfulness and its effects on God.^

My assumption is that tracking these various developments and attempted 
theological solutions would reveal that the search for solution and resolution of 
the problems raised in Ezekiel continues. There is a need to integrate the image of 
God wielding the “rod of his wrath” and of God holding the “rod of measurement.” 
That need resonates with the need to integrate the divided creature that is the human 
being, and to answer the question, “how can two beings, each divided within itself, 
namely man and God, manage to forge and maintain a durable and trustworthy 
connection?”

85 See Jonathan z. Smith, Drudgery Divine, 1 2 t-22 , especially 121 n. 14, and references to his 
earlier works on the distinction between “locative” (having a space/place) and “ntopian” (utopia=“no 
place”) forms of salvation. “Locative” precisely describes the temple in Ezekiel—it emphasizes 
keeping one’s proper place and reinforcing boundaries: “emplacement is the norm, rectification, 
cleaning or healing is undertaken if foe norm is breached.” The vision in Revelation of a celestial 
Jerusalem with no physical temple is thus “utopian.” For a different view, see Paul Joyce, “Ezekiel 
40-42: The Earliest ‘Heavenly Ascent’ Narrative?” in The Book o f  Ezekiel and Its Influence (ed. 
Henk Jan de Jonge and Johannes Tromp; Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007) 1 7 4 1  and lan K. Boxall, 
“Exile, Prophet, Visions: Ezekiel’s Influence on foe Book of Revelation,” in The Book o f Ezekiel 
and its Influence, 147-64.

*٠ See Zimmerli, Ezekiel, 2:420-21: “But the priestly/prophetic witness of Ezekiel 43 still knows 
nothing o f that terrifying act o f God in which he gives himself in his servant, in order to crown his 
love, to the unclean world as a pure sin offering (Is 53:10).”
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