Parshat Tetzaveh

>>
Archaeology vs. Tradition

The Jewish people have traditions dating back thousands
of years which outline the specific form and format of our
traditions.

What if archeologists find contradictory evidence? Do we
change our rituals or do we not?

Dedicated in honor of
our dear children and grandson

By Mendy & Dinie Mangel
Cherry Hill, NJ



Preface:

This lesson focuses on a well-known topic: the shape of the menorah. The Rebbe
spoke about it on several occasions; this lesson is just one of those sichos, where
the Rebbe addresses that topic along with the topic of the tzitz, the headplate of
the High Priest. The Rebbe focuses on a specific point: that our traditions carry
more weight than archeological evidence and the like. Archeological finds cannot be
explained with certainty; we don't know who created the item or who put it there.
Our traditions, however, have remained constant throughout the generations.

This sicha is part of the Rebbe’s general outlook regarding the purported clash
between science and Torah. The Rebbe often explained that while scientific
discoveries are important and valid, their theories cannot be presented as absolute
fact, and therefore cannot be viewed as contradictions to Torah. An honest scientist
and researcher will admit that his findings consist of some form of conjecture or
assumption; they are by definition theory, and therefore cannot refute the absolute
truths of Torah, handed down by tradition.
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Opening

The menorah is the most famous Jewish symbol in Jewish history. It can be found on
synagogues, logos, and all sorts of Jewish paraphernalia.

It is commonly depicted with round branches. The source of this image is the Arch
of Titus. After the destruction of Jerusalem, Titus held a massive parade to celebrate
his victory, and images of that day were engraved on a celebratory arch that he
commissioned in Rome.

Over the course of several talks in 1983, the Rebbe addressed this topic. He noted
that according to Jewish tradition, based on Maimonides and Rashi, the original
sacred menorah in the Temple actually had straight branches.

What is the source of their opinion? How do we deal with the conflicting versions?
When archaeology seems to contradict our traditions, what is the Jewish approach?



A. The Headplate In Rome

Source 1 exodus 28:36-38

In this week’s Torah portion, we read about the specific garments of the priesthood, and the

special eight garments worn by the High Priest during his service in the Temple. One of those

garments was the tzitz, the headplate.

You shall make a headplate of pure gold,
and you shall engrave upon it, engraved
like a signet ring, “Sacred to G-d.” You
shall place it on a cord of turquoise wool,
and it shall be next to the turban. It
should be worn right near the front of the
turban. It shall be on Aaron’s forehead,
and he shall bring forgiveness for errors
in the sacred offerings that the children
of Israel consecrate as holy gifts. It shall
be always on his forehead to bring them
favor before G-d.

Source 2 raimud, Tractate Shabbat 63b

The verse stated that the headplate should read “Sacred to G-d.” The sages of the Mishnah,

who lived in the era following the Temple’s destruction, argued regarding its specific format.

It was taught: The headplate is like a
smooth plate of gold; its width is two
fingerbreadths, and it circles the fore-
head from ear to ear. It reads “Sacred to
G-d” in two lines: Yud hey, G-d’s name,
on the upper line, and kodesh lamed, “sa-
cred to—" on the second, in deference to
G-d’s name.
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Rabbi Eliezer ben Rabbi Yosi said: I saw =Rk WTY"?N 27 MY
it in Rome and it had “Sacred to G-d” M2 PRI IR 0P
written on one line. "R wWIRT YRy I

DR w3

G-d
First Opinion: Sacred to Rabbi Eliezer: Sacred to G-d

Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of the Temple Vessels 9:1

Maimonides rules according the first opinion, that it was written in two lines.

How is the headplate made? We make Ty L% wyn 7802
a plate of gold two fingerbreadths wide Y 0N 291 SY ov
that extends over the forehead from one '[__I}{'? IR 77PN1 MYAN

ear to the other, and upon it we write, PO WY 1"2}] amo)
“Sacred to G-d” in two lines: “Sacred 2 Aontn wIR NP wIp
to—" on the lower line and “G-d” on the Raia'falia)
upper one. o

Meiri,* Beit Habechira on Tractate Shabbat 63b

The Mei'ri emphasizes that the ruling follows the main opinion, despite the eyewitness
testimony of Rabbi Eliezer.

Although one of the greatest sages TIMY D Y AN
testified that he saw it in Rome written PRI IR 17N 020NN
with one line, the sages did not change 15 wWTIP POV 2IN1 1A
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eyewitness testimony.

* Beit Habechira is a work on the Talmud written in the thirteenth century by Rabbi Menachem
ben Shlomo HaMe'iri, a famous Catalan Rabbinic figure, but only discovered and published in
the early twentieth century.



>> The Rebbe

Tradition Outweighs Testimony

Jewish law rules that the headplate engravement should be done on two lines, despite Rabbi
Eliezer’s personal testimony that the headplate he saw in Rome was written on one line.
Because tradition cannot be disregarded, even in the face of evidence to the contrary.

This week’s Torah portion states, “You shall
make a headplate of pure gold, and you shall
engrave upon it, engraved like a signet ring,
‘Sacred to G-d.”

The Talmud records a discussion about how
the words “Sacred to G-d” were written.

“The headplate is like a plate of gold...and
it contains two lines: The first line has G-d’s
name, and the second line read, ‘Sacred to-"".
(Rashi explains that G-d’s name was placed on
the upper line and the words “Sacred to” on
the lower line so that no word would be placed
above G-d’'s name). “Rabbi Eliezer ben Rabbi
Yosi said: I saw it in Rome and it had ‘Sacred to
G-d’ written on one line”

Maimonides writes: “Upon it we write ‘Sacred
to G-d’ in two lines: ‘Sacred to—' on the lower
line and ‘G-d’ on the upper one. If the words
were written on one line it was valid. There
were times when they were written on one
line”

The Me'iri writes: “Although one of the
greatest sages testified that he saw it in Rome
written with one line, the sages did not change
their opinion, even in the face of eyewitness
testimony.”
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In this debate about the writing on the
headplate, we see something fascinating.
Despite the testimony of Rabbi Eliezer, “I
saw it in Rome, and ‘Sacred to G-d’ was
written in one line,” Maimonides rules
according to the first opinion, that it
should be written in two lines.

From the words of the Talmud itself,
if we were to disregard the words of
Maimonides, there would be room to
believe that the sages changed their
mind after Rabbi Eliezer’s testimony, in
light of the firsthand evidence that it had
been written in one line. But Maimonides
chose to follow their initial ruling, which
demonstrates that they did not change
their opinion after Rabbi Eliezer’s
testimony, and remained convinced that
it is to be written with two lines.

This is also confirmed by the Me'iri, who
wrote that “the sages did not change their
opinion, even in the face of eyewitness
testimony.

The reason the sages rejected the
evidence is because they had a tradition,
passed down through the generations
that “Sacred to G-d” was written in two
lines. They were not swayed by the fact
that an eyewitness, a prominent rabbi,
claimed to have seen a headplate in Rome
with one line, because it was likely not
the headplate of the High Priest at all (as
we will explain). They were certain, based
on their tradition, that the High Priest’s
headplate was written in two lines.
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In other words: In the absence of
a clear tradition about the style of
the headplate, there would be room
to accept eyewitness evidence to
determine how it was written. But if
our tradition tells us that “Sacred to
G-d” was written in two lines, there
is no room to reject it based on the
testimony of an eyewitness; clearly, he
did not see the headplate described
in the Torah but rather a different
headplate entirely. However, Rabbi
Eliezer himself believed that it was
written in one line, because he had not
heard the above-mentioned tradition

from his teachers.
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It is likely that people fashioned similar headplates, so there is no way to prove that he saw

the actual headplate of the Holy Temple.

The possibility that Rabbi Eliezer saw a
different headplate is highly plausible.
Being a golden adornment, it is very
likely that other people fashioned
similar ones as personal jewelry (that
wouldn't transgress the prohibition to
create a replica of the Temple); perhaps
they wrote “Sacred to G-d” on one line,
unlike the headplate of the Temple.
It is also possible that even non-Jews
fashioned headplates for their own
deities [non-Jews valued the Temple
and its vessels as well, as evident from
the fact that Achashverosh himself
made use of them at his feast], and why
would anyone tell them how to fashion
it?
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B. The Menorah of Titus

Source 5 xodus 25:31-32

In last week’s Torah portion, the Torah describes exactly how the menorah is fashioned.

Make a candelabra out of pure gold. It
shall be formed by hammering it. Its base,
stem, and decorative cups, spheres and
flowers must be hammered out of a single
piece of gold. Six branches extending
from its sides, three branches on one
side of the menorah and three branches
on the other side.

Rashi explains that the branch is extended upwards diagonally, not in a half circle.

Rashi

Extending from its sides in each
direction diagonally, spreading upwards
until the full height of the candelabra, i.e.
its center branch. They extend outward
from the center branch, one above the
other; the bottom one is the longest, the
one above is shorter and the top one is
even shorter, because they match the
height of the middle branch, the seventh,
from which the six branches extended.
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Source 6 ranbi avraham, the son of Maimonides

Maimonides drew a depiction of the Menorah which had straight branches as well. Some
argue that the depiction is not meant to be accurate, but his son Rabbi Avraham writes the

very opposite.
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Source 7 Talmud, Tractate Menachot 28b

There is another important element to the menorah, according to the Talmud. It stood on

legs.

Shmuel says in the name of a certain
elder: The height of the menorah was
eighteen handbreadths. The legs and the
flowers were three handbreadths, and
the next two handbreadths were bare.

Source 8 josippon,* chapter 95

Close to the destruction of the Temple, Josephus describes how an enterprising priest brought

Titus various vessels from the Temple.

At this point, Joshua the son of High
Priest Shabtai came to Titus, with two of
the goldern menorahs that were in the
Temple, with the golden tables that were
in it as well...with the fine garments, the
garments of the priesthood plated with
gold and decorated with diamonds and
precious stones, and he gave these all to
Titus...
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* Josippon, or Yosifun, is an adapted version of the historical writings of Josephus Flavius, Yosef ben
Matityahu, who witnessed the Churban. In this sicha, the transcribers cite Josippon, but it is interesting
to note that in the original writings of Josephus, he describes these menorahs as “two golden menorahs
like those of the Temple.” Likewise, in his description of the menorah at Titus’s victory parade, he says that
“Its structure was different from that which we made use of, for its middle shaft was fixed upon a base, and
small branches protruded out of it to great length, looking like a trident.” This also seems to imply that it
was not the traditional menorah-i.e. the menorah of the Temple. (See The Jewish War vol. 6 chapter 8:3,
and vol. 7 chapter 5:5).



>> The Rebbe

The Real Menorah Wasn’t Round

According to Jewish tradition, the menorah’s branches were straight. The round menorah
comes from the engravement on the Arch of Titus. But as we said earlier, that cannot

override our tradition.

Now, the words of the Me'iri (that
eyewitnesses cannot override tradition)
can apply to the features of the Menorah
as well.

We've previously explained atlength that
the arms of the Menorah extended (not
in a half circle but) in a straight, diagonal
line, as evident from Maimonides’
handwritten depiction. Maimonides’
son too, Rabbi Avraham, notes that “six
branches...extended from the body of
the menorah upwards in a straight line,
as my father depicted them, not in a
half-circle as others maintain” Rashi
concurs in his commentary on the
Torah: he writes that the arms reached
upwards diagonally, in a straight line.

This refutes those who say that the
menorah had round arms, basing their
opinion on the depiction on the Arch of
Titus. They argue that the designer of the
arch was an eyewitness who personally
saw the menorah among the other
vessels of the Temple brought to Rome.
However, his depiction contradicts the
writings of Maimonides and Rashi (who
had received a tradition through the
generations that the menorah’s arms
were straight). We obviously cannot
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rely on the arch more than on our own
tradition. In the words of Me'iri, “The
sages did not change their opinion, even
in the face of eyewitness testimony.
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There are other reasons to believe that the Arch doesn’t depict the real menorah. It doesn’t
have legs, and it has engravements that are contrary to Jewish tradition.

This is especially true in light of the fact
that many aspects of the menorah on the
Arch of Titus contradict the descriptions
in the Talmud (based on our tradition). For
example, the Talmud clearly states that the
menorah had legs, but the image on the
Arch of Titus depicts no such thing.

Some have attempted to explain that being
dragged around (from Jerusalem to Rome
and during the victory procession itself) its
legs fell off. That’s indeed a nice explanation,
but there are other differences as well, both
in regard to the gold base of the menorah
and with regard to the various illustrations
(images of animals like a snake, the sun
and moon, and so on)* that are depicted
on the menorah on the arch of Titus—
which contradict the biblical command that
forbids the engraving of celestial bodies.
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* It should be noted that one of those images is a sea dragon, one of the
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false deities worshiped by the Romans and something that was certainly

not on the Temple menorah.
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It seems that the menorah of Titus was a different menorah altogether. From the writings
of Josephus it is evident that there were a number of menorahs, beyond the sacred menorah

in the Holy section of the Temple.

Clearly, the image depicted on the
Arch of Titus is not the menorah of the
Temple, being that it contradicts our
tradition. It is probably the depiction
of a similar menorah. It is very likely
that other individuals fashioned
candelabras which somewhat
resembled the Temple menorah, for
purposes of decoration etc., but were
obviously not identical to the menorah
in every detail.

Proof of the matter (that there were
many similar candelabras) can be
brought from Josephus. To preface:
Despite questions about Josephus’s
reliability (the Tzemach Tzedek does
cite him, but that is not a confirmation
of everything he writes), if he describes
a situation with no apparent agenda in
mind, we can consider it reliable.

Josephus describes how a priest
brought Titus two golden menorahs.

Seemingly, the second Temple should
have had only one! [King Solomon did
fashion ten menorahs but they did not
exist in the Second Temple] so clearly,
the two menorahs brought to Titus
were not the menorahs of the Temple
but imitations.
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There is also no reason to believe that they
fooled Titus into believing that these were
the Temple menorahs (because he too, was
aware that the Jews were still conducting
the Temple service which included the
lighting of the menorah, so these were
obviously not the Temple menorahs). This
priest simply wanted to find favor in Titus’
eyes, so he brought him beautiful and
expensive candelabras that were imitations
of the menorah in the Temple. As said—not
to fool him into thinking that these were
the menorahs of the Temple, but simply as
an expensive bribe.

Returning to our discussion: Since we have
a tradition about the shape of the Menorah
(passed down by Maimonides and Rashi,
who received it from their teachers), no
eyewitness account can change that. In the
words of Me'iri, “The sages did not change
their opinion, even in the face of eyewitness
testimony.” If the arch contradicts our
tradition, it is not the actual menorah of
the Temple at all, rather a depiction of a
different menorah.

Shabbat Parshat Tetzave 5743 (1983
Toras Menachem 5743 vol. 2 pg. 1050.
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C. Addendum

Most depictions of the round menorah come from non-Jewish sources. However, there
are some commentators who also maintained that the menorah was round. The following

excerpt from Chabad.org encapsulates the Rebbe’s response to those opinions.

Sources for Rounded Menorah
From Chabad.org/3523185, by Rabbi Yehuda Shurpin.

There are two 17th-century rabbis, Rabbi Yosef Shalit ben Eliezer Riqueti in
Chochmat haMishkan and Rabbi Emmanuel Ricci in Ma'aseh Choshev (more
famous for his kabbalistic work Mishnat Chassidim), who describe the branches
of the menorah as being rounded.

They both write that although their descriptions differ from Rashi’s, they chose
to do so by virtue of the fact that Maimonides (as well as the simple reading of
the Talmud) omits the word b'alachson (diagonal) when describing the branches,
apparently implying that he thought them to be round. This nuance is highly
relevant, as we shall see.

Additionally, to support the claim that the branches of the menorah were rounded,
some have pointed to the opinion of one of the earlier biblical commentators,
Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra (1092-1167), who writes in the name of the “kadmonim”
(the “ancients”) that the branches of the menorah were “rounded like a crown.”
However, the simplest and most probable meaning of this description is that in
Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra’s opinion, the branches surrounded the center candle in
a half-circle, i.e., if you were to look down at the menorah from above, the candles
weren't in a straight line but rather in a half-moon shape. This is in line with
what Rabbi Abraham Abele Gombiner (best known for his commentary on the
Shulchan Aruch, the Magen Avraham) writes in his commentary to the Midrash,
which seems to be the “kadmonim” cited by Rabbi Avraham the Ibn Ezra.

However, as Rabbi Abraham Abele points out, this opinion contradicts the
accepted, authoritative view of the Mishnah and Talmud that the branches of the
menorah were aligned. As such, this third (and mostly rejected) opinion does not
have much bearing on the general straight-vs.-rounded-branch debate discussed
here.



While Maimonides does not describe the shape of the branches in his Mishneh
Torah, he does address the topic in a rare manuscript of his “Commentary to the
Mishnah,” in which he hand-draws the design of the menorah. In this drawing,
the branches are depicted as straight lines from the stem to the full height of the
menorah.

Lest there be any confusion, Maimonides’ son, Rabbi Abraham ben Harambam, in
his commentary to Exodus, writes that the branches “extend from the stem of the
menorah to the top in a straight line (beyosher), as my father of blessed memory
drew, not in arc-shape as others have drawn.

Maimonides’ manuscript was sold to the University of Oxford in 1693. While Rabbi
Ricci, who passed away in 1743, apparently visited London on his travels, it is highly
unlikely he would have visited Oxford, and even if he did, it is unlikely he would
have been given permission to enter the Bodleian library, as openly practicing
Jews were allowed entry into Oxford only in 1856. Additionally, even if he were
to have gained entry, he probably would not have found the manuscript, since
the Hebrew manuscripts only began to be catalogued in 1868, and the complete
catalogue was published 18 years later in the year 1886.

Had Rabbi Ricci and Rabbi Riqueti seen this manuscript with Maimonides’ own
hand-drawnillustrations, they would not have deduced that Maimonides’ omission
of the word “diagonal” in describing the shape of the branches meant they were
rounded. They would have concluded that, like the Talmud, Maimonides had not
purposely omitted the word “diagonal”; he simply did not describe the trajectory
of the branches.

Inlight of this, the Rebbe points out that there is really no earlier source than Rabbi
Ricci and Rabbi Riqueti that describes the branches of the menorah as rounded.
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