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PREFACE

THIS VOLUME 1Is the result of our mutual interest in the Avodah
piyyutim and our conviction that these compositions are significant not
only for the history of Hebrew literature but also for the history of
Judaism in late antiquity. In 1996, Joseph Yahalom published the anony-
mous piyyut Az be-’En Kol, an edition of a previously unknown, mon-
umental Avodah composition with an introduction on the history and
significance of the genre. During this time, Michael Swartz had begun
work on a study of ideas of sacrifice in post-biblical Judaism in which
the Avodah piyyutim would play a pivotal role. When we learned of our
common research interests, we decided to collaborate on an anthology
and translation of early Avodah piyyutim. We decided on a format that
would allow readers to understand the intricate network of allusions,
biblical phrases, and expressions that characterize this genre. We also
decided that the Hebrew texts of the piyyutim should be placed on fac-
ing pages with the English translations and that new texts of the
piyyutim would be prepared.

We then set about finding a publisher that would be willing to take
on the challenge of making this complex volume a reality. We were very
fortunate to find enthusiastic advocates of this project at Penn State
University Press. Peter Potter, editor-in-chief of the Press, was eager to
show us how it could be done and has shepherded the volume to pro-
duction with intelligence, grace, and extraordinary patience. The editors
of the Penn State Library of Jewish Literature, Professors Baruch
Halperin and Aminadav Dikman, have also been supportive of this book
from the beginning. Special credit also goes to Keith Monley, who as
copyeditor contributed immensely by saving us from countless errors
and awkward turns of phrase, charging us to be consistent in our dis-
cussions and references, and helping us turn this into a readable book.
The book was also proofread by M. Novick and Y. Septimus, two Yale
University graduate students. Dr. Raphael Posner in Jerusalem, working
with Jennifer Norton at Penn State Press, undertook the task of type-
setting the Hebrew and English texts and likewise contributed consid-
erably to its accuracy and design. Professors Dick Davis of Ohio State
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University, Abraham Holtz of the Jewish Theological Seminary of
America, and Norman Bronznick of Rutgers University gave valuable
advice on general and specific topics related to this volume, as did Natalie
Dohrman at the University of Pennsylvania and Peter Cole in Jerusalem.

This project has also received a great deal of support from insti-
tutions and individuals, to whom our gratitude is due. The book was
supported by a publication subvention from the Ohio State University
College of Humanities as well as research grants from the College of
Humanities, the Melton Center for Jewish Studies and the Office of
International Studies at the Ohio State University, and a Fulbright-Hays
Fellowship for research in Israel.

We dedicate this book to the late Professor Aaron Mirsky, who was
a pioneer in the field of piyyut, and who published the Avodah piyyutim
of the earliest known liturgical poet, Yose ben Yose. He was one of the
first scholars to show how the poetic and mythic dimensions of the
Avodah piyyutim could contribute to our knowledge of late antique
Judaism.

SIGLA

For the English translations:

[ ] lacuna in the manuscripts

[xxx] text restored or emended

(xxx) text added for clarification

{xxx} text restored from another manuscripts

For the Hebrew edition:

<...> lacuna in the manuscripts
<xxx> text restored or emended
[xxx] emendation in the manuscript
{xxx} text struck out in manuscript



INTRODUCTION

EVERY YEAR ON Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, in synagogues
around the world, congregations recall the biblical sacrifice of purifica-
tion and expiation that formed the basis for the original Yom Kippur.
This recollection takes the form of a service known as the Avodah, des-
ignated by the Hebrew term for sacrificial worship. In this service, the
prayer leader describes the sacrifice in detail, but not before recounting
the history of the world from creation to the erection of the Tabernacle.
The text of the service is a long liturgical poem. Within this poem the
leader repeats a confession that, according to the ancient rabbis, was
recited by the high priest in the sanctuary. When he does this, he and
the congregation prostrate themselves to the floor, reciting a doxology
that was to be recited on hearing the name of God.

This service, with its unusual prostrations, its detailed discourse
on sacrifice, and its historical sweep, is unique in the liturgy of the
synagogue. To modern Jews, it has been the subject of attraction and
consternation. The great twentieth-century Jewish philosopher Franz
Rosenzweig seems to have been so moved by the power of the Yom
Kippur liturgy that he revoked his decision to convert to Christianity;'
yet the Reform movement found any mention of the sacrificial system
in the synagogue liturgy deeply disturbing and controversial.” Today,
messianically oriented sects of Jews pay serious attention to its details,
publishing High Holy Day prayer books that emphasize this aspect of
the liturgy, illustrated with speculative renderings of the Temple and its
service.”

The Avodah service goes back to the early days of the synagogue,
to the first few centuries after the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem
in 70 c.E. It is an integral part of the lost literature of the ancient

1. Nahum N. Glatzer, “Franz Rosenzweig: The Story of a Conversion,” Judaism 1 (1952): 69-79;
see 73.

2. Cf. Abraham Geiger’s remarks quoted in Jakob J. Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform in
Europe: The Liturgy of European Liberal and Reform Judaism (New York: World Union for Pro-
gressive Judaism, 1968), 166-67.

3. Mahzor ha-Miqdash (Jerusalem: Temple Institute, 1995-97).
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synagogue known as piyyut. This complex and fascinating poetry was
once sung in synagogues in Palestine during the classical age of the
Talmuds and Midrash, from the fourth and seventh centuries.

Although it was often suppressed by generations of rabbis, its
ornamental beauty and its deep exploration of sacred stories ensured
its popularity for centuries. This literature, which produced dozens of
poets and thousands of compositions before the rise of Islam, was barely
known to us until the discovery of the Cairo Genizah, a treasury of
discarded medieval Jewish manuscripts, at the end of the nineteenth
century. It could be argued that the discovery of this literature is in fact
second only in importance among discoveries of Hebrew literary texts
to that of the Dead Sea Scrolls for our understanding of ancient Judaism,
for it preserves linguistic forms, myths, and ways of thinking that we
would not have known from Talmudic literature.

In the Middle Ages, this type of liturgical poetry was not always
received with enthusiasm. In the Talmudic academies of Babylonia in
the eighth and ninth centuries, the rabbinic authorities Yehudai Gaon
and Pirqoi ben Baboi attempted to legislate against the inclusion of
piyyut in the liturgy, arguing that it was forbidden to add one word to the
statutory service.* Their efforts, however, met with limited success, and
piyyut continued to flourish even in the Babylonian Jewish liturgy and its
Middle Eastern and European successors. In the modern period as well,
piyyut was criticized for its length and obscurity, and many piyyutim
were expunged from daily services in most Western congregations.’

The Avodah poems, a complex genre that includes myth, ritual,
and biblical exegesis, can teach us much about the ways ancient Jews
understood sacrifice, sacred space, and sin. They are also yield a rich
trove of myths and symbols not found in the conventional rabbinic
sources such as the Talmuds and Midrash. They contain details about
the ancient Temple known to ancient historians such as Josephus and
to authors of the biblical Apocrypha but not to the Talmudic authorities.
Moreover, they constitute important evidence for the social and cultural
diversity of ancient Palestine, while reflecting the concerns of the
priesthood in an age dominated by rabbis. They are also valuable as

4. For an overview, see Lawrence A. Hoffman, The Canonization of the Synagogue Service
otre Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame University Press, 1979), 66-71.
(N D Ind.: N D University P ), 66
5. Petuchowski, Prayerbook Reform, 122, 155, and elsewhere; cf. note 38 below.
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coherent statements in the trajectory of biblical interpretation. Above
all, these compositions rise to the level of fine literature. They are the
products of great literary effort, continue and extend the tradition of
biblical parallelism, and give evidence to the aesthetic sensibilities of
the Mediterranean in late antiquity.

The historical importance of this genre lies in one of the central
problems in the history of Judaism. In biblical and Hellenistic times the
Jerusalem Temple was considered to be the locus for the Potent Presence
of God, which was said to descend on the holy of holies when invoked
by the high priest at Yom Kippur.® It was the attainment of purification
and the attraction of this Presence, and not only atonement, that lay
at the heart of Yom Kippur. The loss of that Temple therefore meant
the absence of that Presence from the world. The rabbis of the first
centuries c.E. assured the people that prayer, study of Torah, and per-
formance of the commandments were effective substitutes for Temple
sacrifice. But the influence of the Temple and its ritual lived on, in the
study of Talmudic tractates relating to sacrificial worship and in poetic
evocations of the ancient rites. These were strategies for coping with the
loss of the sanctuary in an age when most Greco-Roman communities
practiced some form of sacrifice.

The Avodah piyyutim form a central corpus for understanding
this problem. These poems, epic in scope, begin with extensive poetic
descriptions of the creation of the world and the patriarchs of humanity,
and wend their way through Israel’s sacred history to the establishment
of the sacrificial cult. At that point they describe in lavish detail the
process by which the high priest prepares for the sacrifice, dons his cer-
emonial vestments, and offers up the bull and goat, a sacrifice whose
culmination is the triumphant news that Israel has been forgiven.

This volume is an anthology of the Avodah compositions accom-
panied by a translation. It begins with the simplest, a prose retelling of
the rabbinic narration of the sacrifice (Shiv‘at Yamim) and its poetic
preamble, Atah Barata, includes several Avodah poems—among them
the masterpieces Az be-’En Kol, the most comprehensive such compo-
sition, and Azkir Gevurot by the seminal poet Yose ben Yose—and con-

6. On this concept, see Baruch A. Levine, “The Presence of God in Biblical Religion,” in Reli-
gions in Antiquity: Essays in Memory of E. R. Goodenough, ed. Jacob Neusner (Leiden: Brill, 1968),
71-87; idem, In the Presence of the Lord (Leiden: Brill, 1974); and idem, The JPS Torah Commentary:
Leviticus (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989).
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cludes with a lament for Israel’s lost sanctuary. In our presentation of
this material we shall demonstrate why the Avodah held such fascination
for generations of ancient Jews.

AFTER THE TEMPLE
According to ancient Israelite religion, in order for the Presence of God
to appear in the Temple, the sanctuary had to be rid of all ritual impurity.”
Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, provided the community an oppor-
tunity not only to atone for its sins but to cleanse the Temple of physical
impurity. On that day only, the high priest, clad in white linen, entered
the innermost sanctuary, the holy of holies, with his offer of incense and
his prayers on behalf of the nation. It was believed that if the purification
and incense rituals were carried out properly and the nation was deserv-
ing, the Presence of God would descend on the holy of holies.

In Jewish cultic theology, therefore, the loss of that Temple meant
the loss of that Presence to the world. With no sacrifices and no physical
sanctuary, the annual appearance of the Divine on earth was no longer
to be. That this idea persisted well beyond the first century is attested by
a poetic passage in a fifth-century homiletic composition known as
Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana describing how the divine presence, the
Shekhinah, ascended in ten stages when the Temple was destroyed:

From the ark cover to the cherub;

From the cherub to the threshold of the house;
From the Temple building to the two cherubim;
From the two cherubim to the roof of the sanctuary;

And so on, finally upward.’

The tragedy of that destruction and the crisis it created were thus
not simply physical but theological. The Babylonian Talmud paints a
portrait of groups of first-century ascetics who abstained from meat and
wine in mourning for the Temple.’ Centuries later, groups known as the

7. Levine, Presence of the Lord.

8. See Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana 13:11 (ed. Mandelbaum, pp. 234-35) (= Buber 114b); cf. Midrash
Ekhah (ed. Buber) Petihta 25 (fols. 15a-b); Avot de-Rabbi Natan A (ed. Schechter) ch. 34 (p. 102);
b. Rosh Hashanah 31a.

9. B. Baba Batra 60b.



INTRODUCTION 5

Mourners of Zion developed an ascetic regimen on this basis. The apoc-
ryphal Book of Baruch reflects the response of apocalyptic communities
that saw the cataclysm as a challenge to their eschatological expectations.
The centuries following the destruction of the Temple also saw the rise of
the leading rabbis, scholars who needed no priestly pedigree but derived
their authority from their mastery of Torah. For the rabbis, the proper
substitute for sacrifice was not to be found in the concept of sacred
space, but in sacred actions. Yohanan ben Zakkai, one of the founders
of the rabbinic movement, is said to have declared, “We have another
means of atonement, effective as Temple sacrifice. It is deeds of loving-

»10

kindness.” Other statements assert that the study of sacrificial law,

enshrined in the Mishnah and related sources, was equivalent to the
performance of those sacrifices.” Prayer in the synagogue was also con-
sidered to be a form of sacrifice: A famous rabbinic statement declares
prayer to be “the sacrifice in the heart” (Avodah ba-Lev).” According to
the Palestinian Talmud, when a prayer leader was called upon to begin the
prayer service, the congregation would call, “Perform our sacrifice.””
A Palestinian midrash interprets Hos 14:3, “instead of bulls we will pay

[the offering of] our lips,” to refer to prayer."

THE SYNAGOGUE
As it developed over those centuries in Palestine, the synagogue became
amajor center of culture whose relationship to the vanished Temple was
complex. Because, according to ancient Jewish thought, the synagogue
was not inhabited by the divine presence, it was never accorded the same
status of sacred space as the Temple.” At the same time, the synagogue
is known in rabbinic literature as the “small sanctuary” (miqdash me‘at),

10. Avot de-Rabbi Natan A ch. 4 (ed. Schechter, p. 21), B ch. 8 (ibid., p. 22). For a survey of
rabbinic statements on sacrifice and the cult, see Naftali Goldstein, “Avodat ha-Qorbanot be-Hagut
Hazal she-le-Ahar Hurban Bet ha-Miqdash,” Daat 8 (1982): 29-51; cf. Yakov Genack, “Misvat
Sukkah ba-Halakhah shel Hazal: Ben Bayit le-Miqdash,” Daat 42 (1999): 283-98.

11. See Goldstein, “Avodat ha-Qorbanot,” 31-32, 42-43; Tanhuma Sav 14; b. Megillah 31b; b.
Menahot 110a.

12. Sifre Deut 41 (ed. Finkelstein, p. 88); y. Berakhot 4:1 (7a); Midrash Tannaim Deut 11:13; b.
Ta‘anit 2a; Midrash Tehillim 66 (157b).

13. Y. Berakhot 4:4 (8b).

14. Pesigta de-Rav Kahana pisqa 24 (ed. Mandelbaum, 2:377). Cf. also Rashi to b. Yoma 36b.

15. On the relationship of the synagogue to the Temple, see Steven Fine, This Holy Place: On the
Sanctity of the Synagogue During the Greco-Roman Period (Notre Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame University
Press, 1997); Joan R. Branham, Sacred Space in Ancient and Early Medieval Architecture (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, forthcoming); and idem, “Vicarious Sacrality: Temple Space in
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and over several centuries had come to be known as a “holy place” (atra
qgadisha).” Furthermore, symbols of the Temple frequently adorned the
synagogue’s architectural ornaments and mosaic floors. Archaeological
sites excavated in Israel in the last century show that the fifth to seventh
centuries were a period of great activity in the building of grand syna-
gogues in basilica form and the development of art for them. These sites
include magnificent mosaic floors decorated with models of the Holy
Ark, menorahs, incense shovels, and other accouterments.

The newly uncovered mosaic from the town of Sepphoris is a par-
ticularly rich example of Temple imagery.” Its panels depict a wide array
of images from Israel’s myth and ritual, including the binding of Isaac,
the zodiac, and especially the range of offerings in the Temple. Rows
three and four of the upper portion of the mosaic apparently depict the
ceremony of the consecration of Aaron in Exod 29 and the daily sacrifice
as described there and in Num 28. Although most of the figure of Aaron
has been destroyed, the remaining fragments show that the mosaic por-
trayed him decked out in his ritual garments, as described in Exod 29.
In fact, we can see the bells and “pomegranates” that adorned the hem
of his robe. The panel also shows the laver used in the Temple, the bull
sacrificed as a sin offering for the consecration ceremony (Exod
29:10-14)," and the first lamb for the daily sacrifice (Exod 29:39).” The
panel below shows the basket of first fruits as ordained in Deut 26 and
described in Mishnah Bikkurim 3:5,” the showbread on its table, and the
components of the daily sacrifice (Tamid): the oil, the meal, the trumpets
blown at the ceremony, and the second sacrificial lamb. All of these

Ancient Synagogues,” in Ancient Synagogues: Historical Analysis and Archaeological Discovery, ed.
Dan Urman and Paul V. M. Flesher (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 2:319-45.

16. Fine, This Holy Place.

17. On the synagogue and its mosaic, see Ze’ev Weiss and Ehud Netzer, Promise and Redemption:
A Synagogue Mosaic from Sepphoris (Jerusalem: Israel Museum, 1996), where parallels in rabbinic
literature are suggested; for another interpretation of the mosaic and its function in the context of
the synagogue, see Steven Fine, “Art and the Liturgical Context of the Sepphoris Synagogue Mosaic,”
in Eric M. Meyers, Galilee Through the Centuries: Confluence of Cultures (Winona Lake, Ind.:
Eisenbrauns, 1999), 227-37.

18. Note also that central to Yom Kippur is the sacrifice of a bull as a sin offering; the relationship
between the two ceremonies was explored in the Talmuds to chapter 1 of Yoma; cf. also Yisrael
Knohl and Shlomo Naeh, “Milw’im ve-Khippurim,” Tarbiz 62 (1992): 17-44.

19. This and the second lamb in the lower panel are labeled with quotations from this verse and
Exod 29:41 in the mosaic.

20. See Weiss and Netzer, Promise and Redemption.
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images served to remind the worshipers of the historical reality of the
Temple.

The synagogue also served as a focus of cultural productivity. In
the synagogue, prayer leaders performed a complex liturgy apparently
composed of hymns and petitions improvised around legally deter-
mined themes and blessings.” There too people came to hear sermons,
and the liturgical poets practiced their art. The center of rabbinic activity
was the academy (bet midrash), not the synagogue, although the rabbis
were deeply concerned about regulating the synagogue, its physical lay-
out, and its liturgy. Synagogue poetry, then, attests to an identifiable
cultural mode, distinct from that reflected in rabbinic literature though
intimately related to it.”

We have only a rough idea of the social structure of the ancient
synagogue. Among the synagogue personnel known to us are the hazan
a functionary whose duties varied over the centuries, ranging from
schoolteacher and custodian in the Talmudic period to cantor and com-
poser in the early Middle Ages, and the prayer leader, shaliah sibbur who
represented the community in public worship. In the ancient synagogue
there may also have been places of importance reserved for priests, hon-
ored guests, and other classes of people, including rabbis. A clue to how
the polity of the synagogue developed over time can be found in a
remarkable piyyut from a manuscript of the High Holy Day liturgy cop-
ied around 9oo c.E. The poem is a reshut, an introductory composition
preceding a key prayer, in which the author asks permission from the
congregation to entreat God on their behalf. In this case, the reshut pre-
cedes an Avodah piyyut, Eqra be-Garon (“I Shall Call Out Loudly with
My Throat”), by Pinehas ha-Kohen be-Rabbi Ya‘akov of Kifra, an

21. For the liturgy in Talmudic times, see Joseph Heinemann, Prayer in the Talmud: Forms
and Patterns (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1977); for an overview of the structure of the Jewish liturgy, see
Ismar Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, trans. Raymond P. Scheindlin (Philadel-
phia: Jewish Publication Society; New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1993), and
Jakob J. Petuchowski, “The Liturgy of the Synagogue: History, Structure, and Contents,” in Ap-
proaches to Ancient Judaism, ed. William S. Green (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press, 1983), 4:1-64.

22. No doubt some synagogues were closer to the rabbinic culture than others; an example is
the synagogue at Rehov, where the mosaics contain direct parallels to rabbinic literature. On this
qualification, see Stuart Miller, “The Rabbis and the Non-Existent Monolithic Synagogue,” in Jews,
Christians, and Polytheists in the Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman
Period, ed. Steven Fine (London: Routledge, 1999), 57-70. However, even at Rehov the quotations
have to do with cultic matters such as sabbatical law, tithes, and the priestly courses; on the latter,
cf. Hanan Eshel, “Shever Ketovet shel K-D Mishmerot ha-Kohanim mi-Nasrat?” Tarbiz 61 (1991):
159-61.
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eighth-century poet from Palestine. The passage is notable for its list of
classes that make up the congregation:

I implore the Rock of eternity,

Who has knowledge of the life” of the innocent;
As I cast my eyes to the heavens,

I ask permission from the Merciful One.

And so too when I stand before the wise,
Who hear words from the truthful,

Who understand words of law:

I ask permission from the wise.

I look out at the congregation of the noble

And am fearful of the One who humbles and raises;

And of those standing behind me and before me as a fence:
I ask permission from the righteous.

The seed of the faithful,

Believers, sons of believers,

Who explore the law and understand:
I ask permission from priests.

Those who [ ] goodness on my behalf;

Who are satiated with good teaching and instruction,
For they attend grace and favor:

I open my mouth with the permission of Levites.

Those who honor this day and fast,

and respond, “Holy, holy, holy”;

And teach scripture and Mishnah diligently:

I open my mouth with permission of hazanim

Those who are skilled in the subtleties of books,
Abiding in the shade of the One who dwells in mystery,*
Who sing sweet, pleasant words:

I open my mouth with permission of scribes.

23. Lit., “days.”

24. Based on Ps 911, interpreted here perhaps as “the Most High dwells in mysteries”; cf. Mi-
chael D. Swartz, Mystical Prayer in Ancient Judaism: An Analysis of Ma‘aseh Merkavah (Ttbingen:
Mohr, 1992), 150.
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Those who eternally elevate the Living One,

Who say prayer before Him,

Who stand before the One who makes mountains:

I open my mouth with permission of those who recite liturgy.

Those who recite the specific and general,”
Who sweep behind like water,

Who recite righteousness and justice:

I open my mouth with permission of singers.

Those who lend strong voices in melody,

Let their cry before You be pleasing;

May You consider the melody of my tongue.

I open my mouth with permission of the whole people.

O Almighty, as You forgive treachery;

Listen to my entreaties from above;

Grant me a pure heart that I may speak without fear or
treachery:

I open my mouth with permission of the entire congregation.*

Each two stanzas represent a different category or pair of categories
in the synagogue; the first three lines of each describe that category, and
the last identifies it explicitly. This poem is also built on a religiously and
socially hierarchical structure, with God at the top in the first stanza and
the congregation and entire nation in the last two. At the top of the
social hierarchy, closest to God, are the sages—the “wise” and
“righteous”™ —who surround the poet like a fence and before whom he
trembles. Next come the priests and the Levites, the former being the
“believers, sons of believers,” in that their office is hereditary. Scribes
and hazanim come next. The hazan is associated with the scribes and
described as one who “teach[es] scripture and Mishnah,” two subjects
that were taught primarily to children. This is an indication that when

25. Referring to the principles by which the Torah is interpreted according to tradition and thus,
perhaps, to the midrash embedded in piyyutim.

26. The text appears in facsimile in Joseph Yahalom, Mahzor Eres Yisrael: Qodeqs ha-Genizah
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1987), 71-72. The text is edited in Ezra Fleischer, “Iyyunim be-Hashpa‘at
ha-Yesodot ha-Maghelatiyim <al Isuvam ve-Hitpathutam shel Suge ha-Piyyut,” Yuval 3 (1974):
46-47 [Hebrew section]. See also Joseph Yahalom, Piyyut u-Mesi’ut ba-Zeman ha-Atiq (Tel Aviv:
Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1999), 41-42.
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this hymn was composed, a significant function of the hazan was ele-
mentary education.” Next in the social order comes the payetan himself,
who “say([s] prayer,” and possibly an accompanying choir of “singers.”*
The poet thus places himself in a humble position, close to the people
for whom he is a spokesman.

We also have medieval evidence that an author of piyyut (payetan)
and performer (shaliah sibbur or hazan) could either be one and the
same person or two. In letters found in the Cairo Genizah, cantors write
to each other of obtaining written copies of particular piyyutim for per-
formance in the synagogue.” In the thirteenth century, the Spanish poet
and musicologist Judah Al-Harizi satirized a cantor whose liturgical
poetry suffered from verses that are “broken and contorted, without
rhyme or meter,” and a choir of “four braying asses who think they are
singers.”

After the destruction of the Temple, the main ritual function of
the priests was no longer valid. Yet, as we can see from the poem quoted
above, they were recognized as a distinct class within the synagogue.
What, then, was their status in Palestinian society after 70 c.e.? We
know that several rabbis were of priestly descent. Occasionally Talmudic
literature, in the course of discussing a matter of cultic law, cites the
family memories of individuals whose ancestors served in the Temple.”
Rabbinic literature hints at encounters with priestly legislators whose
rulings contradicted those of the rabbis.”” More significant, we know of
families of priests who migrated to the Galilee and there preserved the
clan names and social organization of their preexilic past and claimed
the prestige of priestly aristocracy. This fact, as we will see, is significant
for understanding the social and cultural context of the Avodah poems.

27. On this function of the hazan see Hyman 1. Sky, Redevelopment of the Office of Hazzan
Through the Talmudic Period (San Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 1992), 30-31.

28. See Fleischer, “Iyyunim.” However, according to Yahalom, Piyyut u-Mesi’uut, 41-42, the
parallelistic structure of the stanzas, each two standing for one category, makes it less likely that
these two stanzas represent separate classes of payetan and chorus.

29. See S. D. Goitein, Sidre Hinukh (Jerusalem: Hebrew University Press, 1962), 97-103; cf. idem,
A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents
of the Cairo Geniza (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1971), 2:221.

30. Yehudah Al-Harizi, Tahkemoni, ed. Y. Toporowski (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1952),
ch. 24, pp. 224-25. See Fleischer, “Iyyunim,” 47.

31. See, for example, y. Yoma 5:6 (42b).

32. See Seth Schwartz, Josephus and Judaean Politics (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 96-109, on priests in
rabbinic literature; see 106-7 on the possibility of priestly courts.
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POETS AND PRIESTS
Late antiquity saw the rise of a new aesthetic, in which ornamentation
was prized over classical proportion and lavish description characterized
literary value. Michael Roberts, describing this aesthetic in late Latin
poetry, calls this the Jeweled Style.” Roberts argues that in that period,
the goal of the arts was to dazzle the reader or viewer with the interplay
of details rather than to express an elegant whole. As he puts it, “Late
antique taste did not tolerate the plain and the unadorned; brilliance of
effect, the play of contrasting colors, is all.”* In his view, this aesthetic is
not confined to poetry but can be found in the arts and literary criti-
cism. As a result, late Latin poetry abounds in artfully composed lists of
distinct parts and what was known as leptologia, the lavish description
of details in the course of a poem or narrative.

So too, during this period, while synagogues were being adorned
with fine mosaic and stonework, the synagogue service itself was being
adorned with an increasingly ornamental style of liturgical poetry. This
poetry, called piyyut, a term derived from the Greek poiétés, sought to
impress the listener with its deep knowledge of biblical and midrashic
exegesis, its innovative use of language, and its rhythm and assonance.

This genre of poetry began as embellishments to the established
liturgical order. The earliest examples stayed relatively close to the
themes and language prescribed by the liturgy, lacked rhyme, and used
only the simplest rhythm. Neither were the earliest piyyutim character-
ized by the dense allusiveness, or metonymy, that came to be the hall-
mark of the genre. In the course of time piyyut developed distinctive
forms, each with its own themes and set of structural and prosodic rules.
The poems became longer and more complex, eventually adding rhyme
and delighting in alliteration, recondite references, and intellectual puz-
zles. Eventually too the poets began to sign their names to the compo-
sitions in acrostics. The first poet known to us by name, Yose ben Yose,
is represented in this volume with two important and influential com-
positions, Azkir Gevurot Elohah and Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov Hesed.
The classical period of piyyut was reached in the sixth to eighth centu-
ries, when the poets Yannai, Shimeon bar Megas, Eleazar ben Qallir,

33. Michael Roberts, The Jeweled Style: Poetry and Poetics in Late Antiquity (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1989).
34. Ibid., 118.
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and Pinehas ha-Kohen wrote hundreds of intricate compositions based
on the lectionary cycle and for the daily and seasonal liturgies, festive
occasions, and times of personal and national mourning.

The most distinctive feature of piyyut, beginning with the age of
Yose ben Yose and especially in the classical period, is the use of meton-
ymy, known in Hebrew as kinnui. This technique, which may have its
roots in biblical parallelism, involves substituting a word or phrase, usu-
ally based on scriptures, for a name or thing. Thus in Az be-’En Kol,
Moses is referred to as the Stutterer in light of Exod 4:10-11, in which
Moses professes a speech impediment. Often, these are based on mid-
rashic exegeses and stories known to the poet and audience. Thus in Az
be-’En Kol the Temple is called “that which is entirely beautiful,” based
not only on the Psalm’s designation of Zion as such (Ps 50:2) but on an
exegesis of that verse in the Tosefta (t. Kippurim 2:15) that sees the Temple
as the place on which is founded the entire world’s beauty.” So too the
term “gauze,” which Yose ben Yose uses for heaven in Azkir Gevurot,
based on Isa 40:22, is also found in the Babylonian Talmud (b. Shabbat
104a). Sometimes, however, a more direct form of metonymy, not based
on scripture, is used. Thus in Az be-’En Kol the word “eyelids” stands
for “eyes,” and the expression “his ankles came early” stands for “his feet
hastened.”*

To modern ears, accustomed to a poetic ideal in which ideas and
emotions are expressed through simple eloquence, this technique might
seem artificial and forced. Many scholars have noted that a high level of
education in biblical and rabbinic literature is required for full compre-
hension and appreciation of most piyyutim. And indeed, in the Middle
Ages, once this technique had developed to a high level of intricacy, the
great Spanish Hebrew poets, such as the twelfth- century poet and com-
mentator Abraham ibn Ezra, criticized payetanim such as Eleazar ben
Qallir for sacrificing meaning for artifice.” In modern times even
harsher critiques were made.”® Yet there is every indication that piyyut
was a popular genre in ancient and early medieval synagogues. If this

35. For a list of kinnuim in the poetry of Yose ben Yose, see Aaron Mirsky, Piyyute Yose ben Yose,
and ed. (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1991), 62-71; see also Joseph Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol: Seder
ha-Avodah ha-Eres-Yisre'eli ha-Qadum le-Yom ha-Kippurim (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1996), 215-20.

36. Az be-’En Kol, lines 760 and 771.

37. See ibn Ezra’s commentary to Eccl 5:1.

38. See Yahalom, Piyyut u-Mesi’ut, 10-11, on the attitude of Mendele Mocher Seforim and other
modern writers on the language of piyyut.
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recondite style was a hallmark of the genre, how could it have been
understood by the public?

There is no one definitive answer to this question. S. D. Goitein
has suggested that it was the melodies, sung by popular cantors, that
attracted the audience.” However, it is unlikely that these lengthy, com-
plex compositions survived solely for that reason. We should consider
that while most Jews in Palestine in late antiquity were not rabbinic
scholars, their level of basic education was not necessarily poor. Elemen-
tary education in this period, which was available to some, if not all,
might include the extensive memorization of passages from the Bible
and some extrabiblical traditions such as the Mishnah. Moreover, people
from all walks of life would be familiar with stories about biblical figures
and other heroes, told in everyday settings and in sermons delivered by
popular preachers. Such stories and exegeses would also be embedded
in the translations (Targum) that accompanied the weekly reading of the
Torah, which were in Aramaic, the daily language of Palestinian Jews
and a close relative of Hebrew. Recently, Shelomit Elitzur, analyzing the
compositions of the classical poet Yannai, has argued that these poems
were structured in such a way as to telegraph the basic outline (or
“plot”) by which the poem proceeds while at the same time providing
details from the more obscure corners of biblical and rabbinic lore.
Thus the educated listener could appreciate the poet’s clever allusions
and plays on words, while the less-educated listener could follow the
basics of the composition and marvel at the poet’s erudition and skill.
In the case of our Avodah piyyutim, ancient listeners were at an addi-
tional advantage. They had already read chapter 16 of Leviticus, which
sets out the ritual procedure, and they would know that the poem would
begin with the history of the world and Israel’s heroes and advance to
the description of that ritual. In fact, the description of the ritual itself
in most Avodah piyyutim is relatively straightforward in comparison
with the poets’ treatment of other themes. Moreover, it is in the nature
of piyyut to overwhelm the listener with images from Israel’s culture;
just as the programmatic meaning of a frieze or mosaic need not have
been clear to every participant in a Greek temple, Byzantine church, or
ancient synagogue, so the subtleties of the payetan’s handiwork may not
have prevented the ancient Jew from appreciating his craft.

39. Goitein, Mediterranean Society, 2:159.
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If in technique piyyut formed a kind of verbal counterpart to the
art of the synagogue, the same could be said of theme, for many of the
themes found throughout the mosaics were important to the payetanim
as well. Since the zodiac took a central place in synagogue art, it could
also be interpreted and elaborated by the poet.*” Therefore we should
not be surprised to find the Temple remembered in major genres of
synagogue poetry. The Palestinian payetanim, who seem to have settled
mostly in the Galilee, devoted a special place in their piyyutim to the
priestly settlements in that region. Sepphoris, for example, was both a
center for the rabbinic class and for priestly families.” In the fifth cen-
tury, when the synagogue mosaic in Sepphoris was laid, the priests still
held on to at least some of their ancient status. In the Temple, the priests
had served according to a strict order of rotation. They were divided into
twenty-four “watches” (mishmarot), each with its own week. After the
destruction of the Temple the priests took up residence in the villages
of the Galilee according to these watches. In this fashion they preserved
not only the name of the watch but also the exact order of rotation,
apparently against the day that the Temple service would be restored.
Mention of these watches is found mostly in the congregational prayers
for the Ninth of Av, alongside mention of the Temple and grief for the
destruction of the city. But poets also wrote piyyutim in memory of the
watches for each Sabbath.” As late as the eighth century, Pinehas
ha-Kohen, a priest from Kifra, a suburb of Tiberias, was able to write
piyyutim for the Sabbath in honor of the priests who would have been
making their entrance to the Temple at the end of the Sabbath had the
Temple in Jerusalem not been destroyed.* Along the same lines, a litur-
gical poet by the name of Hadutahu saw fit to ornament the Sabbath
liturgy of his fifth—sixth century community with highly complex, com-
prehensive priestly compositions.* He, too, was undoubtedly from the
Galilee, and probably also a priest. In his piyyutim, Hadutahu expresses

40. See Yahalom, Piyyut u-Mesi’ut, 20-24.

41. See Stuart S. Miller, Studies in the History and Traditions of Sepphoris (Leiden: Brill, 1984).

42. See Joseph Yahalom, “The Temple and the City in Liturgical Hebrew Poetry,” in The History
of Jerusalem: The Early Muslim period, 638-1099, ed. Joshua Prawer and Haggai Ben-Shammai
(Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi; New York: New York University Press, 1996), 274-75.

43. See Menahem Zulay, *Eretz Yisrael u-Fiyuteha: Mehqarim be-Fiyute ha-Genizah (Jerusalem:
Magnes, 1995), 154-63.

44. Paul Kahle, Masoreten des Westens (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1927), 1*-66%, 1-23 [Hebrew
numbering].
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the wish that the priests merit the restoration of the Temple service. So,
for example, in regard to the eleventh watch, he says:

Return those who call out “Restore us” (tashiv)
Those who are called from the community of Elyashiv

Through a wordplay on the Hebrew root for “restore,” the poet expres-
ses the desire that the priests of the village of Kfar Kanna, assigned to
the Watch of Elyashiv; be returned to Temple service. Another impor-
tant genre was the lamentations (ginot) for the Ninth of Av, the day of
remembrance for the destruction of the Temple. Thus Eleazar ben
Qallir referred to the priestly orders in his famous ginot, which entered
the traditional liturgy.”

These themes may indicate something about the social position of
the poets. We know next to nothing about the lives of the payetanim.
Some of them became the focus of legends written down in the early
Middle Ages;* some reveal small details about their location or lineage.
We do know, however, that several of them were members of priestly
families. Sometimes this lineage is preserved in their names, which
include the term kohen, “priest”: for example, Shimeon ha-Kohen bar
Megas (sixth—seventh centuries); Pinehas ha-Kohen be-Rabbi Ya“akov of
Kifra, mentioned above (eighth century); and Yohanan ha-Kohen
be-Rabbi Yehoshua ha-Kohen (eighth century). Others, like Yose ben
Yose, are considered by legend and tradition to have been priests.

We therefore have evidence from several sources that piyyut was
a literature imbued with priestly piety and that a social relationship
existed between the surviving priestly classes of Palestinian Jewry in the
Byzantine period and the composers of liturgical poetry. Given this
evidence, the Avodah genre has particular significance as a manifestation
of Temple piety as it was expressed in the synagogue.

THE AVODAH
The custom of reciting the procedure of the Yom Kippur sacrifice in the

45. Daniel Goldschmidt, Seder ha-Qinot le-Tish‘ah be-Av (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook,
1968).

46. On medieval legends about payetanim, especially the legend related by Ephraim of Bonn
that Yannai was the teacher of Eleazar ben Qallir and murdered him out of jealousy, see Yahalom,
Piyyut u-Mesi’ut, 240-41.
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synagogue service goes back well before the flourishing of piyyut. If the
account in the Mishnah, the first rabbinic compilation of law, is correct,
the high priest read the biblical passages prescribing the ritual for Yom
Kippur at the conclusion of the ceremony.”

Moreover, the Mishnah tractate Yoma, which describes Yom
Kippur in the Temple, is itself conducive to liturgical recitation. Yoma is
not a typical Mishnah tractate. Like a few other tractates, especially those
that describe Temple ritual, such as Tamid, Parah, and portions of
Pesahim, it is distinguished by its narrative style.* These tractates form
a genre described by Martin Jaffee as “spare descriptive accounts of the
most important institutions in ancient Palestinian Jewish society.”*
Each of these tractates follows a key Temple procedure step-by-step,
enumerating the ritual and sociopolitical considerations at work in
understanding that procedure.

Yoma thus entered the synagogue liturgy soon after its composi-
tion. Two sources in the Babylonian Talmud apparently describe a
prayer leader who recites his version of the Mishnah before Rava, a
fourth-century rabbi, on Yom Kippur.”” In each of these cases a detail of
that recitation causes controversy about the legal opinion it reflects.
From that point, the tractate apparently developed a liturgical status.
One surviving version of the tractate adapted for the synagogue is rep-
resented in this volume. This composition, called Shivat Yamim,”"
“Seven days,” for the opening words of Mishnah Yoma, follows the trac-
tate closely, with a few changes: The dissenting opinions of individual
sages are left out, and a confession by the high priest is inserted at three

47. According to m. Yoma 7:1, the high priest read Lev 16:1-34 and 23:26-32 from a Torah scroll
and recited Num 29:7-11 by heart.

48. On this style, see Martin S. Jaffee, “Writing and Rabbinic Oral Tradition: On Mishnaic
Narrative, Lists, and Mnemonics,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 4 (1994): 129-30, and
the sources cited there; see in particular J. N. Epstein, Mevo’ot le-Sifrut ha-Tanna’im (Jerusalem:
Magnes; Tel Aviv: Devir, 1957), 28-29.

49. Jaffee, “Writing,” 129.

50. B. Yoma 36b, 56b. It is unclear whether b. Yoma 36b refers to full recitation of the Mishnah.
See Zvi Zohar, “U-Mi Metaher *Etkhem— Avikhem Ba-shamayim: Tefilat Seder ha-‘Avodah shel
Yom ha-Kippurim: Tokhen, Tifqud u-Mashma‘ut,” Association of Jewish Studies Review 14 (1989):
1-28 [Hebrew section], 4-5.

51. Published in Ismar Elbogen, Studien zur Geschichte des jiidischen Gottesdienstes (Berlin:
Mayer & Miiller, 1907), 103-17; cf. the edition in Zvi Malachi, Ha-“Avodah” le-Yom
ha-Kippurim— Ofiyah, Toledoteha ve-hitpathuta ba-Shirah ha-Ivrit (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew Univer-
sity, 1974), 2:127-31.
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crucial points.”” At some point it became customary for the congregation
to prostrate themselves on hearing the report of the priest’s confession,
with its description of the divine name.

Shiviat Yamim was apparently introduced by a poem called Atah
Barata (“You Created”). This is the first Avodah poem known to us to
introduce the theme of creation and the history of Israel into the struc-
ture of the liturgy. The period following these compositions, perhaps the
fourth or fifth century c.k., which we call the preclassical period, saw
the beginnings of the classical style, with its poetic treatments of liturgical
themes, its network of allusive phrases, and its use of alphabetical acros-
tics. So too the form of the Avodah genre began to take shape. An early
example of this pattern can be seen in the composition Atah Konanta
‘Olam Me-Rosh (“You established the world from the beginning”), the
earliest extant true Avodah piyyut. This composition is still used in the
Sephardic liturgy. Its combination of poetic style and directness stands
in contrast to the later Avodah poems.

Other sources contributed directly to the development of the
genre. Ben Sira, sage and poet of the second century B.C.E., devotes a
pivotal chapter of his book, known as the Wisdom of Ben Sira, or
Ecclesiasticus, to a description of the conduct of sacrifices by Simeon
the high priest. His account is the only detailed Hebrew description of
the Temple ritual surviving from the Second-Temple period written by
an eyewitness.” Although it is a matter of debate whether Ben Sira is
describing the Yom Kippur sacrifice or the perpetual daily offering
(Tamid), the Book of Ben Sira influenced the Avodah genre deeply. The
structure of the book, which prefaces its description of the sacrifice with
a lengthy panegyric to Israel’s heroes, prefigures that of the Avodah
genre.”* Indeed, a poem incorporated into the Book of Ben Sira describ-
ing the radiance on the face of the high priest as he emerged from the
sanctuary found its way in an elaborate version into the Avodah corpus.

The Avodah piyyut is an epic form. The poems customarily begin

52. See J. N. Epstein, Mavo’ le-Nusah ha-Mishnah (Jerusalem: Magnes; Tel Aviv: Devir, 1964),
971-72.

53. For texts concerning the Temple from the Second-Temple period, see C. T. R. Hayward, The
Jewish Temple: A Non-Biblical Sourcebook (London: Routledge, 1996).

54. See Cecil Roth, “Ecclesiasticus in the Synagogue Service,” Journal of Biblical Literature 71
(1952): 171-78; cf. Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 29-30; A. Zeidman, “Matbea Seder ha-Avodah Le-Yom
ha-Kippurim,” Sinai 13 (1944): 173-82, 255-62; and Moshe Zvi Segal, Sefer Ben Sira ha-Shalem
(Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1976), 42-43 and 243-45.
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with an account of creation, then describe each major generation, cul-
minatingin the selection of Aaron as priest. After this mythical-historical
preamble the service in the Temple is described according to the order
in the Mishnah. In these piyyutim, practically every major detail of the
Mishnah is treated poetically, from the sequestering of the high priest in
the Temple complex seven days before Yom Kippur” to the story of how
the other priests used to rush up the ramp to deliver the daily sacrifice
on that early morning, leading to violence between them,” to the ten
separate times the high priest washes his hands and feet.”

This structure is best exemplified in two early masterpieces, Az
be-’En Kol, a massive anonymous piyyut published recently for the first
time by Joseph Yahalom, and Yose ben Yose’s Azkir Gevurot Elohah (“Let
me recount the wonders of God”), first published critically in Daniel
Goldschmidt’s edition of the prayer manual of Saadia Gaon, then pub-
lished in a full edition with extensive commentary several years ago by
Aaron Mirsky.” These compositions form the heart of this volume. Az
be-’En Kol is the largest extant Avodah piyyut and apparently derives
from the fourth or fifth century. This anonymous piyyut is remarkable
as one of the earliest and most extensive examples of the Avodah genre
in its full development. Each theme that it includes, from its praise of
God’s creation of the heavenly array to its extensive excursus on the
priestly vestments, is elaborated at length. The artistry of the poet is also
displayed in its careful choice of allusive words, alliteration, and unusual
references. The poem is also significant as a source of myths and exe-
getical ideas known to us from few other sources. The poem Aromem
la-El (“T will exalt God”) follows the text and tradition of Az be-’En Kol
closely. Because the extant fragments of that poem include descriptions
of the sacrifice lost to us in the manuscripts of Az be-’En Kol, we have
included excerpts from this composition as well.

Azkir Gevurotis the masterwork of Yose ben Yose, the first liturgical
poet known to us by name. This poem, probably written in the fifth
century, is particularly striking for its elegant style, which combines the
allusions characteristic of classic piyyut with the stately depiction of the

55. Cf. m. Yoma 1:1.

56. Cf. m. Yoma 2:2.

57. Cf. m. Yoma 3:3.

58. I. Davidson, S. Assaf, and B. 1. Joel, Siddur Rav Sa‘adiah Ga’on (Jerusalem: Reuben Mass,
1985), 264-75; Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 127-72.
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sacrificial drama. Yose ben Yose also wrote other Avodah compositions,
including Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov Hesed and is credited by tradition
with Az be-Da‘at Haqar and the lamentation En Lanu Kohen Gadol, “We
have no high priest.” We have included Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov
Hesed and En Lanu Kohen Gadol in this volume. It is likely that Azkir
Gevurot was written after Az be-’En Kol and influenced by it. However,
Azkir Gevurot proved to be more influential than Az be-’En Kol to later
generations.

Yose ben Yose and the author of Az be-’En Kol lived before the
classical period of piyyut, the sixth to eighth centuries. We have no
Avodah piyyutim by the celebrated seventh-century poet Eleazar ben
Qallir, and probably only one fragmentary Avodah by Yannai. More-
over, the classical age saw the development of new genres of piyyut, such
as the Qerovah, a piyyut for the Amidah, as well as the Qedushta and
the Yoser, genres used for recitation as introductory pieces to versions
of the Qedushah. Therefore, it would seem that the preclassical period,
the fourth to fifth centuries, was the golden age of the Avodah.

Hebrew poets continued to produce Avodah compositions, even if
the genre did not achieve the same prominence after the Islamic con-
quest of Palestine. Saadia Gaon, in some ways the founder of medieval
Hebrew letters, composed Avodot in a new style that departed from the
intricate wordplay of Eleazar ben Qallir and his school.” Some of the
most prominent poets of medieval Spain, such as Solomon ibn Gabirol,
Judah Halevy, and Moses ibn Ezra, composed Avodah piyyutim. In the
southern Italian, Byzantine, and Franco- German (Ashkenazic) Jewish
communities, this genre continued as well. One of these piyyutim, Amis
Koah, by the tenth-century Italian poet Meshullam ben Kalonymos, en-
tered the standard Ashkenazic liturgy.”

The early anonymous composition Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh
(included in this volume) is used by the standard Sephardic liturgy and
other Eastern liturgies. In the eighteenth century it was incorporated
into the Hasidic liturgy, apparently because of that movement’s adoption
of the Sephardic rite, and only afterward was it used in other Ashkenazic
liturgies.” The old French liturgy incorporates a poem by Yose ben Yose,

59. Davidson, Assaf, and Joel, Siddur Rav Sa‘adiah, 409-12; Malachi, Ha-“Avodah,” 1:72-85.

60. See Daniel Goldschmidt, ed., Mahazor le-Yamim Nora’im (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1970),
2:435-46.

61. Ibid., 2:xviii-xix.
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Eten Tehillah, and the Roman rite a poem by Yohanan ha-Kohen, the
seventh-century Palestinian poet.*

In modern times, the Avodah has been a controversial genre. The
last major poet to compose an Avodah poem was the nineteenth-century
Italian scholar Samuel David Luzzatto. Because the Reform movement
rejected the idea of the restoration of sacrifices, liturgical versions of the
Avodah service called sacrifice into question.” The Avodah has been the
subject of scholarly attention since the beginning of modern liturgical
studies, and the literary history of the Avodah has been traced by such
scholars as Ismar Elbogen, S. D. Luzzato, A. Zeidman, Cecil Roth, and
Ezra Fleischer.* The most comprehensive study of the genre to date is
Zvi Malachi’s 1974 dissertation.” In recent years historians of religion
and Judaism in late antiquity have recognized its importance for under-
standing the social and cultural history of Judaism in Byzantine
Palestine.*

LITERARY TECHNIQUES
Avodah piyyutim follow most of the conventions of piyyut as a whole.
The poems are based on an alphabetic acrostic. Occasionally the acrostic
goes in reverse order of the alphabet, and often each letter of the alpha-
bet is repeated several times. The lines follow patterns of rhythm and
parallelism common to early piyyut and, like others, make liberal use of
metonymy and other forms of allusion. However, there are several dis-
tinctive formal features to the Avodah piyyutim.

The most prominent feature of the Avodah genre is its overall lit-

62. For a fuller account of the liturgical history of the Avodah, see ibid., 2:xxiii.

63. See The Union Prayer-Book for Jewish Worship (New York: Central Conference of American
Rabbis, 1906), 2:228-39; cf. especially Dr. Einhorn’s Olat Tamid: Book of Prayers for Jewish Congrega-
tions (n.p., 1921), 178-208.

64. For summaries of the history of the Avodah, see Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, 174, 217, 238-39,
and 249-50; Goldschmidt, Mahzor, 18-25; and Ezra Fleischer, Shirat ha-Qodesh Ha-Ivrit Be-Yeme
ha-Benayim (Jerusalem: Keter, 1975), 173-77. An important early discussion is found in Elbogen,
Studien; cf. also Zeidman, “Matbea‘ Seder ha-‘Avodah.”

65. Malachi, Ha-“Avodah.” See also idem, Be-Noam Siah: Peraqim mi-Toldot Sifrutenu (Lod:
Haberman Institute for Literary Research, 1983), 46-113.

66. See, for example, Lawrence A. Hoffman, Beyond the Text: A Holistic Approach to Liturgy
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), 108-13; Zohar, “U-Mi Metaher ’Etkhem”; Yahalom,
Az beEn Kol; idem, Piyyut u-Mesi’ut, 107-36; Michael D. Swartz, “Sage, Priest, and Poet:
Typologies of Leadership in the Ancient Synagogue,” in Jews, Christians, and Polytheists in the
Ancient Synagogue: Cultural Interaction During the Greco-Roman Period, ed. Steven Fine (London:
Routledge, 1999), 101-17; and idem, “Ritual About Myth About Ritual: Toward an Understanding
of the Avodah in the Rabbinic Period,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 6 (1997): 135-55.
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erary structure, particularly the progression from a mythical-historical
preamble to the narration of the Yom Kippur sacrifice. The composi-
tions usually begin with words of praise for God. These verses are often
expressed in the first person, a feature that is usually facilitated by the
acrostic, which begins with the letter aleph, which also begins verbs in
the first-person imperfect or cohortative. Thus the poet begins with his
declaration to praise God and commences by describing God in his heav-
enly array. From here the transition to description of God’s creation is
smooth. At this point the poet may linger on aspects of world and
national history that suit the theme of the work, as we show below. A
pivotal point is the narration of the selection of the tribe of Levi and the
clan of Aaron. This allows the poet to focus on the process by which the
high priest is instructed by the sages, officiates in the sacrifices, emerges
from the inner sanctuary, and announces triumphantly Israel’s redemp-
tion. The poems usually conclude with a declaration such as “happy is
the eye that has seen these sights.” Thus the listener is regaled with a
panorama of Israel’s history, led vicariously through the Yom Kippur
sacrifice, and invited to recall the joy that greeted Israel’s atonement
upon its successful completion.

Other distinctive features of the Avodah have to do with its litur-
gical function. In the original Temple ritual commemorated by the
Avodah, as by the Mishnah, the Tetragrammaton was pronounced by
the high priest during his confession of sins. Description of this pro-
nunciation plays a prominent part in the ritual—indeed, it seems to
have been one of the first distinctive features of the liturgical Avodah.”
Although Jewish law prevented the prayer leader from reciting the divine
name, it became the custom for the synagogue congregation themselves
to prostrate themselves as well at the report of the high priest’s pronun-
ciation of that name. In the Mishnah, and hence in subsequent Avodot,
the priest’s confession appears three times, along with the people’s
response, “Blessed be the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.”
This liturgical declaration is presumably the people’s response to the
pronunciation of the divine name.* However, the third confession is the
only one in which the Mishnah text says explicitly that the people heard

67. On this feature of the Avodah, see especially Zohar, “U-Mi Metaher ’Etkhem.”

68. On such formulae, see Saul Lieberman, “Some Notes on Adjurations in Israel,” in Texts and
Studies (New York: Ktav, 1974), 21-28, and Joseph Heinemann, “Qedushah u-Malkhut be-Qeri’at
Shema“ de-‘Amidah,” in Shai le-Heman: Mehqarim li-Khevod A. M. Haberman (Jerusalem: Reuben
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the divine name and prostrated themselves. In fact, Jacob N. Epstein
has suggested that this third passage was not original to the Mishnah
but was added from the liturgy.” By contrast, the name and subsequent
prostration are a key refrain in the Avodah.

Other techniques common to poetry of late antiquity are used in
the Avodah to particular effect. As we have seen, the verbal expression
of the “Jeweled Style” relies on the use of words and images in series.
Detailed description by means of the patterned repetition of short sen-
tences structured in parallel syntax is thus characteristic of the literature
of late antiquity. As the medieval teacher of rhetoric Geoffrey of Vinsauf
explained, patterned repetition makes it possible to pay closer attention
to the choice of words and changes in meaning.” Biblical poetry had
earlier relied on parallel structure to convey poetic meaning and style.
Piyyut often extended the biblical tradition of parallelism by emphasiz-
ing relationships between hemistichs within lines of verse. Thus the
opening of Yose ben Yose’s Azkir Gevurot uses syntactic and semantic
parallelism between the hemistichs as well as between whole lines. Here
the lines are arranged from left to right so as to illustrate this technique:

Let me recount the wonders of the magnificent God,
Who is unique, there is no other, self-sufficient and none second
to Him.

There is none beyond Him in the none prior to Him in heaven;
universe,

None preceded Him, and none can supplant Him.

When the Lord conceived, when God invented,

He consulted but none could He spoke and none constrained
prevent Him, Him.

The first line serves as the introduction to the whole poem and so does
not use this form. But each of the following lines repeats a basic syntac-
tical pattern. In most cases the parallelism serves synonymously
(unique/self-sufficient, conceived/invented), but in the middle stanza

Mass, 1977), 107-17, repr. in Joseph Heinemann, ‘Iyyune Tefilah, ed. Avigdor Shinan (Jerusalem:
Magnes, 1981), 12-21.

69. Epstein, Mavo’ le-Nusah ha-Mishnah, 2:971~72.

70. On this form in piyyut, see further Yahalom, Piyyut u-Mesi’ut, 152-53.
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the parallelism is antithetical (beyond/prior, preceded/supplant). The
effect is to emphasize God’s absolute sovereignty and eternal presence,
before and after creation.

The poets are also capable of using simpler forms of repetition and
listing for literary effect. In the Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh, one of the
earliest and most straightforward of the Avodah piyyutim, the anony-
mous composer details the steps in the Yom Kippur sacrifice in very
direct language. The following passage consists of a series of nouns that
culminate in verbs only in the fifth stich:

Diadem, robe, and linen breeches,
breastpiece, ephod, royal headdress, and sash;

sacrifice of bulls and burnt offerings of sheep
and the slaughter of goats and the cutting-up of rams;

the perfumed aroma and the burning of coals
correct enumeration and the dashing of blood;

supplication at the incense and true prayer;
and his holiness, which atones for our sins;

the measurement of fine linen and the arrangement of jewels—
he is girded in all of these like a ministering angel.

You ordained all these for the glory of Aaron;
You made him for Israel an instrument of atonement.”

On the face of it, this would seem to be a dry listing of objects and
actions. However, there is significance in the list itself. For the audience,
it serves as a reminder of the elements of the sacrifice and gives as well
a swift overview of the Yom Kippur ceremony. But the list also serves the
prosody of the composition; the nouns are arranged by twos according
to the four-foot rhythm of the stichs. The last three hemistichs break
this pattern. In the second hemistich of the fifth stich—

he is girded in all of these like a ministering angel

—the poet loads both the holy vestments and ritual obligations onto the

71. Ms add.: “and You placed the forgiveness of sins in his hand.”
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person of the high priest, who is likened to an angel. The next stich
functions as a transition from the previous passage to the next unit.””
This stich, in which the poet turns to the second person—

You ordained all these for the glory of Aaron

—thus functions as a kind of zeugma, a construction used to tie together
the objects that preceded it. It reminds the listener of God, who is the
source of the sacrificial law and the object of the worship service as well.
Thus the poet accomplishes one of the central goals of the Avodah
piyyutim—the praise of the high priest and his intimacy with God.

SOURCES
The Avodah offers a good illustration of the range of sources that were
available to the payetanim in ornamenting their discourse. At the same
time, this genre raises questions for further research. In many cases we
can see where the poets drew from the corpus of rabbinic literature,
which was evolving in their time, and can detect influences and sources
that were generally not used or known in the rabbinic academies.

The single most important source for the Avodah is the Mishnah.
The entire genre can be described as a poetic elaboration of Mishnah
Yoma. Yet its relationship to the Mishnaic source is not unambiguous.
As we shall see, the piyyutim have a strong tendency to ascribe heroic
qualities to the high priest. This places it somewhat in opposition to the
Mishnah.

A major theme in Mishnah Yoma is the ongoing tension between
the Zadokite high priest and the (presumably Pharisaic) sages, who, in
the rabbis’ telling, are essentially in charge of the sacrifice. In Lev 16,
Aaron is the sole human character in the sacrificial drama. By contrast,
the Mishnah is remarkable for its depiction of the high priest’s passivity.
In the opening of the tractate, the active verbs belong mainly to the
anonymous priestly sages: They sequester the high priest, prepare a new
wife for him in case he is suddenly bereft of a household to atone for,
keep him awake while they lecture him, walk him from one chamber to
another in the Temple complex, and even pass bulls and sheep before

72. This line, which begins with the letter tay, begins a new reverse acrostic.
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him so that he will be familiar with them.” It is assumed that the high
priest is likely to be an ignoramus or heretic, that he may not have the
knowledge to expound on scripture on his own, or that he may follow
Sadducean procedure in the sacrifice.

This picture is revised in the early Avodah piyyutim, which present
the priest as an active and willing participant. Atah Konanta ‘Olam
Me-Rosh is more direct in its language than the later piyyutim, and fol-
lows the Mishnah closely. Yet the author has certainly lent his editorial
and ideological voice to the Mishnaic account. A striking feature of this
poem is its emphasis on the volition, piety, and diligence of the priest;
nowhere do we find the Mishnah’s struggle between the sages and
Zadokites. The priest is not lectured by the sages; rather, as the piyyut
putsit:

For seven days he studied, in our Temple,
the laws of the procedure and the service of the day

To be sure, he is surrounded by the sages and warned of the solemn
nature of what he is about to do; but he seems to take the lesson in good
faith; he is soon performing specific acts joyously, and reverently:

He performed the commandment in awe and fear
and examined himself for interpositions (during) ablution.”*

He rejoiced in the commandment to uphold His law
and went down and immersed as he was instructed.”

The controversies mentioned in the Mishnah find barely an echo.
In the Mishnaic account, the Sadducean priest is warned by the Pharisaic
sages to perform the ceremony properly—that is, according to Pharisaic
law. Then, according to the Mishnah, “He turned aside and wept, and
they turned aside and wept.””® Atah Konanta omits this dramatic

73. We would like to acknowledge Kevin Osterloh for emphasizing this contrast in the use of
verbs in a seminar paper for Michael Swartz at the Ohio State University.

74. That is, objects that prevent effective purification by their interposition between the water
and the body.

75. Lines 7-8 of the second section.

76. M. Yoma 1:5.
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moment entirely. This is one of several examples of how the Avodah
uses its Mishnaic sources critically.

The relationship of piyyut to Midrash, rabbinic biblical interpre-
tation, is so intimate that scholars in previous generations often argued
that piyyut was simply a means to convey the content of rabbinic hom-
ilies at a time when they were forbidden.” While subsequent research
has discredited this theory, the student of piyyut must be attuned to the
complexities of rabbinic Midrash in order to understand piyyut thor-
oughly. The influence of Midrash on piyyut can be seen in innumerable
turns of phrase, poetic figures, and themes expressed in the piyyutim.
But there are also instances where a midrashic idea inspires an entire
section or motif.

The idea, expressed in the fourth-century Midrash Genesis Rabbah
1:1, that God used Torah as a blueprint for the world forms the basis for
a significant passage in Az be-’En Kol. This section, which unfortu-
nately is fragmentary in the extant manuscript, begins by describing the
Torah as the instrument of creation. That is, God created the world

With that which is longer than the earth,
with that which is wider than the sea,
with Your primordial possession,
with that which is the beginning of all action.
(lines 29-30)

In the first line the poet alludes to the esoteric idea, based on Job 11:9,
that the Torah was larger than the world itself.”® A few lines down, he
details how the Torah served as the working plan for creation:

Looking into it, You carved out
the pillars of the heavens

before there was primordial chaos
on which the rafters could rest.”

77. On this argument and its sources, see Elbogen, Jewish Liturgy, 222-24; cf. especially the
editors’ notes there.

78. Cf. Tanhuma Bereshit 1. On the idea of the size of the Torah, see S. H. Kook, “Godel
ha-Torah ve-Yahasah le-Godel ha-‘Olam,” Iyyunim u-Mehqarim (Jerusalem, 1967): 108-19, and
Moshe Idel, “Tefisat ha-Torah be-Sifrut ha-Hekhalot ve-Gilguleha ba-Qabbalah,” Mehgere
Yerushalayim be-Mahshevet Yisrael (1981-82): 23-84.

79. Heb. Tohu va-Vohu, here referring apparently to the primordial waters, on which the rafters
of heaven rest.
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This myth is based on the exegetical equation of the word “begin-
ning” (reshit) of Prov 8:22 with the same word in Gen 1:1. However, this
association is found only in rabbinic sources® and obviously served as
the inspiration for this passage in Az be-’En Kol.

Azkir Gevurot reflects a story, going back at least to the Second-
Temple period® and preserved in Genesis Rabbah,” that the patriarch
Abraham deduced monotheism by observing the ways of nature:

When he saw the course

of that which glides and shines,”
eager as a hero when it emerges,
and weak when it sets,

the windows of the sky,
in the east and the west
through which the moon
leaps every day,

the arrows of lightning

the rush of the stars

dashing to and fro—

and not one fails to appear—

the unenlightened became wise
and inferred by himself

saying, “There is a Lord of these—
Him I will follow.”

(lines 81-84)

Once again, the entire episode is dependent on an exegetical tradition.
Az be-’En Kol describes God’s guidance of Abraham in this way:

You leapt toward him
like a lover his companion

80. Cf., however, Philo, On the Virtues 62 and On Drunkenness 30-31.

81. See Apocalypse of Abraham ch. 7 (James H. Charlesworth, ed., Pseudepigrapha of the Old
Testament [Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983], 1:692).

82. Gen Rabbah 38:28 (ed. Theodor and Albeck, pp. 361-64). Note that the version in the piyyut
is closer to the Apocalypse’s version than to Genesis Rabbah’s.

83. The sun.
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and by the power of Your light™
he took his steps.
(lines 460-61)

At this point the piyyut quotes Isa 41:2, “Who has roused a victor from
the East ... ?” The idea that God’s light guided Abraham is also found
in Genesis Rabbah,” which interprets the same verse with regard to
Abraham: “He who lives eternally would illuminate any place where he
walked.”® Here, as in innumerable instances, the meaning of the piyyut
is dependent on a midrashic idea.

A more surprising feature of the Avodah piyyutim is the degree to
which they preserve details and motifs found not in rabbinic literature
but in Apocrypha and other Second-Temple texts. Az be-’En Kol is a
particularly striking example of this tendency. As Louis Ginzberg and
Gary A. Anderson have shown, opinions in antiquity differed about
whether Adam and Eve were celibate before their expulsion.” Rabbinic
Midrash presupposes that they did engage in sexual relations before
their disobedience of God—indeed, according to one story in Genesis
Rabbah, they had just had sexual relations, and Adam had fallen asleep,
when Eve spoke to the serpent.” But some texts from the
Second-Temple period and the early centuries of the Common Era, as
well as the Church Fathers, asserted that Adam and Eve had no sexual
relations in the Garden. Jubilees, for example, sees to it that Adam and
Eve have sexual relations before their entry into the garden but not
after they have arrived, thus avoiding pollution of the sacred realm of
Eden.” The Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch (2 Baruch), a Jewish text from
the early second century, states that only after Adam’s transgression did
conception of children come into the world (56:6). Az be-’En Kol reflects

84. Reading nghk for nhgk; see Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 116.

85. Gen Rabbah 42:15 (ed. Theodor and Albeck, p. 418).

86. Playing on the sound of the word me‘ir, “arouse,” and the word me’ir, “illuminate.” See
Nahum M. Bronznick, review of Az be-’En Kol, by Yahalom, LeSonénu 62 (1999): 152.

87. Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1909-38),
5:134 n. 4; Gary A. Anderson, “Celibacy or Consummation in the Garden? Reflections on Early
Jewish and Christian Interpretations of the Garden of Eden,” Harvard Theological Review 82 (1989):
121-48.

88. Gen Rabbah 19:3, on which, see Anderson, “Celibacy,” 124.

89. Jubilees 3.2-5a, 6; see Anderson, “Celibacy,” 128.
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an opinion similar to that of the apocryphal literature. Describing the
moment when God first brought forth Eve from Adam, the poet states:

He set her opposite him
and balanced his value with hers
but still her desire for her husband
had not been set.
(lines 260-61)

Thus does he clearly reflect the opinion that sexual desire was one of the
things brought on by the Fall of the first couple, and diverge from the
rabbinic opinion that fertility and sexuality existed in Eden.

Elsewhere, the author seems to respond to sectarian sources polem-
ically. In Jubilees (50:8), sexual intercourse is specifically prohibited on
the Sabbath. The rabbis, on the other hand, considered marital relations
to be praiseworthy on the Sabbath.” So too Az be-’En Kol states:

Tasting of the household table™

were not prohibited on it

for the inheritance of those who are blessed by Him
is the reward of the fruit of His hosts.

The fortress of the belly
is not closed up on it,
for He who opens the womb
does not delay its time.
(lines 218—21)

Thus, according to the author, God intended marital relations (“tasting
of the table”) and birth itself to occur on the Sabbath. There is evidence
that Jubilees was known in late antiquity, sometimes under the name
Little Genesis. The pointed nature of this statement may be an indica-
tion that the prohibition of sex on the Sabbath may still have been an
issue in fourth-to-fifth-century Palestine.

There is also evidence that the Avodah literature influenced mid-
rashic texts themselves. Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer is a narrative midrashic

90. See Anderson, “Celibacy,” 131.
91. That is, the body.
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composition, probably written in eighth- or ninth-century Palestine by
a single author. Judging from its form and content, its context seems to
be the synagogue. Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer, which by no means is a nor-
mative, conventional collection of rabbinic opinions, does have sub-
stantial affinities with Az be-’En Kol in structure, linguistic tendencies,
and themes.” Since by its date it could not have preceded Az be-’En Kol,
it is likely that the poem or others influenced by it formed one source
from which the midrashic composition’s author drew.” This is a further
demonstration that the Avodah piyyutim cannot be ignored in writing
the cultural history of Judaism in late antiquity and the early Middle
Ages.

THEMES

Because of its unique function, the Avodah service can be seen as a series
of systematic statements on the meaning of the ancient sacrificial cult
and its place in the universe. Each of the components of the
compositions—the historical preamble, the description of the Yom
Kippur sacrifice, and its treatment of the Mishnah—attest to a priestly
ideology in which the Temple is at the heart of Jewish religion.

A major theme in the poems is that creation itself took place for
the sake of the cult. This notion complements the rabbinic idea, formu-
lated most famously in Midrash Genesis Rabbah 1:1, that the world was
created by the preexistent Torah and humankind was in turn created for
the Torah’s sake. This theme is manifest in subtle ways throughout the
historical prelude, from the establishment of the heavenly prototype of
the Temple to the election of the sons of Amram. For example, in Azkir
Gevurot, the creation of vegetation and animals is depicted as the creation
of food, a cultic notion:

There grew out of the earth
horned animals for slaughter
edible beasts,

both cattle and those that crawl.

92. See Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 46-53.

93. For a summary of arguments for the standard dating of the text, see Giinter Stemberger,
Introduction to the Talmud and Midrash, trans. and ed. Markus Bockmuehl (Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1996), 329.
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He pastured the Behemoth
with the produce of a thousand mountains,
for on the day when it is slaughtered,
He** will put His sword to it.
(lines 31-32)

That is, God will slaughter the Behemoth to be used as food for
the righteous in the world to come. This section therefore signals a
teleological view of creation, one not self-evident in the Genesis narra-
tive; each created thing has a future purpose in history and eschatology.
This will serve the listener later on, when the history climaxes in the
institution of God’s Tabernacle. The poem continues:

The Creator exulted

and rejoiced in His deeds,
when He saw

that his work was good:

grasses for rest

and food of choice;

the table was set,

but there was no one to relish it.

He said to Himself,
“Who will approach

for the butchered animals
and blended wine?”

(lines 33-35)

The purpose of the creation of humanity is the enjoyment of the food
that God has created. The table is set, but there is no one to partake of
it.

In another Avodah piyyut by Yose ben Yose, this teleological focus
is even more pronounced. In his poem Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov
Hesed” creation of food is explicitly connected with God’s intention in
the details of creation:

94. That is, God himself.
95. On early discussion and publication of this piyyut, see Samuel David Luzatto, Mavo’
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You made, as a sign for those who know You,”
those who are clad with scales,”

and a fleeing serpent®

for the meal in eternity.

Did you not make out of the earth
in great abundance

cattle and crawling creatures

and the beasts of the earth?”

You set signs to be known

of edibility and purity

and for the company of the righteous
you made the Behemoth fit to eat."””

And when the world was built,
in wisdom,

and when the table was set,
and its bounty,

You resolved™
to invite a guest
and to feed him
your choice food.
(lines 18—22)

Here too, all creation is arranged for human consumption. Crea-
tion is also associated in this composition with eschatology. Employing
a common legend that the serpent and Behemoth will serve as meals for
the righteous in the world to come, the poet portrays their creation as

le-Mahazor Bene Roma, ed. Daniel Goldschmidt (Tel Aviv: Devir, 1966), 24 and n. 29. The piyyut
itself is published in Goldschmidt, Mahazor, 2:465-78, and in Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 178-203.
Mirsky’s edition is used here. On this poem, see Elbogen, Studien, 79-81, and Malachi,
Ha-“Avodah,” 2:20—-22.
96. That is, for Israel.
97. Fish that are ritually pure.
98. See Isa 27:1. Here the poet is referring to the Leviathan; see below.
99. The rhetorical question is placed here for the sake of the acrostic; the first line in the stanza
(line 19) begins Ha-lo’.
100. Heb. hikhsharta; that is, “You made the Behemoth kosher.”
101. Heb. va-tishqod.
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having taken place for that purpose.””” More than this, humankind is
created for the purpose of praising God. In Aromem la-’El, a piyyut
influenced by Az be-’En Kol and Azkir Gevurot, we read:

This One'"” surveyed,

and looked out at the world

as a city without inhabitants,

as an army without a commander.

He considered this,

and said, “What have I accomplished?
I created and achieved,

but who will recount My praises?”**

The idea that the creation of humankind has a cultic purpose is
developed further, perhaps under the influence of our piyyutim, in
Palestinian midrashim of late antiquity. In chapter 6 of Pirqe de-Rabbi
Eliezer, the great size and glorious appearance lead the creatures of the
world erroneously to worship Adam. In response Adam proposes: “Let
us both go and clothe [God] in glory and might and enthrone the One
who created us. For if there is no people to praise the King, will the King
praise Himself?” This mythic idea, that God in fact needs creation to be
God, is stated most boldly in an earlier Palestinian midrashic source.
The midrash is based on the word order of Gen 1:1, which, following the

102. On the idea of the monsters as meal for the righteous, see 1 Enoch 60:24, 2 Baruch 29:4,
and 4 Ezra 6:49 (on which, see Michael E. Stone, A Commentary on the Fourth Book of Ezra
[Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1990], 186-87); and Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to Gen 1:21, Num
Rabbah 21:18, and Tanhuma Shemini 7. Cf. especially Lev Rabbah 1:2, where it is explicitly stated
that the intention to prepare a meal for the righteous in the world to come is built into creation.
In contrast to those legends, note the following midrash on Isa 27:1 in b. Baba Batra 74b: “Every-
thing that the Holy One, blessed be He, created, he created male and female; even the Leviathans
He created male and female [Isa 27:1]; and if they had mated [ nizqaqin zeh la-zeh], they would have
destroyed the whole world. What did he do? The Holy One, blessed be He, castrated the male and
killed the female and salted her for the righteous in the time to come [ibid.] and also the Behemoth.”
Note here that the use of the monsters as food for the righteous is a consequence of God’s struggle
with them and not the immediate objective of their creation. Our piyyut would thus be another
comparatively early Jewish source for this idea; see Ginzberg, Legends, 5:43. On this idea, see
further Ginzberg, Legends, 5:43-49, and Jefim Schirmann, “The Battle Between Behemoth and
Leviathan According to an Ancient Hebrew Piyyut,” Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences
and Humanities 4 (1969-70): 327-69.

103. God.

104. Aromem la-El, lines 125-28, in Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 165.
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usual order of subject and verb in biblical Hebrew, says literally, “In the
beginning created God heaven and earth” “‘In the beginning God
created ...” Fools say, God created the beginning. But it is not so. Why?
God said: “The owner of a ship is not called so unless he has a ship.” Thus
I cannot be called God unless I have created a world for Myself. Thus,
‘In the beginning created,” and then, ‘God.” "

That is, God could only become God through the fact of creation.
Here then we can see the full development of an idea essential to the
Avodah piyyutim, that the world and humankind were created for the
sake of God’s praise and that this function was essential to God’s divinity.

One of the most significant features of the Avodah piyyutim is
their systematic and elaborate glorification of the priest. This charac-
teristic is consistent with their cultic nature in general but has wider
implications. In stark contrast to the Mishnah, the Avodah endeavors
to portray the high priest as a virtuous and heroic man, graced with
piety, wisdom, and physical strength. We have already seen that whereas
the Mishnah portrays the high priest as passive, ignorant, or heretical,
the Avodah presents him as a pious man eager to perform the com-
mandments and humble in his consciousness of the gravity of his office.

More than this, the high priest is portrayed in the Avodah as an
extraordinary physical specimen. Building on rabbinic interpretations
of Lev 21:10 that say the priest should be “greater than his brothers” in
physical as well as moral virtues,* the poems emphasize the strength and
stamina it takes to perform the sacrifice. Thus Az be-’ En Kol marvels how

[h]is stature
rose to the height of a cedar
when he was fit with embroidered garments
to ornament his body.
(lines 551-52)

So too Yose ben Yose describes the moment when the high priest enters
the holy of holies through the curtains:

He displayed his great strength

and pushed aside the curtain

105. See Ephraim Urbach, “Seride Tanhuma-Yelamedenu,” Qoves ‘al Yad, n.s., 6 (1966): 12.
106. T. Kippurim 1:6; y. Yoma 1:3.
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and entered without stepping
between the two rods."”

Elsewhere in that poem the priest is described in almost mythic terms:

Wrapped in a blue robe,

as bright as the firmament,
His rounded arms

filled the sleeves.

Az be-’En Kol and the piyyutim of Yose ben Yose contain extensive
**® These passages
are remarkable for their elaborate imagery and symbolism. The follow-

excursuses on the special vestments of the high priest.

ing couplets from Yose’s Azkir Gevurot exemplify the approach these
sections take:

His strong body
filled his tunic,
doubled and woven
as far as the sleeves.

The sin of the house of Jacob
was atoned by this—
those who sold the righteous one'”
over a sleeved tunic.
(lines 159-60)

These excursuses, based on Exodus chapters 28 and 39, lavish detail on
the exact design of the clothes, the breastpiece and the ephod and the
rings and cords that connect them. At the same time, they work out an
intricate system of interpretation of the sacred garments by which each
detail plays a specific role in atonement.

Az be-’En Kol takes the role of the vestments further. According to
this poem, it is the duty of the garments not just to represent Israel but
to arouse God’s compassion for his people on the Day of Judgment so

107. Yose ben Yose, Azkir Gevurot, lines 229-30.
108. Az Be-’En Kol, lines 547-664; Azkir Gevurot, lines 151-84.
109. Joseph.
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that He will dispel the malevolent forces. Thus the author says of the
bells:

He set golden bells
and wove them into his hem
to recall (God’s) love
of (the one of whom it is said): “How beautiful are your steps.”
(Song 7:2)
(lines 559—60)

In Az be-’En Kol, the active properties of the vestments extend to
their role in dispelling the hostile forces preventing purification. Return-
ing to the bells on the robe, the poem makes it clear that their function
is not limited to atonement but that they also announce, noisily, the
presence of the priest. As he steps into the sanctuary,

When his soles moved

they gave voice

like him who called in the wilderness
to make a path straight."™

The servants of the Shekhinah
were fearful of him

for the robe is named

after the One who wears justice.™

(lines 567-68)

That is, the hostile angels in the sanctuary—who are essentially
bodyguards fending off intruders in the sacred precinct—are frightened
by the sound of the bells, which carries with it divine authorization.
Here, the high priest, like the travelers to the divine throne in early Jewish
mysticism and Moses according to rabbinic legends, does battle with the
angels."” In that same section, the priestly headdress is said to repel an

10. Cf. Isa 40:3 and Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 32, where this passage is related to Aaron’s inter-
vention in Num 17.

111. Isa 59:17.

112. On this motif and its antecedents, see further Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 17-18.
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angelic personage called za‘af, meaning rage, perhaps signifying a fierce
angel named Za“afiel:

Rage, when he saw it,
could not open his mouth
for on the day of vengeance
he will be swallowed up.
(lines 647—48)

So too:

And the supernal demigods
made room for him
lest their eyes be filled with (the sight of him)
and grow dim.
(lines 655—56)

Elsewhere in the piyyutim, the high priest himself is likened to an
angel. Following a tradition that begins with Mal 2:7, the poems relate
the priest’s appearance and function to that of the angels on high serving
God."™ After its description of the high priest’s garments and ritual
actions quoted above, Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh declares, “he is
girded in all of these like a ministering angel.” Likewise Az be-’En Kol
says of the high priest:

You raised his stature

from all the people of [ ]
[for there is none so] great;
he serves like an angel.

(lines 540—41)

The theological significance of this correspondence of priest with
angel is worth exploring. A long tradition in Jewish liturgy seeks to show
that human and angelic rituals are equivalent before God. This tradition
extends from the Dead Sea community at Qumran, whose members

113. Cf. also the Scroll of Blessings (Serekh ha-Berakhot) at Qumran: 25:5 (Megilat ha-Serakhim
p- 284-85); Rule of Benedictions (1Q28b) 4/25-26.
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composed hymns for the Sabbath in which they depicted angels offering
sacrifices in the seven heavens, to the statutory Qedushah of the rab-
binic liturgy, which describes the human community offering its praise
while the angels offer theirs."* The Avodah, following an ancient tradition
of identification of angel and priest, goes further by making the high
priest superior to the angel in his ability to ward off angelic guardians
of the divine presence. Sometime during this period or later, authors of
the Hekhalot texts described journeys undertaken by rabbis through the
heavenly palaces, in which they were to ward off malevolent angels
guarding the divine throne, the Merkavah.” But whereas the Hekhalot
texts described journeys undertaken for the sake of the vision of the
Divine or perhaps the acquisition of divine secrets, the Avodah describes
the high priest’s journey into the divine presence to obtain forgiveness
and well-being for all of Israel.

We have shown that in its structure and themes the Avodah genre
strives to glorify the priesthood, to place the priest at the center of
Judaism, and indeed to accord him a central place in the cosmic scheme
of things. This pattern corresponds to what we have learned about the
prominence of the priesthood in the social and cultural life of the syn-
agogue. We have seen evidence that the social structure of the ancient
Palestinian synagogue recognized the priestly caste as an important
sector of its leadership. If this was so, the Avodah, coming as it did in a
climactic moment at Yom Kippur, the most dramatic occasion in the
liturgical calendar, was the priesthood’s moment of glory. At the same

114. On the Qumran Sabbath Songs, see Carol Newsom, Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice: A Critical
Edition (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1985); Bilhah Nitzan, Qumran Prayer and Religious Poetry (Leiden:
Brill, 1994); and Esther Eshel, Hanan Eshel, Carol Newsom, Bilhah Nitzan, Eileen Schuller, and Ada
Yardeni, Qumran Cave 4.vi: Poetical and Liturgical Texts, Part i, Discoveries in the Judaean Desert
11 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998). On this idea in the liturgical Qedushabh, see, for example, Moshe
Weinfeld, “Iqvot shel Qedushat ha-Yoser u-Fesuge de-Zimra bi-Megilot Midbar Yehudah
u-ve-Sefer Ben Sirah,” Tarbiz 45 (1976): 15-26. Cf. also Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 41 on the idea that
the entire generation that received revelation at Sinai became like the angels; on this source, see
Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 139.

115. On the equivalence of angelic prayer with human prayer, see Swartz, Mystical Prayer. On the
relationship of the Hekhalot literature to the Temple and priesthood, see Johann Maier, Vom
Kultus zum Gnosis: Bundeslade, Gottesthrone und Mdrkabah (Salzburg: Otto Miiller, 1964); Martha
Himmelfarb, Ascent to Heaven in Jewish and Christian Apocalypses (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1993); [thamar Gruenwald, “Meqoman shel Mesorot Kohaniot be-Yesiratah shel ha-Mistiqah
shel ha-Merkavah ve-shel Shi‘ur Qomah,” Mehgere Yerushalayim be-Mahshevet Yisra’el 6 (1987):
65-120; Rachel Elior, “From Earthly Temple to Heavenly Shrines: Prayer and Sacred Song in the
Hekhalot Literature and Its Relation to Temple Traditions,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 4 (1997):
217-67.
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time, this liturgy strives to create a sense of identification with the high
priest. Listeners to the Avodah would then follow the priest as he pre-
pared for the sacrifice, dressed and undressed behind a sheet, slaughtered
the bulls and goats for himself, his household, and Israel, entered the
holy of holies, and would repeat the confessions with him. The Avodah,
then, manages to exalt the high priest to the post of supreme emissary
of Israel while at the same time allowing each congregant to participate
in a kind of vicarious sacrifice.

THIS VOLUME
The purpose of this volume is to make the major early Avodah piyyutim
available to readers of English. At the same time, we hope through our
text, notes, and commentary to shed light on some long-standing ques-
tions of interpretation and meaning regarding this genre. Each of the
translators has done research in a separate sphere in which the Avodah
plays a key part. The results of this research are also reflected in this
anthology.

We have not strived to produce a purely poetic translation. That
is, where scholarly accuracy conflicts with grace of expression or where
a turn of phrase may have changed the meaning of a line while making
it more beautiful, we have usually opted for the more precise and less
poetic. Nevertheless, we have endeavored to pay close attention to the
poetic nature of the text—to the rhythms, assonance, and layers of
meaning in the symbolic language of the poem. Thus the reader will
notice alliteration, formal expressions or shifts in diction, and echoes of
biblical phrases that reflect such tendencies in the Hebrew.

Early piyyut is most often written in a kind of basic rhythm, usu-
ally of four feet. It is not strict enough to be called meter, but it does
create a sense of regularity. This rhythm also no doubt made piyyut con-
ducive to singing. Listen, for example, to the sound of these lines from
the beginning of Azkir Gevurotin the Hebrew, noting that in Hebrew the
stress is usually placed on the last syllable of a word, and compare it to
our translation:

omer ve-‘oseh
yo‘es u-meqayem
amis la-set

ve-gibbor lis-bol
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He speaks and fulfills,

decrees and enacts,

He is strong enough to support it,
Heroic enough to bear it.

This stanza divides neatly into two pairs of hemistichs that are per-
fectly parallel. The first pair consists of two pairs of two-syllable verbs
(omer/‘oseh) linked with conjunctions (ve-/u-). The second pair consists
of adjectives (*amis/gibbor) linked with infinitives (la-set/lis-bol), like-
wise of two syllables each. In our translation, we can duplicate the
number of verbs, adjectives, and infinitives, but not the number of
syllables. Furthermore, without the adverb “enough,” the second half of
the stanza makes no sense. Therefore, we have paid attention to stress
rather than numbers of syllables. Often the need to fill in the syntax or
make an allusion comprehensible prevailed over our wish to preserve a
generally consistent rhythm. We have also not hesitated to reverse
subject-verb order.

To the reader familiar with poetry translation, these comments
should give the impression not that we have taken many liberties but
rather the opposite—that we have been especially concerned to convey
as much of the original as possible rather than let our poetic imagina-
tions take flight. That impression would not be far from the truth. But
we do so because of the nature of this literature. Early piyyut manages
to combine a spareness of expression—as seen in the terse succession of
verbs and adjectives in the stanza just quoted—with an elaborateness of
ornamentation. It does so by its dense allusive quality, whereby no major
noun or verb is allowed to stand for itself but is instead represented by
a biblical figure or synonym (kinnuz).

We have therefore worked to devise a special format appropriate
for this complex allusive genre of poetry. In this edition the Hebrew and
English are printed on facing pages. Most of the Hebrew texts have been
reprinted from the standard editions. However, in certain cases, such as
Az be-’En Kol and Azkir Gevurot, we are making new manuscripts avail-
able to the public for the first time. At the same time, we hope through
the translation to provide a means for nonspecialists to understand the
biblical and rabbinic allusions, without compromising the poetic integ-
rity of the composition. The glosses are printed in a column to the side
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of the page. Just as the ancient listener would hear the poem chanted in
the synagogue and recall the biblical references and legends based on
them, the modern reader will read the body of the poem and be able to
consult the references without being distracted by footnotes. Further
explanations and scholarly details, however, are provided in endnotes.
Since the poems follow a prescribed order following biblical narrative
(especially Genesis and Leviticus 16) and Mishnah Yoma, it may be
helpful for the reader to have the appropriate texts at hand.

In a few cases we have left Hebrew terms untranslated, especially
for specific sacrifices and sacrificial elements such as Tamid, the daily
sacrifice, and Minhah the grain offering. We define those in a brief
glossary in the back, as well as a few uncommon English terms and trans-
lations of specific objects and places in the Temple system.

We have selected the following compositions for inclusion in this
volume. This selection, we believe, conveys something of the history and
variety of the Avodah as a genre in its early stages:

1. Atah Barata, “You Created,” the first extant poetic expression of the
Avodah and a preamble to Shivat Yamim;

2. Shiveat Yamim, “Seven Days,” the earliest Avodah liturgy, which re-
states the sacrificial procedure in language closely following the
Mishnah;

3. Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh, “You Established the World from the
Beginning,” the first fully poetic example of the Avodah;

4. Az be’En Kol, “When All Was Not,” a massive anonymous composi-
tion distinguished by its extensive poetic treatment of cosmological
and historical themes;

5. Selections from Aromem la-El, “Let Me Exalt God,” an anonymous
composition in the tradition of Az be-’En Kol, which supplies details
about the ritual not extant in Az be-’En Kol;

6. Azkir Gevurot Elohah, “Let Me Recount the Wonders of God,” by Yose
ben Yose, the first Avodah piyyut by a named author and a composi-
tion of particular elegance;

7. Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov Hesed “You Established the World in
Great Mercy,” another composition by Yose ben Yose;

8. Emet Mah Nehedar, “Truly, How Beautiful,” a description of the ra-
diance of the priest on his emergence from the sanctuary, based on a
passage in the Book of Ben Sira;
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9. En Lanu Kohen Gadol, “We Have No High Priest,” a poignant lament
by Yose ben Yose detailing the consequences of the destruction of the
Temple.



1. Atah Barata
“You Created”

tah Barata is perhaps the earliest poetic treatment of the themes
of the Avodah. It is an introduction to the Avodah service and
therefore ends not with a comprehensive description of the sac-
rifice but with the statement that God “informed [Aaron’s sons] so that
they might serve before [Him].” This leads naturally into the description
of the sacrifice, which presumably takes place in a separate composition.
In two manuscripts Atah Barata is used as the introduction to Shi‘vat
Yamim, indicating a close relationship.' However, it is difficult to know
if they were composed together. The main evidence for its antiquity is
its literary style: like the earliest stage of piyyut, it employs lines com-
posed of four feet, and it uses unrhymed acrostic. Unlike later piyyut,
which is usually dense with allusions, this poem uses them more spar-
ingly.” Despite its brevity, however, Atah Barata is not without interest.
For example, the poem tells that the angels protested to God when he
commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac, contrasting God’s
promise to Abraham with his command to kill his son. Although in
Midrash Genesis Rabbah the angels are said to have wept when Abra-
ham attempted to slaughter Isaac, their specific protest does not appear
in that text. This is then an early attestation to the motif of the angels’
protest to God.” Another interesting feature is the author’s concentra-
tion on the genealogy of Aaron in his tracing of Israel’s history, even to
the exclusion of Moses.
This translation is based on Zvi Malachi’s edition (Ha-“Avodah,”
2:125-26).

1. The known manuscripts of Atah Barata are Ts H.5".6, Ts H.10.122, and Ns 156.172. Our thanks
to Professor Ezra Fleischer for this information. According to Malachi, Ha-“Avodah,” 2:125, the
composition serves as the introduction to Shi‘vat in Mss Ts Ns 156> and Ts H5A".

2. Malachi, Ha-“Avodah,” 1:13-15.

3. See Ginzberg, Legends, 1:281 and 5:251 n. 242.
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You created

the entire world;

with great intelligence You established it
in love and mercy.

In wisdom and intelligence

You made the heavens

and spread out the earth

with understanding and knowledge.

Also from it

You formed Adam

and You caused his descendants to thrive
like the sands of the sea.

The generation of Nephilim
rejected Your word;

they also said to You,

“Go away from us.”

You showed them

the magnitude of Your anger

and by that which they vilified You water
You dealt with them.*

Then there arose among them
a small remnant:

this is Noah

whom You called “righteous.”

From his descendants You produced
a pure and upright man:

Abraham, who loved You

with all his heart.

4. That s, the generation said, “We have our own water and we don’t need God.” Therefore, God
punished them with water. See Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 139, note to line 73 of Azkir Gevurot, citing
Sifre Deut ‘Eqev 43:16.
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You announced Your devotion

to all who come into the world

and at one hundred years You gave him
the fruit of the womb.

Before he grew up Isaac
You tested him Abraham
when You said to him, “Offer him

before Me as a burnt offering.”

Your angels became agitated
when they saw him bound;
when he arose to slaughter him,
they all cried out:

« <

So shall your descendants be”
is how You blessed his father,
and if this one is slaughtered
how can it be a blessing?”

So You decided

to spare him from the fire
and from the knife

You saved his offspring.

From him You produced

a beloved from the womb:
this is Jacob

whom You called firstborn.

You found comfort

in his children

so You created

what You created for their sake.’

5. Gen 15:5. The angels argue that God promised Abraham that his descendants would be as
numerous as the stars in the sky, and that God would break his promise if Isaac were to be sacrificed.
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You distinguished a treasure
from among his children:
this is Levi,

the third from the womb.

You looked favorably

on those who came forth from his loins:
this is Aaron,

the first holy man.

You specified to him with what’

he should enter the shrine

and informed him of what he should do
before You on the Day of Pardoning.

You clothed him in righteousness

in garments white as snow

and added four garments
more than his brothers’.

You sanctified him

as You sanctified Your seraphim
for he appeases (You for)

the sins of Your people.

You made him a chief

for the descendants of the father of a multitude Abraham
and an officer

for the third seed.’ Levi

The names of Your tribes

You placed on his two shoulders

so that when he entered before You
they could be remembered for good.

7. Heb. be-ezeh; cf. Lev 16:3, which specifies the conditions under which the high priest is to enter
the holy of holies.
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8. Levi is the third son. Heb. le-shalesh; alternatively, one might emend to le-shamesh (to serve).
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As a substitute for atonement

you informed his sons

so that they might serve before you
following his example.
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2. Shivéat Yamim

“Seven Days”

his text is the earliest extant version of the Avodah service. It does

not take the form of poetry but is rather a liturgical reworking

of Mishnah Yoma. It gives us a reasonable picture of what kind
of recitation of the Mishnah the Talmud might be describing. The text
is one of those Avodah services mentioned in the ninth-century rab-
binic prayer manual of Rav Amram Gaon.”

Although Shiviat Yamim follows the Mishnah closely, it omits
much and introduces some changes. Most significantly, it omits minor-
ity opinions of individual sages and much legal detail. It also adds details
found in the Tosefta and the Palestinian Talmud, as well as a section
adapted from Mishnah Tamid. The text also features a full text of the
confessions of the high priest. Some details and transitional phrases,
however, seem to be original to this text.’

Shiv‘at Yamim was first published by Ismar Elbogen in 1907.* This
translation is based on an improved version of Zvi Malachi’s edition.’
Text included in Shiv‘at Yamim that does not derive from the Mishnah
is set in boldface type.

1. B. Yoma 36D, 56b; see the Introduction, above.

2. Seder Rav Amram Gaon, ed. Daniel Goldschmidt (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1971), § 127,
p- 168.

3. See Malachi, Ha-“Avodah,” 1:12-14, and Menahem H. Schmeltzer, “How Was the High Priest
Kept Awake on the Night of Yom ha-Kippurim?” in Saul Lieberman (1898-1983), Talmudic Scholar,
ed. Meir Lubetski (Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen, 2002), 59-70.

4. Elbogen, Studien.

5. Malachi, Ha- “Avodah,” 2:127-31. We have also consulted the translations of Mishnah Yoma by
Herbert Danby, The Mishnah Translated from the Hebrew with Introduction and Brief Explanatory
Notes (London: Oxford University Press, 1933; repr., 1974), and Jacob Neusner, The Mishnah: A New
Translation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), in our translation.
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[1:1] Seven days before Yom Kippur they would remove the high
priest from his house to the Councilors’ Chamber, and prepare
another priest in his place in case something happened to
disqualify him. The elders of the court handed him over to the
elders of the priesthood, and they read to him from the order
of the day.’

[1:3] All those seven days he would slaughter and toss the
blood, offer the incense, and repair the lamps and sacrifice the
head and hind leg. Then they said to him: “Sir High Priest:
Read, yourself,” lest he forgot or did not learn.” On the eve of
Yom Kippur, at dawn, they stood him at the eastern gate and
passed bulls, rams, and sheep before him so that he could
become familiar and accustomed to the sacrifice, and so that he
would know which to sacrifice first and which to sacrifice last.
All those seven days they would not forbid him food and drink.

The elders of the court then handed him to the elders of
the priesthood and led him to the upper chamber of the house
of Avtinas. Then they adjured him and departed and went their
own way. And they said to him: “Sir High Priest: We are emis-
saries of the court, and you are our emissary and the emissary of
the court, and you are the messenger of the community.’ We
adjure you by Him who caused His name to dwell in this house
that you change nothing of all we have told you, so that you do
not sacrifice the first [animal] last and the last first, and that
you do not burn the incense outside and bring it inside, and
not do as the Sadducees, but do the first first and the last last,
as we have adjured you to do and demonstrated it before you.”
He would turn aside and weep, and they turned aside and wept.

If he was a sage, he would lecture. If not, they would lec-
ture before him. If he was accustomed to reading, he would
read. If not, they read before him from Job, Ezra, and Chroni-
cles. And if he was an ignoramus,’ they would engage him
with discourse about kings and discourse about the early pi-
ous men.

6. The ritual procedure for Yom Kippur.
7. Mishnah: “lest you forgot or did not learn.”
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8. Heb. sheliah sibbur, a term also used for the prayer leader in the synagogue; see the Intro-

duction.
9. Heb. Am ha-Ares.
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On the eve of Yom Kippur, toward nightfall, they would
not let him eat too much, so that he would not become drowsy
or fall asleep and become impure and disqualified, and so his
eyes would not see sleep and drowsiness.” If he wanted to
doze, young Levites" would make a noise with the middle fin-
ger. And this is what they would say to him: “A song of as-
cents, by Solomon: Unless the Lord builds the house, its
builders labor in vain on it.” (Ps 127:1): Then they would say to
him: “Sir High Priest: Stand up and walk around the pavement,
so that you do not incur invalidation, for the purity of Israel
is dependent on you.” And all the Jerusalemites would engage
him all night, group by group, until the time came for the sac-
rifice. When the time came for the sacrifice, he went to the
place of immersion.

They spread out a linen sheet between him and the people.
He undressed, went down, immersed, went up, and dried him-
self. They brought him golden garments, and he put them on
and washed his hands and feet. They brought him the lamb for
the daily sacrifice (Tamid), and dragged it and led it to the
slaughtering place, and they gave it water to drink from a
golden cup. Although it had been inspected the previous eve-
ning, they inspected it by the light of torches.” They brought
him the knife, he made an incision, and someone else finished
the slaughtering. He collected the blood and tossed it, went to
burn the incense” and repair the lamps, as it is written, “On it
Aaron shall burn the aromatic incense; he shall burn it every
morning when he tends the lamps.” (Exod 30:7)—and to sacri-
fice the head, the limbs, the cakes, and the wine, [went] to the
ramp, and ascended the ramp. The prefect extended his hand
and led him up with him to the altar, took the limbs in order
and arranged them on the pile of wood. He began to offer the
wine libation, and the Levites would sing. The priests would
blow trumpets—they would blow a teru‘ah,” teqi‘ah,” and
teru‘ah. Then the people would bow down after each break in
the trumpeting and would bow down after each teqi‘ah. This
was the order of the Tamid."”
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10. If he fell asleep, there would be a danger of a seminal emission, which would render him
impure.

11. Mishnah: priests.

12. Cf. m. Tamid 3:3-4.

13. Mishnah has here “of the morning.”

14. Probably a tremolo of a series of staccato notes.

15. A long sound rising at the end.

16. Cf. m. Tamid 7:3.
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After he finished (sacrificing) the lamb for the Tamid,
they brought him to the chamber of Parvah, which was in the
holy place. They spread out for him a linen sheet between him
and the people. He washed his hands and feet and undressed,
went down and immersed, went up and dried himself. They
brought him linen garments, and he put them on and washed
his hands and his feet.

They brought him a bull and a ram and two goats for
the sin offering and a ram for the burnt offering from public
property and the Temple treasury, as it is written, “With this
shall Aaron enter [the Shrine: with a bull of the herd for a sin
offering and a ram for a burnt offering]” (Lev 16:3), and it is
written: “And from the Israelite community [he shall take two
he-goats for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering].
(Lev 16:5)”" He led the bull and stood it between the porch
and the altar, then led the goats, and stood them in the north.
Then he approached his bull, which was standing between the
porch and the altar, its head to the south and its face to the west.
The priest was standing in the east with his face to the west.
Then he laid his two hands on it and confessed.

Thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done
wrong, I have transgressed before You, I and my household.
O, by the Lord,” forgive the sins and iniquities and transgres-
sions that I have committed against You, I and my household,
as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on
this day [atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of
all your sins; before the Lord—"" (Lev 16:30)]

And when the priests and the people standing in the court
and serving in the sanctuary heard the explicit name
coming forth from the mouth of the high priest in holiness,
they would kneel, prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces
and say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever
and ever.”

17. Cf. Sifra Ahare Mot 2 (ed. Weiss, fol. 8od).
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18. Heb. ba-Shem.
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He would also aim to finish the name while facing those saying
the blessing and say to them, “You shall be pure.”

He approached the east of the court north of the altar, the
prefect at his right and the head of the priestly division at his
left. There were two goats there, and the urn was there. He
shook the urn and took up two lots. On one was written “for the
Lord” and on one was written “for Azazel.” If the one for the
Lord came up in his right hand, the prefect said, “Sir High
Priest, raise your right hand,” and if it came up in his left, the
head of the priestly division said, “Sir High Priest, raise your left
hand.” Then he placed them on the two goats And he would say,
“This is the hatta't for the Lord,” as it is written, “And Aaron
shall take the two he-goats and let them stand before the Lord
at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting; and he shall place lots
upon the goats, [one marked for the Lord and theother
marked for Azazel.] Aaron shall bring forward the goat desig-
nated by lot for the Lord, which he is to offer as a sin offering
(Lev 16:7 9). And he left the goat designated for Azazel stand-
ing, as it is written, “while the goat which is designated for
Azazel shall be left standing alive before the Lord, to make ex-
piation with it and to send it off to the wilderness for Azazel”
(Lev 16:10), to an inaccessible region, a desolate wilderness, it
is written, “Thus the goat shall carry all their iniquities [to an
inaccessible region]” (Lev 16:22).

He tied a thread of crimson wool to the head of the
scapegoat and stood it opposite the place where it was to be
sent, and the one to be slaughtered toward the place of
slaughter.

Afterward, he approached his second bull, laid his hands
on it, and confessed.

Thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done
wrong, I have transgressed before You, I and my household
and the children of Aaron, Your holy people. O Lord,” forgive
the sins and iniquities and transgressions that I have
committed against You, I and my household and the children

19. Heb. ha-Shem.
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of Aaron, Your holy people, as it is written in the Torah of
Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day [atonement shall be
made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; before the
Lord—"" (Lev 16:30)

And when the priests and the people standing in the court
and serving in the sanctuary heard the explicit name com-
ing forth from the mouth of the high priest in holiness, they
would kneel, prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces and
say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and
ever.”]

He slaughtered it and collected its blood in a basin, and gave it
to the one who would stir it, on the fourth terrace in the sanctu-
ary, so that it would not curdle. He took the fire-pan and went
up to the top of the altar and cleared [some of the coals inside],
and went down and put it on the fourth terrace of the court.

They brought out the ladle and the fire-pan; he took a
handful and put it into the ladle. As it is written, “He shall take
a panful” (Lev 16:12)each according to the size (of his hand).”
[He placed the fire-pan in his right hand and the ladle in his
left, and walked in the sanctuary until he came between the two
curtains that divide the holy place from the holy of holies. There
was a cubit between them. When he went in between the
curtains—the outer one was fastened from the south and the
inner one from the north—he walked between them until he got
to the north. When he got to the north, he turned, facing the
south. He faced the curtain until he arrived at the ark. When he
arrived at the altar, he placed the fire-pan between the two rods
of the ark. He piled up the incense and placed it on the coals,
and the house was filled with smoke. He came out the way he
had gone in, and said a short prayer in the outer chamber. He
would not extend his prayer, so as not to frighten Israel.

20. Lit., “the large according to his large size, and the small according to his small size.”
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This is what he would pray: May it be Your will, that this
year be a year [of abundance],” and let not the prayers of trav-
elers™ enter before You.”

Afterward, he went out and took the blood from the one
who was stirring it. He went in [to the place where he went in]
and stood at the place where he stood, and sprinkled some of it,
once up and seven times down. He did not aim to sprinkle
either up or down, but as if he were whipping. And this is how
he would count: “one, one and two, one and three, one and
four, one and five, one and six, one and seven.” He went out
and set it down on the golden stand in the sanctuary.

They brought him the goat, he slaughtered it and col-
lected its blood in a basin, as it is written, “He shall
slaughter the people's goat of sin offering, bring its
blood [behind the curtain, and do with its blood as he
had done with the blood of the bull]” (Lev 16:15). He
went in [to the place where he went in] and stood at the
place where he stood, and sprinkled some of it, once up
and seven times down. He did not aim to sprinkle either
up or down, but as if he were whipping. And this is how he
would count: “one, one and two, one and three, one and
four, one and five, one and six, one and seven.” He went
out and set it down on the second stand in the sanctuary.

He set down the blood of the goat and took up the blood
of the bull and sprinkled some of it on the curtain opposite the
ark, once up and seven times down. He did not aim to sprinkle
either up or down, but as if he were whipping.

He took the blood of the goat and set down the blood of
the bull and sprinkled some of it on the curtain opposite the ark
from outside, once up and seven times down. He did aim to
sprinkle up or down, but as if he were whipping. And this is how
he would count: “one, one and two,” etc. He poured the blood
of the bull into the blood of the goat and he transferred (the
contents of) the full (vessel) into the empty one.

21. The manuscript has only the letter shin or sin, which, judging from the parallels, could stand
either for shehunah (heat) or for sova (abundance). Cf. y. Yoma 5:3 (42¢).
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He then went to the altar that was before the Lord and
purged it—this is the golden altar, as it is written: He shall go
out to the altar (Lev 16:18). He began to purge the altar from
sin** (and continue). And from where would he begin? From the
northeastern horn (of the altar), the northwestern, the south-
western, to the southeastern. The places where he would begin
purging the outer altar were where he would finish on the inner
altar.

He sprinkled on the top of the altar seven times. Then he
poured [the rest of the blood] on the western base of the outside
altar, and poured [the rest of the blood] from the outside altar
on the southern base.

Afterward, he approached the scapegoat and said a confes-
sion over it for the guilt of the community. He laid his hands
on it and confessed.

Thus he would say: “O Lord, they have sinned, they have
done wrong, they have transgressed before You, Your people,
the house of Israel. O by the Lord,” forgive the sins

and iniquities and transgressions that I have committed
against You, I, my household, and the sons of Aaron, as it is
written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day
atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your
sins; you shall be pure before the Lord.”” (Lev 16:30)

And when the priests and the people standing in the court
and serving in the sanctuary heard the explicit name com-
ing forth from the mouth of the high priest in holiness, they
would kneel, prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces and
say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and
ever.

Thus it is written: Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the
head of the live goat and confess over it all the iniquities and
transgressions [of the Israelites] (Lev 16:21).

24. Heb. mehatte, “purged [the altar] from sin,” as opposed to mekhapper, “purged,” above in the
same paragraph.
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3. Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh
“You Established the World from the Beginning”

his anonymous composition is the earliest true Avodah piyyut

extant. It contains all the elements that became characteristic of

the genre: the historical preamble, selection of Aaron, praise of
the priesthood, and the reworking of Mishnah Yoma into a poetic narra-
tive. It is popular in the Sephardic and Middle Eastern liturgies, but not
Ashkenaz and France. In the eighteenth century the Hasidic liturgy,
which was based in part on the Sephardic liturgy, took it up. The piyyut
is printed in Daniel Goldschmidt’s edition of the Mahzor and in the
liturgical handbook of Saadia Gaon." This translation is based on Gold-
schmidt’s edition.

The poem is in the form of an acrostic, forward and then back-
ward. In keeping with the style of preclassical piyyut, each line consists
of four feet. The language, however, is fairly straightforward; it lacks
the constant circumlocutions and substitutions that begin with the
early classical piyyutim we shall see in the following texts. Yet the poem
does not lack artfulness, and there is certainly editorial and ideological
treatment of the Mishnaic account. One example of this is the poem’s
emphasis on the volition, piety, and diligence of the priest, in contrast
to the Mishnah’s portrayal of him as a passive recipient of the sages’
instructions.”

1. Goldschmidt, Mahazor, 2:19-23 [Hebrew numbering]; Davidson, Assaf, and Joel, Siddur Rav
Sa‘adiah, 275-80. A prose translation appears in Hazon Yehezkel: A Prayerbook for Yom Kippur
According to the Oriental Sephardic Rite, ed. and trans. Earl Klein (Los Angeles: Kahal Joseph Se-
phardic Congregation, 1994), 435-51.

2. See the Introduction, above.
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You established

the world from the beginning;
You founded the earth

and formed creatures.

When You surveyed the world
of chaos and confusion

You banished gloom

and put light in place.

You formed from the earth
a lump of soil in Your image
and commanded him
concerning the tree of life.

He forsook Your word

and he was forsaken from Eden

but You did not destroy him

for the sake of the work of Your hands.’

You increased his fruit

and blessed his seed

and let them flourish in Your goodness
and let them live in quiet.

But they broke the yoke

and said to God, “Go away,”

then You took away Your hand

and they withered’ instantly like grass.

You remembered Your covenant

with the one who was blameless in his generation Noah
and as a reward You made him

a remnant forever.

You made a permanent covenant

of the rainbow for his sake

and in Your love for his fragrant offering
You blessed his children.

3. Heb. yegia® kappekhaj cf. Job 10:3, where Job asks God, “Does it benefit You ... to despise the
work of Your hands?”
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4. The generation of the flood rejected God, thus “breaking the yoke” of God’s commandments.
5. Following Klein’s translation in Hazon Yehezkel.
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They erred in their wealth

and built a tower

and said, “Let us split the firmament
and fight against Him.”

The father of a multitude

shined forth like a star,

suddenly, from Ur of the Chaldees,
to illuminate in darkness.

You deferred Your anger
when You surveyed his deeds
and when he was old

You looked into his heart.

You brought forth from him
a fair garland,’

a pure lamb

from a choice sheep.

From his root

you brought forth a perfect man’
sealed with Your covenant

when he was taken from the womb.*

You gave him

twelve tribes,

beloved by the Most High,

they were called from the womb.

You placed a fair garland

of favor upon Levi,

and of all his brothers

You placed a crown on him.

6. See Prov 1:9.

Abraham

Isaac

Jacob

the priesthood

7. The Hebrew word tam, applied to Jacob in Gen 25:27, can mean “simple” or “perfect.” On

the implication of his “perfection,” see the following note.
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Amram was chosen

from the seed of Levi;

Aaron, holy to the Lord,

You sanctified from his stock.’

You adorned him

in woven garments,
and by his sacrifices

he annulled Your anger.

Diadem, robe,

and linen breeches,
breastpiece, ephod,

royal headdress, and sash;

sacrifice of bulls

and burnt offerings of sheep
and the slaughter of goats
and the cutting-up of rams;

the perfumed aroma

and the burning of coals
correct enumeration™
and the dashing of blood;

supplication at the incense
and true prayer;"
and his holiness,
which atones for our sins;

the measurement of fine linen
and the arrangement of jewels—
he is girded in all of these

like a ministering angel.

You ordained all these

for the glory of Aaron;

You made him for Israel

an instrument of atonement.

9. Cf. Klein’s translation in Hazon Yehezkel.
10. Of the times the blood is sprinkled.



11. See m. Yoma 5:1.
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In Aaron’s place

stood one of his clan

to serve before You

on the day of forgiveness.

For seven days

he studied in our Temple,
the laws of the procedure
and the service of the day.

For the elders of his people
and the sages of his brothers
perpetually surrounded him
until the day arrived.

“See before whom
you are entering,
to a place of fire,
a burning flame.

Our community’s congregation
relies on you

and by your hands

will be our forgiveness.”

They commanded him and taught
him until the tenth day

so that he would be accustomed
to the order of the Avodah.

They spread out for him a sheet
when he slaughtered the sheep
to make a separation

between him and the people.

He performed the commandment

in awe and fear

and examined himself

for interpositions (during) ablution.”

12. That is, for objects that prevent effective purification by their interposition between the water
and the body.
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He rejoiced in the commandment
to uphold His law

and went down and immersed

as he was instructed.

They gave him
golden garments,

and he put them on and washed
his hands and his feet.

Immediately he received

the sheep for the Tamid

and performed it as required,
as for the whole year.

Inside he entered

to offer the incense
and to repair the lamps
and to sacrifice limbs.

As commanded every day

he made cakes”

and offered the wine libation
in all proper vessels.

He came at once

to the house of Parvah,
and they spread for him
a sheet as before.

Before he took off

his golden garments,
he washed clean

his hands and his feet.

He began to take off
his golden garments
and went down and immersed
as he had immersed.

13. Heb. havitin, referring to the griddle cakes baked for the daily offering. See Lev 6:13 (on
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He set aside the gold

and put on white,

for the service of the day is

to be performed in white garments.

He hurried and washed
his hands and his feet
and first approached
toward his bull.

He stood in awe
before the Most High
and said over it
words of confession.

Then he placed his hands on it and confessed. Thus he would say:
[“O Lord, I have sinned, I have done wrong, I have transgressed
before You, I and my household. O Lord, forgive the sins and in-
iquities and transgressions that I have committed against you, I
and my household, as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your
servant: ‘For on this day atonement shall be made for you to
cleanse you of all your sins; before the Lord—’”. And when the
priests and the people standing in the court and serving in the
Sanctuary heard the explicit name coming forth from the mouth
of the high priest in holiness and purity, they would kneel, pros-
trate themselves, and fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the
name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.” He would also
intend to finish the name while facing those saying the blessing
and say to them, “You shall be pure.”]

He spoke; then they brought him
two goats,

and over them he cast

two lots.

The right lot,

which was for the Lord,
he placed on the goat

and made it a sin offering.
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He tied a crimson thread

on the goat for Azazel

and stood it opposite

the place where it was to be sent.

Then the goat

that was for the Lord
he placed opposite
the house of slaughter.

Then he approached his bull
a second time

and said over it the confession
of his brothers.

Then he placed his hands on it and confessed. And thus he would
say: [O Lord, I have sinned, I have done wrong, I have transgressed
before You, I and my household and the children of Aaron, Your
holy people. O Lord, forgive the sins and iniquities and transgres-
sions that I have committed against You, I and my household and
the children of Aaron, Your holy people, as it is written in the
Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day atonement shall be
made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; before the Lord—""
(Lev. 16:30). And when the priests and the people standing in the
court and serving in the Sanctuary heard the explicit name coming
forth from the mouth of the high priest in holiness and purity,
they would kneel, prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces and
say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.”
He would also intend to finish the name while facing those saying
the blessing and say to them, “You shall be pure.”]

After the confession

he was very diligent

in performing his sin offering
and the sin offering of the people.

He examined the knife
and slaughtered his bull
and collected the blood

in the pure basin.
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He also gave it

to his colleague™ at once
to stir its blood

so that it would not curdle.

He laid the blood of his bull

on the terrace

and took the golden (fire-pan)

and went up to the head of the altar.

He took it down

filled with fiery coals

and laid it down

on the terrace in the court.

Then he added a handful (of incense)
of an everyday measure,

in his right hand the fire-pan

and in his left the shovel.

He fortified himself

and went into the holy (shrine)
and laid down the fire-pan
between the poles of the ark.

He took a handful

and placed it on the coals,
and because of it the house
was filled with smoke.

He closed his eyes

and turned back around
and said a short prayer
in the sanctuary.

He went out and took

the blood of the bull

and sprinkled it on the curtain
opposite the ark.

14. The assisting priest.
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Like a bereaved bear”

he brought the goat for the sin offering;
he slaughtered it and collected

its blood in a basin.

He went inside

to sprinkle some of its blood

in the order in which he sprinkled
the blood of the bull.

He hurried and took
the blood of the bull
and sprinkled opposite
the ark from outside.

He urgently laid

the blood of the bull down
and took the blood of the goat
and sprinkled some of it.

Gladly he poured out

the blood of the bull into the blood of the goat
and approached and stood

over the golden altar.

He put [the blood] in order
on the four horns (of the altar)
and on its top

he dashed it seven times.

He strode and went
outside the portico
and poured the remainder
on the western foundation.

He commanded, and they brought him
the goat to be sent out,

and he confessed over it

the guilt of the community.

15. Fiercely; see 2 Sam 17:8.
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Then he placed his hands on it and confessed. Thus he would say:
[“O Lord, they have sinned, they have done wrong, they have
transgressed before You, Your people, the house of Israel. O Lord,
forgive the sins and iniquities and transgressions that they have
committed against you, Your people, the house of Israel, as it is
written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day
atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your sins;
before the Lord—"” (Lev. 16:30). And when the priests and the
people standing in the court and serving in the Sanctuary heard
the explicit name coming forth from the mouth of the high priest
in holiness and purity, they would kneel, prostrate themselves, and
fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s
glory for ever and ever.” He would also intend to finish the name
while facing those saying the blessing and say to them, “You shall
be pure.”]

He called to one

of the priests

to lead it to an inaccessible land,
to a desolate wilderness.

He ran to the bull

and the goat that were to be burned
and tore them up and placed them
in a bowl to be sent up in smoke."

He returned to read

from the Priestly Teaching Leviticus
from the portion “after the death of Aaron™ Lev 16
and also from “on the tenth day.” Num 29:7

He directed his steps

to the place of immersion

and went down and immersed
and went up and dried himself.

16. See m. Yoma 6:7.
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Then they brought him
golden garments,
and he dressed and washed

his hands and his feet.

Then he went out and sacrificed his ram

and the ram of the people
and the bull for the sin offering
and the bull for the burnt offering.

When he was finished
doing all of these,

he went again

to the place of immersion.

And he washed his hands and his feet
and undressed

and went down and immersed,

went up and dried himself.

And they brought him

white garments,

and he dressed

and washed his hands and his feet.

He entered

to take out the shovel

and the fire-pan,

which he had put in in the morning,

and he went again

to the place of immersion

and undressed and and immersed,
and went up and dried himself,

and they brought him
golden garments,

and he dressed and washed
his hands and his feet.

He entered to offer
the incense



ATAH KONANTA ‘OLAM ME-ROSH

19 I8N
ELRgPE
VTR V12)
Yo T

7 T YY) Ry
DY) % )
nRVNA 19 NY)
ngvy 19 I

niYa Inr
noR Y3 nivyn
2 82 T7IM
N9 M7

AT VT VI
LT

v29) TI)
900N N2V

19 I8N
137713
VIR V37
van T

RoxiNY 012
920 NR

nnNRa NK)
nINY3 ORNY

7 82 TN
n390 N7
93v) vV
29809 N9V}

APRIah |
SLy7E
VR) V1Y)
YN T

IPVPN? VI
nj,'UPU mj

91



92

AVODAH

of the afternoon
and to repair the lamps.

Then he went again

to the place of immersion

and undressed and immersed,
and went up and dried himself.

They brought him
his own clothes,
and he put them on;

then they accompanied him to his house.

Then he celebrated the holiday
for those who love him

when he went out safely

from the holy [shrine].

Happy is the people
who have it so;

happy is the people
whose God is the Lord.”

18. Ps 144:15.

his family
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4. Az be-"En Kol
“When All Was Not”

his massive composition is one of the most comprehensive of the

extant ancient Avodah piyyutim. It is distinguished for its thor-

ough treatment of every major theme in the Avodah, for its
extensive use of poetic figures such as metonymy, alliteration, and par-
allelism, for its use of mythology in its retelling of the history of the
world, and above all for its ingeniousness in formulating poetic figures
and forms. As described in our Introduction, above, this composition
abounds in legends and details known to us from Apocrypha and other
nonrabbinic sources. Unlike most of the other Avodah piyyutim, Az
be-’En Kol deals with all of the major episodes in Israel’s early history,
and not just those most relevant to the Temple cult. For example, a
remarkable amount of esoteric cosmological and angelological lore is
embedded in the opening sections praising God and his work of crea-
tion. The composition also uses unusual poetic forms in its portrayal
of individual episodes, such as its description of the agency of the Torah
in creating the world and in its listing of auspicious events that may
occur on the Sabbath.

Although mentioned in at least two liturgical sources,' this com-
position did not enter any of the standard liturgies of the last several
centuries and so remained undiscovered until recently. Fragments were
published by Zvi Malachi in 1974.” In 1998, Joseph Yahalom recon-
structed the composition from Genizah fragments and published it in
an annotated edition.’ Still, not all of the poem has been found, and
several portions remain fragmentary. Although the poem has been at-
tributed erroneously to Yose ben Yose and Eleazar ben Qallir, its author
is unknown. It may have preceded and influenced Yose ben Yose’s Azkir
Gevurot. It is also notable for its affinities with the eighth- or ninth-

1. See Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 245; A. M. Haberman, “Sefer Qerovah,” Yedi‘ot ha-Makhon
le-Mada‘e ha-Yahadut 3 (1927): 104; Malachi, Ha-“Avodah,” 34.

2. Malachi, Ha-“Avodah,” 2:15-35.

3. Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol.
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century midrash Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer and may have influenced that
composition.

This translation and edition are based on Yahalom’s, with the addi-
tion of newly discovered fragments.* Text that has been restored from
parallel manuscripts appears in braces { }. Restorations from context
or from biblical citations are placed in brackets [ ]. Explanatory
phrases are placed in parentheses ().

The extant fragments end at line 792. However, since there is much
more of the ceremony to go, it is obvious that the poem went on exten-
sively. Following the extant text of Az be-’En Kol, we have appended
portions of another piyyut, possibly Aromem la-’El, which is apparently
a reworking of Az be-’En Kol. The text is based on a newly discovered
fragment, ms Firkovitch, Heb. iiA 897, and Joseph Yahalom’s edition in
Az be-’En Kol, 18688, lines 439—60. We translate from the portion that
completes some of what is missing at the end of Az be-’En Kol.

When all was not,

You were all that was,

{and when You prepared all}
You filled all.

When You | ] all,

You are ever renewing,

for in the beginning You were aged,
and in the end youthful.

s No eye can behold
the place of Your desired dwelling
For You have dwelt
above the mighty since ancient times. water or angels

Or perhaps some rooster’

might search out Your dwelling place;

You have snatched up a fire consuming fire
from the fiery waters.’

4. Ms Ts Ns 324.86; Firkovitch, Heb. iiA 897. Both manuscripts were referred to us by Mr. B.
Loffler of the Academy of the Hebrew Language, to whom we are indebted.
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Only those who are seized

with fear can serve You. the angels
For in a contrite heart

and a humble spirit You can be found.

They have no father,

and no mother bore them;”
{they were conceived from fire,
and they were born of the snow.

You carved Erelim® a class of angels
from flames of fire;

You engendered the Creatures’

out of the River of the Chariot.”

They are enveloped in fear,
encircled with awe,

belted with writing cases;"

their loins are girded with sighing.

They are the image of fire;

their bodies are like the streams of Rahab;"”
Their eyes are like lightning;

their roar is like the rush of waves.

You caused their heads
to flash like sapphire;”
the radiance at their feet
flashes incandescently."

“Amen” is their vocation.
“Blessed” is their labor.”

Their utterance is “Righteousness.”
“Holiness” is their proclamation.

7. The text in braces that follows is from Ms Ts Ns 324.86.
8. Cf. Isa 33:7.
9. The Hayyot of Ezek 1.
10. Cf. the river of fire, Dan 7:10; cf. also the Hekhalot text 3 Enoch in Peter Schifer, Synopse zur
Hekhalot-Literatur (Tibingen: Mohr, 1981), §$ 50 and 916.
11. See Ezek 9:2.
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12. Cf. Job 9:13, 26.

13. Cf. Isa 54:12.

14. Cf. Ezek 1:7, Dan 10:6.

15. The angels say the doxology “Blessed is the presence of the Lord from His place”; see Ezek
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They serve their Leader

and do not behold Him;

they cannot turn their heads,'
and they all acclaim Him.

Vast power and station,

the demigods of Senir
disperse to all remote places
and say, “Here we are.”

Thousands upon thousands
and myriads of holy ones
are transformed into wind,
turned into fire.

They do not mourn,

and grieving does not seize them,
for they will not give birth

nor will they die.

There is no enmity among them,
nor are they convulsed by hatred;
they know nothing of antagonism,
for their camp is tranquil.

They do not scrape for food,

nor do they imbibe drink.

They are supplied with abundance
and radiant with goodwill.

Scarlet does not stain them,
nor does white” affect them.
Flux cannot pollute them;

they are not whitened with any blemish."

16. Lit., “necks.”
17. The idea that the angels do not suffer menstrual and seminal pollution is attested in several

Mount Hermon

blood

semen
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midrashim and esoteric sources. See Michael D. Swartz, Scholastic Magic: Ritual and Revelation in
Early Jewish Mysticism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 166-69.
18. Heb. nega’, referring to impurity of the skin.
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Their tent is pure;”

their place is holiness—

their ritual bath is a river of fire,
and they immerse in flames.”

The mighty of the world are Your confidants,
yet You did not consult them

when You made up Your mind”

to create the world.

The fear of Your | ]

fell upon them,

for no servant

can tell his master what to do.

God | I,

and no one delayed,

for [there is no one] besides You
and no other god | ].

No god coerced You.
No companion advised You.
No master [taught You].
No sage [instructed You]

22

the angels

As it is written: Who has plumbed [the mind of God?] (Isa 40:13);

and it is said: Whom did he consult? (Isa 40:14).

[GOD USED TORAH TO CREATE THE UNIVERSE]

You relied on Your knowledge;

You trusted Your discernment;

in Your power You were revealed;
and on Your strength You depended.

19:14 and described in the Mishnah tractate Ahelot.

19. The angels are not affected by “tent-impurity,” a type of corpse impurity derived from Num

20. Cf. Seder Rabbah de-Bereshit (Schifer, Synopse, § 181), in which the angels who go down to
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earth purify themselves in the river of fire; see note 17 above. Cf. Zvi M. Rabbinowitz, Mahazor
Piyyute Rabbi Yannai le-Torah u-Mo‘adim (Jerusalem: Mosad Bialik, 1985), 459.

21. Lit., “lifted up Your heart.”

22. That is, a court administrator.
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With that which is longer than the earth,” Torah
with that which is wider than the sea,

with Your primordial possession,

with that which is the beginning of all action,

with the measuring line of judgment,
and with the scales of mercy,

with the right hand of life,

with riches and honor;™

It was hidden in Your heart

and brought forth from Your mouth.
By Your hand [ ]

as [by the hand of a] craftsman.

Looking into it, You carved out
the pillars of the heavens

before there was primordial chaos
on which the rafters could rest.”

By [its] weaving

loops and twisted chains
until You were to [ ]
to build Your Tent.”

By [ ]

rings of the earth®
before Your winds
were to refine [ 1.

You [clothed Yourself]
with light as a garment™
before You made

a sweet delight to the eyes.

23. Job 11:9, here referring to the Torah. This section refers to the idea, found in rabbinic liter-
ature, that God used the Torah as the blueprint for the world; see page 26 in the Introduction. On

the idea of the size of the Torah, see Kook, “Godel ha-Torah.”

24. Prov 3:16.
25. Heb. tohu va-Vohu, here referring apparently to the primordial waters, which support the

rafters of heaven.
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26. The preposition b- beginning each stanza is translated in this section as “by” or “with,”
according to the structure described in the Introduction above; see page 26-27.
27. B. Shabbat gga: The clasps in the loops looked like stars in the sky. The reference is to the
loops that held the curtains of the Tabernacle to each other. This may be expressing the idea that
the earthly Tabernacle that was to be built had a primordial supernal counterpart.
28. Heb. neshiyyah; in the Bible, “oblivion”; here, “the earth.”

29. See Ps 104:2



106 AVODAH

L]
light above

before You hid
primordial chaos in the depths.

s [ ]

snow and smoke™
until You kept them ready
for the day of war and battle.”

(]
(]

until dust was kneaded

so that clods of earth stuck fast together. to make Adam

[ ] to the earth

until You made song heard

on the wing”

to the one who spreads it forth.

L]
[that which is gathered in] the hollow of Your hand”

until it fled
from Your rebuke.**

By its design You depressed
that which flows from a vessel”
until You broke down

the humble as required.*

ss By its fullness You closed
the sluiced windows
until they were to open

on the day of the furious rain. the Flood

30. According to y. Hagigah 2:1 and Gen Rabbah 10:3 (ed. Theodor and Albeck, p. 75), snow was

used to create the world.
31. See Job 38:23.
32. See Isa 24:16.
33. The expression derives from Isa 40:12. On these stanzas, cf. especially Job 38:8-16.
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45

55

34. Ps 104:7. Cf. Tanhuma Haye Sarah 3: God trampled down the water to make space for the
earth and killed its designated angel (sar). When the rest of the waters saw this, they fled.
35. In Tanhuma Haye Sarah 3 interpreting Job 38:16 (“Have you penetrated to the depths of the
sea?”), it is said that the waters cried when He killed the angel appointed over them.

36. Job 38:10.
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AVODAH

With its compass You set a limit
on the great springs of the deep
until they were to open

to blot out [all] existence in anger.

With its nectar You sweetened
produce, choice fruit, and crops
until You were to plant a tree
for tasting death and life.

With [its ] You made | ]
white as fleece

until You were to draw Your bow
and lead an arrow to attack.”

With its whetstone You sharpened

a sword for the Twisting Serpent™ Leviathan’s fin
until He locked up,

with his bar, the deep sea.”

With its pools You increased

fins and fowl

until You were to give commands

concerning a fish and a raven.* the fish that swallowed Jonah;
the ravens that fed Elijah

With its granary You nipped

leaven from the earth Adam
until You were to pour [him]* like milk,

to curdle [him like] cheese.

By its delight

You created the world in six days,
until repose came to You,

and You rested from labor.

37. Cf. Ps 18:13-16, where God disperses the darkness and destroys enemies with arrows of light-

ning.

38. According to Isa 27:1.
39. See Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 9. The idea here is that the Twisting Serpent used Leviathan’s
fin as a bolt to fasten the sea.
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40. See 1 Kgs 17:2-6.
41. See Job 33:6.

109

65

42. Cf. Job 10:10. The idea here is that after God created man from the first “batch of dough,” he

was able to use that “leavening” to make every subsequent human being.
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AVODAH

With perfection® | ] Torah
each action according to plan

and afterward, like a wise man,

You started to build.

As it is written: The Lord founded the earth by wisdom; He estab-
lished the heavens by understanding. (Prov. 3:19)

[THE FIRST DAY

You clothed Yourself in might;
You girded Yourself in strength;
and You stood like an expert

to do Your work.

You exalted Yourself

and hung the foundations
without establishing

and erecting afterward.*

You placed the rooftop

over the upper story;

then You made firm

the outer edges of the skies.”

You spread out the heights of heaven
like a cloth tent

with pegs of storm

on the wheels of wind.

You solidified the ravine* earth
in the springs of the deep,

and it was placed in the midst of water

and [ ] liquid.

43. See Ps 19:8.
44. That is, unlike human builders, You did not erect the building after the foundation.
45. Cf. Prov 8:28. Cf. Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 3. The idea here is that God, not following the
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80

usual way of erecting a tent, placed the central support in place first and then spread out the expanse

of the tent.
46. Heb. gy



AVODAH

You made its peaks level
with leveling tools,
and it was sunk

(]

You weighed its hills
in a balance, and constructed it,

[ ]
(]

You stored up that which hovers"” the wind
in its four directions
by measure and by weight

(]

You rolled back the primordial chaos
to the chambers of the depths,
and from darkness You illumined

[ ]

(]
(]

They recoiled for fear of You, the primordial waters
and heeding You, they rolled back.

[THE THIRD DAY]

(]

strong [ ]
to gather | ]
( ]

You made thunder

You made known [ ]

[ ]

47. Cf. Gen 1:2.
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AVODAH

[ ]
[ ] they poured

[ ]
[ ]

to inform to those who were to go down

[ ]

You commanded the water

that if a stutterer should come,

it should honor him

and stand at his right hand[’s command].

And You made Your tempestuous storm
rule over it;

against the will of a demigod,*

You put it to rest.

You informed it

of the integrity of the Servant,

when he lifted his heart to You (in prayer)
that it should turn backward.”

You told it

that if a prophet’ should spread his mantle
it should stay low, near the riverbed,”

for the one who ascended in a whirlwind.

You set down a rule for it,

not to be ignored,

to show the path through the Red Sea
to him who was thrown into the sea.””

You marked its tongue

to be divided into seven®

to clean off the dust of the road
from the one whose feet are lovely.

Cf. Gen Rabbabh 5:4.

49. Cf. Ps 114:3.
50. See 2 Kgs 2:8, in which the Jordan divides for Elijah and Elisha.

Moses

Joshua

Elijah

Jonah

Israel at the Red Sea

48. An archangel, possibly Metatron, known from early Jewish magical and mystical literature.
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51. That is, should stay low so that they could pass.
52. That is, Jonah was given a guided tour through the ocean, during which he was shown the
place in the Red Sea where the waters had divided.

53. See Isa 11:15.
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AVODAH

The roaring waves

appealed to You when they fled,
for You set a limit for them,
not to be transgressed.

You illuminated that which is covered earth
and refreshed it with fruit,

made it redolent with fragrance

in honor of God and human being.

It conceived and carried

but did not give birth

until it overflowed

and gave birth and raised a man.

On that day, by Your word You created three—

those born by Your decree.

It was called the third [day]

by the third [man]. Moses

As it is written: Who measured the waters with the hollow of His
hand, and gouged the skies with a span, and meted earth’s dust
with a measure, and weighed the mountains with a scale? (Isa
40:12).

[THE FOURTH DAY

You resolved to form

two illuminating lights

to display Your creations,

for there is no flaw in Your handiwork.

You commanded and they stood
like faithful emissaries

to tell Your mercies

and to recount Your faithfulness.

And You opened, for their departure,
windows in the east

to make (the sun) shine heroically

so that laborers could to go to their work.
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18 AVODAH

1o And in the west You blazed
paths for them to enter
to lower their prominence

before the Rider of the heavens.” God
And You arranged those numbered above, stars
corresponding to the hosts below;” Israel

and appointed them to the Kishon,
to the beating of horses” hooves.”

And they were given as omens

of the day of war and battle,”

for the time when You will no longer
incline Your ear, heeding prayer.

And a youth would command them Joshua
in the mighty battle

to be still at Gibeon

and to halt at Ayalon.

And if a sick man should cry out” Hezekiah
and You added days to his life,

the Healer would reverse them,”

and they would not be obstinate.*

140  And when You bind up
the wounds of Your burdened [people],”
they will place
balm on its wings.”

And when You cover them with sackcloth

to humiliate those who serve them,*” idolaters
You will renew their light

forty-nine-fold.

54. The divine presence (Shekhinah) resides in the west, so that when the sun sets in the west, it
bows down to God. See Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 6 (fol. 14b).

55. Likened to the stars in Gen 15:5.

56. See the Song of Deborah (Judg 5:20-22), in which the stars are said to fight against Sisera.

57. Joel 2:10; the stars dimmed in anticipation of the Day of the Lord.

58. See Isa 38:1-8, in which God extends Hezekiah’s life in response to his prayer.
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59. God would reverse the progression of the sun and the stars.
60. The passage plays on the root rph, which can mean “to soften” (here, perhaps, “to massage”)

and “stiff-necked.”
61. These stanzas deal with the eschatological future.
62. See Mal 3:20.
63. The reference is to those who worship the stars.
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AVODAH

And when Your elders calculate

the times of month and year,

the Younger one will be diminished the moon
so that it can be sanctified.

And their dominion is over

the four corners of the earth.

So the One who rules over every day
ordained them on the fourth day.

As it is written: He made the moon to mark the seasons (Ps
104:19);

and it is written: He reckoned the number of stars; to each He gave
its name (Ps 147:4).

[THE FIFTH DAY

There is a great sea,

which You made vast and spacious

and which was commanded to bring forth swarms,
with creatures beyond number.

You established within it
the offspring of scaled fish
and those that grow fins
so that no one can fathom.

There arose from the waters of the sea
swooping and flying,** abundant,

for when they perish,

they bring tidings to their captor.”

You bestowed a blessing on them,
and they were fruitful and multiplied,
and from then until now

they look to You for their bounty.

You appointed over them
great chiefs:

64. An allusion to two kinds of birds, birds of prey and the others.
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65. This reading is from the variant, by which the birds’ function is to provide good omens to

their owners by means of organ divination.



122 AVODAH

the elusive serpent®
and the twisting Leviathan.

160 No stranger can rouse him”
nor ascertain his dwelling place,
for like the hinge sockets of doors,
the depths are sealed.

0O God,”™ when You wish

to draw him out with a fishhook,*”
[You make him sink]” by piercing
his tongue with a rope.

You prepared his muzzle
and pierced his cheek

to provide food

for the holy [people].

When You play with him

like a pet bird,

he will plead with You

not to leash him for young girls.”

The virtuous shall feast on him;
the pious shall divide him up;
those who eat him will [ 15
[ ] will say blessings.

170 What You propose, O Lord,
cannot be reversed,
for Your thoughts
are the deeds of Your hands.

The breaking waves

sing praise to You;

for Your part’” You blessed
the fifth day of creation.

66. Cf. Isa 37:1.

67. Referring to the Leviathan.

68. Lit., “this,” from Exod 15:2: “This is my God.”

69. In the end of days, when God will capture Leviathan as a feast for the righteous.
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70. Restored from the fragmentary text in line 162.

71. Cf. Job 40:29.

72. The creatures created on that day praise You. Therefore, You blessed them in return.
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AVODAH

As it is written: Above the thunder of the mighty waters,
more majestic than the breakers of the sea (Ps 93:4);

and it is said: All of them look to you (Ps 104:27);

and it is said: Give it to them, they gather it up; open your hand,
they are well satisfied (Ps 104:28).

[THE SIXTH DAY

Congealed cream,
crawling creatures:
most of them unfavored impure
and some of them favored. pure

You made from it

the first of Your works. behemoth
Its crib” is a thousand mountains,

and its watering place is the Jordan.

[ ]

to struggle together
for the blessing of the Creator,
for the entertainment of the faithful.

You made his strength as great
as bronze armor;™

His limbs are like iron;

his thighs are knit together.

Holy Creatures and angels

are in dread as he rears up,”

but only the One who made him
will put His sword to him.

He who lives forever

consulted His heart

to make in [His] image

to have dominion over all these.

73. Or feeding trough.
74. Lit., “tubes of bronze.” See Job 40:18.
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75. Cf. NjV’s translation of Job 41:17.
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AVODAH

The Merciful One saw
a lonely earth

sitting silently

like a widowed woman.

He willingly made

a human being in His image

and set him to govern all creation
and commanded him to protect it.

Fat and milk,

cream and honey,

he shall eat and enjoy

and say praise to his Creator.

No anger shall come to him,
or theft trouble him;

“I will protect his life

if he will observe my laws.”

You carved him out in wisdom
in the image of divine beings™
and made him a little less

than the image of his Maker.

He was nipped from clay

but his soul is a lamp;

“if he becomes arrogant, I will snuff him out,
and he will sleep in his darkness.”

He fathomed skillfully

and brought forth from the earth
and blew with his mouth

the breath of life.

You joined with him

a woman who loved to steal,

and You rejoiced on the day that he was made
and placed him on the sixth day.

76. See sources in Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 85.
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AVODAH

As it is written: How many are the things You have made, O Lord,
[You have made them all in wisdom] (Ps 104:24);

and it is said: You alone are the Lord. You made the heavens, the
highest heavens, and all their host, the earth and everything
upon it, the seas and everything in them (Neh 9:6).

May the glory of the Lord endure forever; may the Lord rejoice in
His works (Ps 104:31).

[THE SABBATH |

The Good One gazed,

the Adorned One looked out,
Shaddai’s rest,

and God’s repose.

The good and the bad,

The oppressed and the free, non-Jews and Jews
those who enter and those who accompany,” converts and
all desire it. “God-fearers”

A decree was issued

to those who enjoy it forever

so that those who rest on it can stride
the heights of the earth.

Daubers of plaster” heathens
will not enjoy its quiet,

for its light

is denied to the wicked.

Ghostly impurity

will not prevail on it,”

for the wicked

have no opportunity to succeed.”

77. This seems to be a reference to converts to Judaism and other sympathizers known as

“God-fearers,” who participated in Jewish beliefs and attended the synagogue.

78. Cf. Ezek 13:11. Perhaps Christians who add Sunday to the Sabbath. Cf. the prayer ve-lo netatto

le-goye ha-arasot in the Sabbath Amidah, in which it is said that God did not give the Sabbath to
the other nations of the world.
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79. This section uses bo to refer to the Sabbath, listing the auspicious events that cannot be

prevented on that day.
80. That is, evil spirits have no dominion over the Sabbath observer.
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AVODAH

Tasting the household table™
was not prohibited on it,

for the inheritance of those who are blessed by Him
is the reward of the fruit of His hosts.”

The fortress of the belly

is not closed up on it,

for He who opens the womb
does not delay its time.

Dew and rain

do not cease up on it,

for they provide for the banquet
like wine and nectar.

Flowing manna, with its taste,

did not rain down on it,

for a second portion was prepared
and was preserved in its honor.”

The pure of heart

do not sigh on it,

for it has been given forever

for the joy of those who honor it.

the Pure One crowned (it)

with “remember” and “observe”;*
so like a ring,

he sealed his works with it.

He who is good to all [perfected on the sixth]

and made rest on the seventh.

Then He blessed it and sanctified it,

for he rested on it.

children of Israel

God

As it is written: It shall be a sign for all time between Me and the

people of Israel (Exod 31:17);

81. Perhaps marital intercourse.
82. See Ps 129:3. Marital intercourse was not prohibited on the Sabbath, because children are the

reward of those blessed by God.
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83. The Sabbath. Here the reference is to the legend that in the Sinai wilderness an extra portion
of manna descended every Friday and was miraculously preserved for the Sabbath.

84. In the two versions of the Ten Commandments Israel is commanded to “remember” the
Sabbath (Exod 20:8) and “observe” it (Deut 5:12).



132 AVODAH

and it is said: Happy is the man who does this, the man who
holds fast to it: who keeps the Sabbath and does not pro-
fane it (Isa 56:2).

[ADAM AND EVE]

God abided

to tell his deeds

to make his benevolence known
when he nipped the clay.”

Fine stature,

chambers [of] organs,

twisting channels,

were prepared when he was created.”

The supernal servants

were afraid of him,

for they were all created with speech,
and he with the hand of God.

240  Fiery creatures angels

[ ]
regarded him

and said: “What is man?”¥

The Creator crafted® it

( ]

and he perfected his body
in the recesses of the earth.”

The molding of his body

[ ]
and his spirit and breath

from the God of faith.

85. In chapter 2 of Genesis God interrupts the story of creation to go back and tell of the
creation of humankind.

86. Cf. Ezek 28:13.

87. Ps 8:5.
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88. Lit., “knit.” See Ps 139:15.

89. The stanza deals with two stages of God’s formation of the human being: the first, the stage
of “weaving” or “molding,” is the basic; the second, the “finishing” or “glazing,” is the completion
of the work.
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AVODAH

They were all astonished

when God blew into his nostrils,

for [they were] of fire and flammable,
and he of the breath of life.

Reptiles and birds

were alerted and came,

and he who was named by his Creator
gave each its pedigree.

God, as he arranged them,
had joined one to the other,
but for his* bodily pleasure,
no one was found.”

God, wondrous and exalted,
said, “It is not good.

I am one,

so how can he be one?”

“I created him to honor Me—

how can I test him?”

Let fire come forth from him

and through her he will be refined.”

God put him to sleep

and cast a pleasant slumber over him
and took a rib away,

but she led him astray.”

He awoke from his sleep

and said, “This one at last

is formed from my bone

and given to me for intimacy.”

He set her opposite him
and balanced his value with hers,

90. That is, Adam’s.
91. That is, God had provided a mate for every creature except the man.

woman
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260

92. That is, how can God distinguish Adam from Himself? Cf. Gen Rabbah 8:10, in which the
creatures mistake Adam for God and bow down to him until God casts sleep upon him.

93. Heb. sl, the same root as “rib.”
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but still her desire for her husband
had not been set.

As it is written: Men are mere breath (Ps 62:10).

[THE GARDEN OF EDEN||

Ruby and turquoise,
sapphire and amethyst,
beryl and lapis lazuli,
jacinth and emerald:

265 With those gems
You adorned his dwelling,
and You paved his chambers
with shining foundation stones.

A dome of fire

was his canopy,

and You guided his steps
over coals of fire.”*

You crowned the bride;

You wreathed the bridegroom;

and like a cantor” You blessed them
and said, “Be fruitful and multiply.”

You called their name

Adam when they were created,
for the generations of Adam
would sprout from them.

All the heavenly hosts
shook like celebrants

when they saw the Creator
making His creatures happy.

275 All the fruits of Eden
and the bounty of the garden—

94. Cf. Ezek 28:14.
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275

95. Lit., “scribe.” Cf. Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 12, which describes the hazzan’s blessing of the

bride at a wedding.



138

285

290

AVODAH

You permitted them
except for the tree of knowledge.

“If you do not taste of

the bough of good and evil,
you will succeed in doing good
and be saved from evil.”

You created the instrument

for the destroyer to make havoc
and he came with smooth speech
to arouse the arouser.”

He flattered the innocent
and misled the upright
and ascribed flaws

to the Perfect One’s work.

“You shall be like gods

if you listen to me;

for if it were not so,

why would He begrudge you?”

the snake
Satan

Eve

As it is written: Let slanderers have no place in the land; let the
evil of the lawless man drive him into corrals (Ps 140:12).

As it is written: A lawless man misleads his friend, making him

take the wrong way (Prov 16:29).

He was stripped of steps
by smooth speech;

and the one who misled the upright

fell in his depravity.

As it is written: He who misleads the upright into an evil course

[will fall into his own pit] (Prov 28:10).

[THE FIRST SIN AND ITS PUNISHMENT |

She who is snares and nets”
listened to the evil one,

96. Eve disturbed Adam, lit., “ringing his bell” all night.
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AVODAH

and the innocent one was caught
in the trap of the devious.

Adam

A heart of flesh” turned away from them, an obedient heart

and they understood evil;
they girded themselves with leaves from the tree
when they stole the fruit of that tree.

You took a walk in the cool of the day,
and they heard Your voice,

and they hid in their shame,

for they recognized their defiance.

To the end of their generations

at the beginning You tested them;

so that You might judge them favorably,
You asked, “Where are you?””

You said to them,
“Perhaps you erred in eating,”
so that You might answer, “You made a mistake—

100

you have acted ignorantly.

The boor did not understand
the soft answer.

He was undone by his folly
and raged against You.

101

To her who drips endlessly
You said, “What have you done?”
and she answered You,

“The cunning one deceived me.”

To the base plotter

You accused and cursed,
and his lying mouth
You filled with dust.

98. See Ezek 36:26.
99. That is, in asking this question, God hoped they would repent.

woman

snake
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100. God gave Adam and Eve an opportunity to say that they sinned inadvertently and so be
spared punishment.
101. See Prov 19:13.
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AVODAH

11()2

The devisor of evi
You threatened with “enmity”*
and he was punished with** striking at the head

and striking at the heel."”

That which begets a dullard the earth; man
You enveloped in grief

as it was condemned to give forth thorns

and to grow thistles.

With convulsions in childbearing
and labor pains

and with the helpmeet’s urge to lust
You punished her.

Who can plumb the mind'*

of the one who searches the inward parts?
For three sinned

and four were punished.

You prepared a remedy

for the affliction of all of them

except for the slithering

of the one who speaks impiety."” the snake

Thus in all Your ways

there is faithfulness and justice.
And You are merciful,

not destroying Your deeds.

As it is written in Your holy scriptures: The Lord is beneficent in
all His ways (Ps 145:17).

102. Lit., “him who wove the love of evil.”

103. Between the woman and the snake; See Gen 3:15.
104. Lit., “[his punishment] was tied to.”
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105. That is, as the snake strikes at a person’s heel, so human beings will strike at his head. See

Gen 3:15.
106. Isa 40:13.

107. According to legend, the snake will not be restored to its former self in the world to come.
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AVODAH

[SIBLING RIVALRY |

They did not sleep

one night in honor,

for the one who is like a beast
did not understand honor."”*

They were expelled from Eden
to devour food'” in sweat,"’
for pleasure

is not fitting for a fool.

{From the path of life,

the fools were expelled;

with a fiery ever-turning sword,"
the tree of life was protected.}

Those aware of good and evil
became acquainted with the bed,
and their belly gave forth
children, one good and one evil.

The occupation of each

was different from the other’s;
neither resented

the other’s vocation.

The one who causes the honest to stray
cast jealousy between them

and sowed discord

between the children of those who stayed.

The elder hatched a cunning plan
with his offering

and presented fruit,

recalling his parents’ sin.

The younger hurried
to arrange an offering;

108. Cf. Ps 49:21.
109. Lit., “taste.”

Adam

Adam and Eve

the snake

Adam and Eve
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345

112. Playing here on the words minhah (offering) and nihoah (aroma).

AVODAH

You took comfort in the aroma™
and looked with favor on the sacrifice.

You did not want

the malefactor’s offering,

for the wicked’s sacrifice

is considered an abomination.

His countenance

changed to downfallen,

for he did not turn

to the Merciful to plead mercy.

“Why are you enraged?”

You said to him,

“Bar the lurking at the door;™
return and I will return you.”

O King, to You are revealed

the [inner] details of the vital parts,
counting steps

and repaying deeds in kind.

sin

As itis written by Your prophet: Most devious is the heart (Jer 17:9);

and it is said: I, the Lord, probe the heart (Jer 17:10).

[MURDER COMES INTO THE WORLD |

Livid revenge

and a vicious grudge™

were borne in the inner chambers
of the born criminal.

With words of enmity
and hateful speech
he assaulted him in the field,

to find a way to harm him.”

113. Cf. Gen 4:7.
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115. See Gen 4:8.
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AVODAH

He turned a blind eye

before the One that no eye can see"’
and did not set

the God of hidden things before him.

The child of thieves"
taught murder,™

wounded the righteous,
and stoned the immaculate.

He who is exalted on high
stood up to plead the cause;
He demanded the victim

from the murderer."

The arrogant one retorted,
answering his Maker,

“Am I an employee—

hired to watch over my brother?”

He hid his face

when God rebuked him—

“Could he who is not watching
ambush someone more innocent?™

“You shall surely be
a destructive curse

along with that which opened its mouth™
to share that which you stole.

»122

A ceaseless wanderer,

his insolence was humbled.

And he replied to the Exalted One,
“My guilt is too much to bear.”

116. See Job 24:15.

117. Because Adam and Eve stole the fruit, Cain was the “son of thieves.”

18. That is, taught the rest of the world to murder.

119. God demanded to know where Abel, the victim, was.

120. The lines play on the word shomer in Gen 4:9, which means both “keeper” and “watching.”
Alternatively, this couplet could be translated as Cain’s reply to God: “And is he who does not watch

God

Cain

earth
Abel’s blood
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over a murderer more innocent?” That is, anyone who allows murder to take place is as guilty as
the murderer. Cf. Tanhuma Bereshit 9. Two couplets missing in this section may have completed

this dialogue.
121. See Gen 4:11.

122. God is apparently answering Cain in this poetic dialogue. The idea here is that not only is Cain,
who stole Abel’s blood, cursed, but so is the earth, since it accepted Abel’s blood by absorbing it.
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He who bears guilt
was filled with mercy
and suspended the sentence

3

of fading grass.” humanity

As it is written: But He, being merciful, forgives iniquity (Ps 78:38).

[THE GENERATION OF ENOSH |

You dragged him away from seeing

Your glorious countenance,

and his parents were excluded

from the great primordial dwelling. Eden

You increased the account of his generations™
without limit,

and they were fruitful and multiplied
immeasurably.

You increased the abundance

of Your delicacies for rich pastures;
they ate what was Yours

but did not know You.

370 They luxuriated
on couches of licentiousness—
and because of that the divine beings

were called those who fall about.”™ Nephilim
They planned to proclaim

the Faithful One a false god

and called a carving”’ idol
by the name of the One who dwells in shelter.”” God
The Rider,”* to whom joyous praise is due, God

was saddened in his heart,

123. Cf. Ps 103:15.

124. Lit., “book of generations” (Gen 8:1); the author is playing on the root spr, which can also
refer to counting.

125. Playing on the Hebrew nefilim and the root npl “to fall”; see Gen 6:4.
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AVODAH

for he had it set on™
creating an image on dry ground. earth

Despising His work,

disgusted with”® His creation,
He rejoiced in destroying,

as He had delighted in building.

There was a fragrant spice Noah
among the rotten fruit—

balm in the wound,

and wine in the vinegar cellar.

You placed him as a watchman
for one hundred and twenty years
to warn the insolent

who knew no shame.

Before his ship
set sail,
he delayed for seven days

131

to allow for life.

Their hope was lost,

their anticipation was extinguished,
their eyes darkened,

and sight ended.

As it is written in Your holy scriptures: But the eyes of the wicked
pine away; escape is cut off from them; they have only their last
breath to look forward to (Job 11:20).

[THE FLOOD]

Against them, the Merciful One
turned cruel,

locking up his compassion,

not listening to groaning.

129. Lit., “he had lifted it” (his heart).
130. Having had enough of; cf. Gen 27:46.
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131. According to a midrash (t. Sotah 10:3-5), God delayed the flood for seven days after the death
of Methuselah to allow the sinful generation to repent and thus survive.
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AVODAH

The Most High
broke the edges of the expanse™

and opened the floodgates
that he had closed with his word.

The Mighty One burst open
the fountains of the deep
and smashed the heads

of the bolts of the seas.

He punished them with rain

for forty days and nights

for they rebelled against Him

who formed humankind in forty days."”

He summoned and poured out

that which He holds in the hollow of His hand
and it rose up as fast as

that which cascades down."”*

(]

to close up the sluices”—
they rose up in their strength,
but they fell like weaklings.

the earth

Leviathans

water

falling water

The mighty overcame water of the flood

and swept away the fools;
the heathen were wiped out—
a people who lusted after theft.

[ ]

slaughtered the fools;
and every high mountain
was covered with that which is cold.

The sustenance of all existence
was swept away with it,

water

soil

132. That is, he ruptured the borders of the land by which it held back the water.
133. Their rebellion corrupted the form of the human embryo, which takes form in forty days.
See Gen Rabbah 32.5 (ed. Theodor and Albeck, p. 292).
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134. The meaning is that the waters rose as fast as rain falls; cf. Gen Rabbah 32:7 (ed. Theodor
and Albeck, p. 294).

135. According to Gen Rabbah 31.12 (ed. Theodor and Albeck, p. 285), the giants of that genera-
tion tried to step on the sluices to stop the water from flowing.
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AVODAH

for woe to the wicked

and woe to his neighbor!™*

On a boat of the blameless man Noah
You floated life,

and in the midst of the storm

You led it on a straight path.

Who can tell

the abundance of Your wonders?

For with the staff with which You strike water
You bind the wound.

Because of this the strayer”” Habakkuk
was fearful and prayed,

when he saw that in Your anger

You remember compassion.

As it is written: A prayer of the lowly man when he is faint and
pours forth his plea before the Lord (Ps 102:1).

As it is written by Your prophet: O Lord, I have learned of Your
renown (Hab 3:2).

[THE TOWER OF BABEL]

The survivor of the universe Noah
opened a porthole in his shelter,

and before he set out,

he sent forth two messengers.

You spoke to him,

“Go out in peace,

for the scoffer has been expelled, Cain and his descendents
and the contention has ceased.”

He offered young birds
and pieces of livestock

136. This phrase, apparently a popular saying found in m. Nega‘im 12:6, means that since the
earth allowed the wicked generation to flourish, it too is cursed. See Gen Rabbah 31:7.
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415

137. This epithet for Habakkuk is based on Hab 3:1, which would seem to mean “prayer of
Habakkuk, prophet of errors.” The idea is that Habakkuk erred in questioning God’s mercy; see

Midrash Tehillim 9o:7.
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AVODAH

in purity
on a pure altar.

You turned to smell

his sacrificial offering,

and You repented Your sadness

so that (the earth) not be cursed again.

You signaled the sight

of Your radiant glory in the clouds.
If again they are destroyed,

they will be drowned in the rivers.”*

A threefold thread Shem, Ham, and Japheth
You fortified with blessings

and made the earth swarm

with sum of their descendents.

They unraveled Your moral teachings,
broke off Your yoke,
and trampled on that which is rewarding. Torah

(]

They opened their mouths to say “Come
and were dispersed like corpses;
they wished to think Your thoughts

[ ]

They faced upward
but were cast downward,
for they rejected God,

(]

They founded a corner of plaster

and bound straw for a dome

[ ] to wage

war against the Fire. God

»139

138. God will no longer send a flood, but could in the future drown the wicked in the rivers if he
desired.
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AVODAH

Suddenly You appeared

and dispersed their assembly;
their dialogue was distorted;
their speech was confused.

Shuddering seized them,
[ ]

Because of their love,
You did not destroy them."’

As it is written: Hatred stirs up strife, but love covers up all faults

(Prov 10:12).

[ABRAHAM ]

[ ]
[ ] chickweed,™

a rose, a lily,
among mowed thorns.

A gazelle among wild asses,
upright among the crooked,

[ ]

the shade of a tree in the desert.

He was worried among the worthless shapes
aggrieved among the graven images."

He was appalled by artifacts,

discarded that which is carried."?

His soul thirsted
for the Bundle of Life,
and the light of his eyes

was never extinguished."*

He wrapped himself in a turban
of splendor and righteousness

140. Because they loved one another.

141. So the Nyv translation of Prov 24:31.

142. The couplet engages in two plays on words: sar (troubled) and sur (shape) in the first stich,
and ne‘esav (sad) and ‘asav (idol) in the second.

idols

idols
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144. Based on an emendation; see Yahalom, Az be-’En Kol, 114.
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162 AVODAH

and looked above and below
for You rule them all.

He spoke rightly,
abiding at the gates;

he was girded with faith
and relied on justice.

450 He looked over the earth and said,
“If no one spreads it out,"”
from whom does it tremble,
and who keeps it steady?

“The luminaries of the sky—

if they are not called by name,
how is it that they do not change
their courses of day and night?

“The shadows of night—

if they are not spread out in time,
who holds back the sun,
detaining it until dawn?”**

He expounded the commandment:
“Who made the moon?'¥
Is there a house that is laid out,

built by itself?”

You soothed his heart,

for You are Lord of all,

and before You were revealed to him,
You tried him'* and he prevailed.

460 You leapt toward him,"
like a lover his companion,
and by the power of Your light
he took his steps.

145. See Ps 136:6.

146. The idea here is that the sun must be held back in the tent of the night until day.

147. God commanded him (Gen 15:5) to look heavenward, and Abraham interpreted God’s com-
mand according to Isa 40:26: “Who created these?”
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148. By commanding him to leave his home (Gen 12:1).
149. Following the suggestion of Bronznick, review of Az be-’En Kol, 152, and idem, “Li-Meqoro
u-le-Horato shel ha-Munah Qefisat ha-Derekh,” LeSonénu 37 (1972-73): 15-20.



164

465

475

AVODAH

As it is written by Your prophet: Who has roused a victor from the
east, summoned him to His service? (Isa 41:2).

[THE ELECTION OF ABRAHAM |

Bound as a seal on the heart,
like a bracelet for the arm,
like a belt for the loins,

like a turban for royalty,

You called him out

to gaze at the stars;

You augmented his faith

with reward and punishment.

150

You cast darkness

and passed a torch through

and made a covenant of pieces
in which each piece was burned.

Before You took note of him

by making him flourish in old age, have a son
You relieved him of a trifle foreskin
and appeared in his honor.

The rebels were jealous of him people of Sodom
as those who wanted no visitors,”'

with the nature of the evil,

with the rage of sinners.

You let Your secret reach

the father’s™ ears Abraham’s
when their abominable outrage

went up before You.

He arose like a wise man
to appease the King’s wrath,

150. Cf. Gen 15:8, 13-16.
151. Lit., “those who forgot the path”; cf. Job 28:4. In Gen 19:4-5 the Sodomites were inhospitable
to the visitors.
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to persuade, with discourse,
the Keeper of Faith: God

“If the yeast in still liquor

has begun to effervesce,”
recognize the contrite heart—
do not destroy all.

“If the impious™*

have bared their necks,”
take heed to the humble—
do not commit extinction.”

He offered his appeal,

and made his case;

he pleaded for the sake of fifty,
but not ten were found.

Easily and swiftly
You set Your hand against the flint
and overturned the wicked;

156

they were decimated and were no more.

The ruthless slaughtered in the dark,
hiding their faces,

but their deeds were repaid;

they vanished like smoke.

As it is written: Therefore, men of understanding, listen to me;
wickedness be far from God, wrongdoing, from Shaddai (Job
34:10).

And it is said: For He pays a man according to his actions, and
provides for him according to his conduct (Job 34:11).

153. “If the people of Sodom have begun to repent.” The reference is to a fermented beverage
whose fermenting agents (i.e., the few righteous people) have just begun to take action but have
not yet caused fermentation.
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154. Lit., “light-headed.”
155. A sign of contrition.
156. Cf. Job 28:9.
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[THE BINDING OF ISAAC]

You fulfilled faithfully

the essence of Your word

and made the withered tree flourish,
yielding rich fruit.

The laughing woman was refreshed with shade,”
and she said, “Everyone will laugh at me.”

The one who laughed was expelled,

to be free as a wild animal.

You resolved to prove
Your friend's devotion
to glorify Your name

before those who said “what is humanity?”*

The father was tested greatly

with a son who was born to him at one hundred,
a son tender to his mother

and unique before his father.

“Take the [beloved, from your loins,]
away to Mount Moriah,

for I desire him

to take back My gift.”

His insides were in turmoil,

and his thoughts articulated:
“Who is dearer to a man—

his flesh or his Creator?

“I have gone down to fire and hot coals,
and I react with dismissal;”™®

now, what He has entrusted me—

shall I not return it gladly?”

He stirred and exulted
gladly

157. That is, she was blessed with the cool refreshment of a son.

158. Ps 8:5, often used in Midrash by angels disparaging humanity.

Sarah

Ishmael

Abraham’s

the angels
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(]
(]

He ran quickly to do His desire,

though the way was concealed from him;
he did not shirk from doing it

and believed in the Rescuer.

He discovered at Ariel

the crouching of the lion" the divine presence
and arranged at Moriah

a pure offering.

The angels quaked

and the heroes grew weak

when they saw the enthusiastic sacrificer
and the eager offering.

You made known Your presence'”

among a great company of angels
when You showed that not in vain

was humankind created.

As it is written: O Lord, our Lord, how majestic is Your name
throughout the earth (Ps 8:2).

[7AcOB]

[ ]

(]
He joined with him when he fled'®

he was taken as a tithe'®*

(]
(]
[ ]
(]

160. The spelling, m3h, may reflect a play on the name Moses (Moshe), from Exod 14:31.
161. Heb. arieh.
162. Lit., “his crouching”; see above, line 507.
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163. The word “joined” (nilvah) may be an allusion to Levi. See the following note; cf. Jubilees

31:16.

164. Probably referring to Levi, who according to Pirqe de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 37 was pledged to

Godss service by Jacob at Jabbock to fulfill his promise in Gen 28:22..
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[ ]
( ]
[ ]
[ ]
[As it is written: ]

[THE CHOSEN CLAN]

—_——— —
—_— e

,_,,_,,_‘,_,
— e e —

—_——— —
S S —'

[ ]
[ ]
sprouting almonds

and putting complaints to rest.'”

30 | ]
giving honor
to warn [against violating the proscription],

You punished Achan."*

[ ]

Your staff | | peoples
[ ]

to strike the rebels.'”

165. See Num 17:21-23.
166. Probably referring to Josh 7, in which Achan violates the ban against taking the spoils of
Jericho.
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167. Cf. Num 20:10, in which Moses strikes the rock to silence the people’s rebellion.
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He executed judgment
against Zoan and its idols
and tore, like a garment,

that which is measured in His hollow'® into footpaths.

[ | approached

the one with whom He plays'”
when he would speak

and You would answer.””

[ | peace

on the neck [ ]
when his lips produce
genuine knowledge.”

You raised his stature
from all the people of [ ]
172

[for there is none so] great;
he served like an angel.

They perfumed his beard
with the aroma of spices
to mix for the mixer”

of the fragrance of myrtle.

He hurried in the place of Ariel

for seven days

to fulfill his installation*

for Him (whose glory) fills the world.

Egypt

water

wisdom

Aaron

As it is written in Your Torah: Everything done today, the Lord has
commanded to be done to make expiation for you (Lev 8:34).

168. Isa 40:12.
169. See Prov 8:30.
170. An apparent reference to Exod 19:19, in which Moses spoke on Mount Sinai and God an-

swered him in thunder.
171. Cf. Mal 2:7: the stanza refers to the priest.
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172. This restoration is tentative.
173. Aaron mixes the incense.
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174. Heb. le-male yadav. Cf. Exod 28:41. The biblical meaning is “commissioning” or “ordaining”;

the rabbinic sense is “instruction” (cf. Rashi to Exod 28:14).
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AVODAH

[IN PRAISE OF THE PRIESTHOOD |

Before he approached

to present a gift of sacrifices,
they adorned him

in eight garments.

Holiness struck him,”
purity tempered him,
before he wrapped linen

around his flesh.”®

His stature

rose to the height of a cedar

when he was fit with embroidered garments
to ornament his body.

The pact of brothers

over a brother in a tunic Joseph
he atoned for with his tunic

for her who takes off her tunic”’ Israel

The shape of the robe is like a paenula,”
woven at its narrow and wide parts,

to swaddle his chest

and to make way for wide steps.

The shape of the neck opening
reinforces its hem

lest it tear

when he attacks the malevolent one.

He set golden bells
and wove them into his hem
to recall (God’s) love

of (the one of whom it is said): “How beautiful are your steps.”””

175. Perhaps referring to the young priests’ beating hum to keep him awake.

176. Lit., “neck.” Perhaps an allusion to his private parts, which he covers with the breeches. The
reading is from ms n.

177. Song 5:3. Note the echo of a form found in Midrash and early piyyut in which a keyword is
repeated three or four times; on this form, see Joseph Heinemann, “°Al Defus Piyyuti Qadum,” Bar
Ilan 4-5 (1977): 132-37; Ze’ev Yavetz, “Ha-Piyyutim ha-Rishonim,” in Festschrift zum siebzigsten
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Geburtstage David Hoffiman’s, ed. Simon Eppenstein, Meier Hildesheimer, and Joseph Wohlgemuth
(Berlin: Lamm, 1914), 69-70 [Hebrew section]; Swartz, Mystical Prayer, 197-98; and Yahalom, Piyut
u-Mesi’ut, 137-43.
178. A long sleeveless cloak worn on the upper body, narrow at the top and wide at the bottom.
179. Song 7:2.
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Alongside of them he placed
pomegranates of majesty
made of three (colors)

to recall our faithful deeds:

A blue-green thread for the fringes,
and purple for the locks of the head,™
a silken strand

like the thread of her lips.”™

s6s A paenula [ ]
and struck one another
so that the Beloved would listen
to the pomegranates of his steps.'®

When his soles moved,

they gave voice,

like him who called in the wilderness Aaron
to make a path straight.

The servants of the Shekhinah
were fearful of him,

for the robe was named

after the One who wears justice.™

Over his heart there was
an open place
so that that which searches hearts could be redeemed  the soul

184

by the One who unravels the heart.

It measured

a span by a span

to glorify the One who measures
the heavens with his span.

s7s  Its work was like that of a craftsman
for the One who crafted all by His design

180. That is, to recall Israel: Song 7:6.

181. See Song 4:3.

182. Here the poet relates Isa 40:3 to Aaron’s intervention in Num 17. See Yahalom, Az be-’En
Kol, 32.
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184. God, who opens the heart to discover its secrets.
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180 AVODAH

and who calculates
[ | a penalty.

Because of that it was called

the Breastpiece of Judgment

for the One who judges in secret
and so that offense could be covered.

He placed it on his heart,
like a seal on the heart,

as a remembrance of placing
a seal on the heart.

He encircled it

with corded chains

to arouse feelings of

the drawing of cords.” God’s love

He arranged in it

twelve stones

to remove the heart of stone

from the remnant of the mild man.” Israel

585 Sheathed in gold,
like the wings of a dove,"”
engraved with the names
of the twelve tribes.

They were arranged in rows,

three by three,

to remind the people

of the righteousness of their three ancestors. the patriarchs

They were set and bordered

into four rows

to propitiate the One who deposes the four (empires)
and gathers the exiles from the four (corners of the earth).

188

185. In Hos 11:4 God draws Israel with ties of love.
186. Cf. Gen 25:27.
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To the first was given (the color) red
for the first fruit of his vigor'

190

to make scarlet white

and so that he may sit at the head of his tribes.

The second was stamped
with the impression of topaz
to absolve the tribe of Simeon
from the sin of Shittim.

The third one gave off

light like the morning star

as he hurried in his camp

to do his mission like lightning.

The fourth caused
an uproar against his foes,
and he shall not bare his neck,”’

192

for there is an emerald at hand.

The fifth is provided
with a sapphire among the sheepfolds.

193

For he understood Comfort

and inclined his shoulder to bear the burden.

The inscription of the sixth

he placed inside a diamond,

for he nursed

from the hidden hoards of the countless.”*

Leshem, the seventh,”’

You chiseled into a jacinth,

for in it the mild man™*

waited for redemption of the great name."””

189. Gen 49:3.
190. See Isa 1:18.
191. In submission.

192. The word for emerald, nofekh, plays on the sound of yafuneh, “bares.”

Reuben

Simeon

Levi

Judah

Issachar

Torah

Zebulun

grains of sand

Dan

Jacob

193. Gen 49:14. Nyv: saddlebags; xjv: sheepfolds. Gen Rabbah 99:10 (ed. Theodor and Albeck, p.
1282) and 98:12 (ibid., p. 1262) interpret this to be the rows of students learning Torah from the lips
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of the rabbis; the Sanhedrin, which sat in rows, consisted mostly of Issacharites. Jastrow, Dictionary,
renders shefatayim as “border-mounds.”

194. See Deut 33:19.

195. See Josh 19:47.

196. Gen 25:27; cf. line 584 above.

197. Heb. shem. The divine name engraved on the frontlet.
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For the one full of blessing™”*

he engraved the eighth with agate,
for he returned™

to inherit the west and south.

1200

The one who raids at the hee
(was inscribed) on the ninth, amethyst,
for as a lion he tears off

arm and scalp.

The one whose bread is rich™
(was) on the tenth, beryl,

for it yielded

royal delicacies.

He placed the glory of onyx
on the head of the elect of his brothers®”

203

when he sanctified the Name in secret
and El Shaddai helped him.

A diadem of jasper

became the crown of the beloved one,***
for (the One who says) “I will dwell here’
rests between his shoulders.

>

Each one was placed
in its station

like mighty forces*”
going out by number.

It was set

into the ephod,

held in place with rings,
and chained with thread.

198. Deut 33:23.
199. Heb. $b; a play on $bw.
200. Gen 49:19.
201. Gen 49:20.
202. Gen 49:26.

Naftali

Gad

Asher

Joseph

Benjamin

stars
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185

605

615

203. By resisting Potiphar’s wife. See Gen Rabbah 98:20 (ed. Theodor and Albeck, p. 1270) and
b. Sotah 36b: An image of his father appeared to him and said: In the future your name will be
placed among those of your brothers on the ephod. Do you want it to be erased?

204. Deut 33:12.
205. See Isa 40:26.
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He placed his beautiful ephod
between his shoulders

girded with frames

like the work of the breastpiece.

He placed on it

two onyx stones
engraved

for the twelve tribes:

On the right he engraved
Exceeding in Rank and Weapons
Lion Cub

Snake and Hind;

he indicated on the left
Ass and Sailor
Delicacy and Tearer
Ox and Wollf.

He set the two
on his two shoulders

Reuben, Simon and Levi

Judah
Dan and Naftali

Issachar and Zebulun
Asher and Gad
Joseph and Benjamin

so that when he went forth before the holy shrine,

we would be remembered for good.

He whose eyes are pure
would look at them

to arouse feelings of
{the drawing of cords}.

206

The hewing of the stone
was done without hands
to smash plaster

and to shatter iron.*”

The second (stone),
which was engraved by hand,
was hewn to injure our injurers

and to tear out those who tear us out.

206. Cf. line 582 above.

God’s love

the nations
the fourth kingdom

the enemies of Israel
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He put on the sash,

like a belt on his loins,

to cleave the place of fire

to the Fire Consuming Fire.

He wore it on top of it,

like a dressing for a wound,
to wear over a ruin

as vast as the sea.””

It was hollow

and made of embroidered work
to revive our hollow corpses
and to stop our slaying.

He girded himself

and concealed its end inside,
like the rivers that go around,
ending at the sea.

He placed on his head

the radiant royal headdress,
like a hairnet

and like large twisted chains.

Sparks of the seraphim
recoiled from it,
for its image

is like that of a helmet of redemption.

Rage, when he saw it,
could not open his mouth,
for on the day of vengeance
he will be swallowed up.

He tied his head

with a sky blue thread
and tied it to his neck
like the bonds of a cow.

208. Lam 2:13.

Israel
God

Jerusalem
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AVODAH

And™ he placed on his forehead
the frontlet, the holy diadem,
and his eyes

shone like the heavens.

And on it was written

the letters of the Great Name,
((YY)) abovelll

and “Holy” below.

And the supernal demigods
made room for him
lest their eyes be filled with (the sight of him)

and grow dim.

And at his right

walked grass;™ humankind
he communed with fire

and was not burnt.

They brought him
the holy linen breeches,
like a kind of leggings

that horsemen wear.

213

He attached them to his loins

and draped them over his thighs

in order not to be revealed

because of the One who covers up our sins.”*

It hid the shameful place

when he stood in the place of glory,
for the covering of our shame
would be opened there.

210. The conjunction vav is used here for the acrostic.
211. The Tetragrammaton.
212. Cf. Isa 40:6.
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213. Gk. feminalia: see Daniel Sperber, “Mehqarim be-Milim ve-Girsa’otehen,” Te‘udah 7 (1991):

149-51.

214. That is, so as not to expose him before God.
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AVODAH

He put on the Urim

and strapped on the Thummim,
which is consulted and replies—
a sign of testimony.

He mortified his soul

and humbled his spirit,

for contrite hearts

and the downcast shall live.

He would reply
in soft language,
for a soft reply
turns away anger.

He would make

the rough places plain

and return many

from pursuit of the abyss.”™

He would cast down
the doors of his eyes
lest he look at the Glory

216

and his pupil dissolve.

His throat would
express peace,”’

for he served

Him who makes peace.

Nor would he plan treachery
in his inmost parts,

for he must open discourse
with Him who searches hearts.

(Though) great in his glory,
he would not be too proud,
for pride and presumption

are loathsome to high God.

the mouth of Sheol

215. See Isa 5:14. By leveling the ground, God will bring the abyss to the same level as the plains.

216. Heb. dwgw. Usually “cataract”; here, most likely, “pupil.”
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AVODAH

No stranger could cross
the border of his place,
for he was exalted

218

by twenty-four gifts. contributions to the priesthood

Generally and specifically

they were all inscribed

to silence the mouth

of one who would find fault with him.*

{You made with him}

a covenant of salt,

for You drew him near,

and no one can distance him.

He had no inheritance

in the favored legacy,”’ the land of Israel
for his allotted share

and portion™ are in heaven.

He did not expend his energy
on working the soil,

for he feasted on

bread from Your table.

Happy are those who fear You!
What is stored up for them:

Your good actions

in the presence of human beings.”

How happy indeed,

were Moses and Aaron,
for the glory they inherited
cannot be conceived.

Happy are our fathers—
what their eyes saw!

218. See Num 18.
219. According to Sifre Num pisqa 119 (ed. Horovitz, p. 143), the proximity of Num 18 to Num
17 indicates that the priestly gifts were given to Aaron to silence Korah.
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220. Specifically, the portions accorded to the tribes; see Deut 18:2.

221. Lit., “cup”: Ps 16:5.

222. That is, God stores up good deeds for his worshipers to perform in the presence of other
people.
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AVODAH

Happy are their children
for whom they can expect! the Messiah

As it is written, Happy the people who have it so; happy the people
whose God is the Lord (Ps 144:16).

[THE AVODAH]

Then, every year™

a faithful man

was distinguished

from the seed of Aaron.

Chief of his brothers,
valiant in deeds,

a harvest of wisdom,

a treasury of understanding.

In the dwelling of the counselors

he would abide

for seven days

before the Tenth.* Yom Kippur

They would select

a select one instead of him

in case he became repugnant by emission
and his service be interrupted.

He would betroth
a second one who was shaped from a bone a wife
lest his rib be broken his present wife die

and (his prayer) “for his household” become invalid.

In a circular court,

like the shores of the sea, they would surround him
lest he become distracted™”

and he be defective for service.

223. The first word in this section is Az, which began the entire poem.
224. Yom Kippur occurs on the tenth day of the month.
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225. That is, lest he become aroused. Cf. Sanh. 19b.
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AVODAH

He could not stray in his way

from the platform of the Prominent One,** God
offering fatlings continually

and not to his liking as otherwise.

Rich foods

and sweet delicacies
were served at his table
for six and a half days.

They woke up early to hand him over

to the ministers of the priesthood.

Then they warned him not to change (the order)
and turned aside and wept.

They directed his steps

to the eastern gates

to acquaint him with his sacrifices
so that he would be adept.

And in the spice-maker’s loft

he would dine in the evening

but would not taste after that,
for food brings sleep.

And scholars taught him

from four books;™

if he was not wise

they would entertain him with tales of kings.

Youthful Levites

would wake him up with the middle finger,
and if sleep was weighing him down,

they would drive it away on the floor.

The time came

to clear the altar;

those hoping for forgiveness
hurried to the court.

226. See Song 5:10.
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AVODAH

When the cock began to call,
the doorkeepers hastened
to open the gate

before that which glides emerged from its canopy.”

They held and sounded

two trumpets

to entreat the One who gives
songs in the night.””’

Before the sun

stepped out from the east,

he declared, “Determine

if the time for slaughtering has come.”

They answered him aloud
and gave him a sign;™°
then the true emissary
began to serve.

They made a partition

between him and the people;
then he washed and immersed
and went up and dried himself.

He adorned his limbs
in golden clothing;

then again he washed
his hands and his feet.

He began to perform (the sacrifice)
of the lamb for the Tamid,

offering it entirely

over that which is entirely beautiful.”

As required, he made the incision,
and they finished slaughtering it

228. See Eccl 1:5 and Ps 19:6.
229. Job 35:10. Cf. b. Erubin 18b: a house in which words of Torah are spoken in the night will
never be destroyed.

the sun

God

Zion
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230. They gave him an answer both verbally and by indicating the light over Hebron (m. Yoma 3:1).
231. According to Ps 50:2. Alternatively, according to a midrash in t. Kippurim 2:14, “that on
which (is founded the) entire (world’s) beauty.”
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and collected its blood
in a bowl to be tossed.

He cut it to pieces,

dividing it according to its limbs
to ten (priests),

with the recitation of the Shema.

To the Mountain-of-God™*
he ascended like a lion

to present the aroma

in the chambers of Lebanon.

They supplied him

with wine™ for libation,

with the blood of the grape,

and with that which reddens the eyes.

Immediately he bowed

and waved a towel,

and with cymbals of thanksgiving
the singers extolled.

750 He entered and repaired
the lamps in order
and offered the incense
for the morning service.

He quickly came

to the house of Parvah,

and they spread out a curtain,
respecting his privacy.

The pourers would pour
from bowls of gold of Parvaim;
then he washed his hands

and his feet and immersed.

232. Heb. le-Har'l; cf. Pesiqta de-Rav Kahana pisqa 13 (ed. Mandelbaum, p. 239), which plays on
the term Ariel for Zion and arieh, “lion,” as a term for God.
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AVODAH

He dried himself and was adorned
in white garments;

then again he washed

his hands and his feet.

His bull was placed

between the portico and the altar—
the place where they say,

“Spare Your people, O Lord.””*

His eyes™ faced the west,

and his head faced the south,

before the One who comes from Teman—">° God
and he is a servant to Him.

He opened the Gate

of Justice for himself,

for an offender cannot

make atonement for (others’) offenses.

“Forgive my offenses—

I am a messenger of Your redeemed;
pull me out of the pit

lest those who wait for You be accused!

“I am an emissary of the faithful

(sent) to implore my God:

Save, I pray, Your servant;

restore my soul, as You have promised.”

Excitedly, he placed
his hands on his ox
and asked balm for his wound,

and well-being for his mate.™”

Thus he would say: [“O Lord, I have sinned, I have done wrong, I
have transgressed before You, I and my household. O Lord, forgive
the sins and iniquities and transgressions that I have committed
against you, I and my household, as it is written in the Torah of

234. Joel 2:17.
235. Lit., “eyelids.”
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AVODAH

Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day atonement shall be made for

you to cleanse you of all your sins; before the Lord—" (Lew.
16:30). And when the priests and the people standing in the court
and serving in the Sanctuary heard the glorious explicit name

coming forth from the mouth of the high priest in holiness and
purity, they would kneel, prostrate themselves, and fall to their
faces and say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever

and ever.” He would also intend to finish the name while facing
those saying the blessing and say to them, “You shall be pure.”]

His feet hastened™

to the two goats

standing like a palm frond™
between the myrtle and the willow.

The officer of the priest’s division on the left
and the prefect on the right

planted in Your abode

to flourish in Your courts.

He cast the lot

and shook the urn,

and the first came up for the Lord,
and the second for Azazel.

He drew near to (the goat)

that bore a crimson strand

to give a sign

that our scarlet has been turned to white.

240

He turned (the goat)

to face the precipice;

he handed it over to the designated man
until the time that it was to be sent.

His steps were aligned
with the slaughtering place,

238. Lit., “his ankles came early.”
239. In the lulay, used in the holiday of Sukkot.

the feet of the goat
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AVODAH

for they were fated as fragrant (offering)
for Him who does not eat or drink. God

He proceeded, returning
to the second bull,

and lay his dear hands
to rest between its horns.

241

242

Errors and unperceived guilt,
and flaws in guilt offerings—
his own and his clan’s—
over these he confessed.

And thus he would say: [O Lord, I have sinned, I have done wrong,
I have transgressed before You, I and my household and the chil-
dren of Aaron, Your holy people. O Lord, forgive the sins and
iniquities and transgressions that I have committed against you, I
and my household and the children of Aaron, Your holy people,
as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this
day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your
sins; before the Lord—’” (Lev. 16:30). And when the priests and
the people standing in the court and serving in the Sanctuary
heard the explicit name coming forth from the mouth of the high
priest in holiness and purity, they would kneel, prostrate them-
selves, and fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the name of His
Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.” He would also intend to finish
the name while facing those saying the blessing and say to them,
“You shall be pure.”]

He held up the knife

and passed it through its neck

and collected in a basin

the outpouring of his slaughtering.

He gave it to another

to stir while it was bubbling

so that it would not coagulate,
as it was needed for the Hatta’t.

241. Cf. Jer 12:7.
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242. Heb. nistarot, “hidden things”; following the Nyv translation of Ps 19:13.
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210 AVODAH

[Note: This is where the extant fragments end. The acrostic of this sec-
tion has reached the letter shin.]

[AROMEM LA-’EL]

[ ]

[ ]

to go quickly
up to the altar.

He extended his hand

and took the fire-pan

and took a handful of the burning incense
according to his strength;

he returned, and they gave him
the fire-pan with a shovel.
Then he poured into the pans
fire from the censer.

When he carried them both,
his appearance glowed.

The fire-pan in his right hand
and the shovel in his left,

he approached diligently
between the curtains.
Displaying his great strength,
he passed, pushing them aside

that one does not dominate
the image [ ]

while he importuned
(with) a brief prayer.

He put the fire-pan

between the poles

and prepared below

for the image of His presence.*”

243. These lines are obscure.
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AVODAH

The Shekhinah could be seen
[over the smoke of]** the incense;
then he turned to depart

the way he entered.

He hurried to [ ].
[ ]

blood in the bowl

and entered inside

(]

He sprinkled once upward

[ ]

and seven times downward.

He set his steps

to go out | ]

to slaughter the goat of the people
and to collect its blood.

He directed (his steps) a second time,
entering, [ ]

to do with (the goat’s) blood

as he did with the bull’s blood.

He made a mixture

a second time;

with it he would purge
the inner altar.

He set forth and sprinkled
on the curtain,

facing the ark

for the times™ he sprinkled.

He raised his hands
and sprinkled the altar,
four around

and seven [on the top.]

244. Conjectural restoration.
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246.
439-60.

AVODAH

When the sprinkling was completed,
he went out and poured

the rest of the blood

on the foundation of the altar.

The service of the Day

of Atonement was completed
according to its order and custom,
every year.

He turned and came close***
to the scapegoat,

then laid his hands on it
firmly and confessed.

Thus he would say: “O Lord, they have sinned, they have done
wrong, they have transgressed before You, Your people, the house
of Israel. O Lord, forgive and pardon the sins and iniquities and
transgressions that they have committed against You, Your people,
the house of Israel, as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your
servant: ‘For on this day atonement shall be made for you to
cleanse you of all your sins; before the Lord—"" (Lev. 16:30). And
when the priests and the people standing in the court and serving
in the Sanctuary heard the explicit name coming forth from the
mouth of the high priest in holiness and purity, they would kneel,
prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the
name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.” He would also
intend to finish the name while facing those saying the blessing
and say to them, “You shall be pure.” And You, in Your great be-
neficence, aroused Your mercy and [pardoned the community of
Jeshurun] for the sake of Your holy name.

The assistants of the priesthood
would always do it this way:
leading the goat

in the hands of a designated man.

From here to the end the text is from Yahalom’s edition in Az be-’En Kol, 186-88, lines
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AVODAH

A company of elders

would accompany it,

for there were ten tents
between Jerusalem and Soq.

They set forth to the emissary, high priest
and he divided the scarlet thread;

half of it he tied to its horns,

and half to the rock.

Those who insisted on being observers™
while he was reciting eight blessings
were not allowed to see

the burning of the bulls.

He took off his garment

of linen when he was finished;
five immersions

and ten washings.

As is customary, he performed
the evening Tamids.

He returned the incense utensil
and maintained the lamps.

A quick immersion,

then he washed and undressed,

and he wrapped himself in his own covering™*
and went out backward.

His perfect one™ would rejoice the priest’s people
when they saw the silken thread,

which had turned as white

as lye and snow.

He stepped like a deer,

going out of the sanctuary,
and the nobles of the people
accompanied him to his home.

247. See m. Yoma 7:1.
248. A garment that belonged to him; see m. Yoma 7:4.
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He made a feast

for his admirers and family.
Everyone rejoiced,

for he had come out safely.
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5. Azkir Gevurot Elohah
“Let Me Recount the Wonders of God”

YOSE BEN YOSE

ose ben Yose, who most likely lived in the fourth or fifth century

C.E., is the first payetan known to us by name. However, nothing

else is known about him except that he composed several impor-
tant early piyyutim, including at least four Avodot. This composition,
Yose ben Yose’s masterpiece, is perhaps the most influential Avodah
piyyut and was probably the best known of the ancient Avodah
piyyutim. Although it may have been influenced by Az be-’En Kol, it
seems to have set the pattern for subsequent Avodah compositions.

Azkir Gevurot is distinguished by an elegant style, which describes
its subjects with poetic precision, although without giving up the basic
predisposition of piyyut toward elaboration. It also uses biblical history
more selectively than Az be-’En Kol, emphasizing cultic and priestly
dimensions of Israel’s past.

Ismar Elbogen discussed Azkir Gevurot in his pioneering studies
of the Avodah." Zvi Malachi included an edition of Azkir Gevurot in his
1974 dissertation; soon afterward Aaron Mirsky edited it in his collec-
tion of the piyyutim of Yose ben Yose.” T. Carmi included a partial prose
translation in The Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse.” This translation is
based on an improved version of Mirsky's edition based on Genizah
manuscripts

1. Elbogen, Studien. Editions also appear in Davidson, Asaf, and Joel, eds., Siddur Rav Sa‘adiah
Gaon, 264-65; Qoves Ma‘ase Yede Ge’onim Qadmonim (Berlin, 1856), 1-9; and Anthologia Hebraica,
ed. H. Brody and M. Wiener (Leipzig 1922), 26-36.

2. Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 122-72.

3. T. Carmi, ed., The Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse (New York: Penguin, 1981), 209-14.
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AVODAH

[INTRODUCTORY PRAISE]

Let me recount the wonders

of the magnificent God,

Who is unique; there is no other,
self-sufficient and none second to Him.

There is none beyond Him in the universe,
none prior to Him in heaven;

none preceded Him,

and none can supplant Him.

When the Lord conceived,

when God invented,

He consulted but none could prevent Him,
He spoke and none constrained Him.

He speaks and fulfills,

decrees and enacts,

He is strong enough to support it,
heroic enough to bear it.

He who is lauded

by the lips of his creatures,
from above and below,

let Him receive praise.

One God, unique on earth,
and holy in heaven,
among the great waters,
magnificent on high.

Exaltation from the depths,
praise from the lights,
speech* during the days,
melody during the nights.

Let fire announce His name;
let the trees of the forest sing for joy;

the world

4. Heb. ‘omer (n.). According to Mirsky, the term here has connotations of song.
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AVODAH

let each beast rehearse
the might of His awesome deeds.

[THE CREATION]

The Workman’ was his amusement, the Torah
the Law, his plaything;
it was His occupation
until His treasure arose. Israel

At first, before a thousand generations,
it arose in his intention,

and from it came the plan

for all the works of the construction.’

On high He established

the throne of His majesty;

he spread His cloud,’

and stretched out the gauze as a tent, heaven

so that it shall not move,

nor will its pegs wander

until its end comes

and it is renewed with His word.

He strengthened, over the waters,
the pillars of the earth,
and he girded his loins
with chaos and storm.

They will not move,

nor will they slip

until the world wears out like a garment
and is exchanged as of old.’

Disorder and darkness
covered the face of the earth;

5. Heb. ‘oman, from Prov 8:30. See Gen Rabbah 1:1.
6. Heb. tavnit. There may be connotations of the building of the Temple.
7. Job 26:9.
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8. Cf. the idea found in Gen Rabbah 3:7 and 9:2 that God created many worlds and destroyed
them before creating this one.



226 AVODAH

then it shone with light
from the face of the King.

He cloaked the world with radiance for the day,

for humankind to go out to work,

and made darkness for shadow, night
for animals to crawl out to the forest.

When the spirit hovered

between the heaven and the waters,

He placed a ceiling within

to bear half of that which is measured, water

By them his marvel

in his handiwork can be known:

in the goodness of the fruit of rain,
the channel of all the waters.’

When he divided

between waters and waters,

He ignited the Inferno,"” Gehenna
the immeasurable Topheth,

with an unfanned fire,"

which can never be extinguished,
nor can a flood of many waters
affect it.

He banished to a pool
the mighty water,

and placed sand there
as a gate and bar.”

He made a fence for it

so that it would not cover the earth

until the Faithful of his house Moses
cut it in half.

9. The idea here is that the rain is the conduit through which the upper waters reach the earth.
10. Heb. Alugah, from Job 20:26. See the references in Mirsky, Yose ben Yose.
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11. See Job 20:26.

12. See Deut 3:5.
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He revealed the face of the earth
for humankind to work

and planted shrubs

and seed-producing grass.

He also planted in Eden

a luxuriant garden

as a canopy for the Glory

for the foremost of all creatures.” the righteous

He finished obscuring

light sevenfold,

and arranged lamps

to rule the day and the night.

They did not transgress boundaries, day and night
and they did not delay in their movement
until the attendant in the tent Joshua

made them stand still in the valley."

There arose from the water

the fugitives of the deep,” the Leviathan
and the sea serpent

protected by scales

and sharp arrows. fins

He set some of them aside

for an eternal feast,

and prepared a prison in them

for the deserting messenger. Jonah

The birds that fly upward

sprang from alluvial mud™

for those who will eat at the King’s table
and the army of His hosts.

He proscribed as an abomination
impure fowl

13. The righteous will be enveloped by God’s glory in Eden in the world to come. See Mirsky,
Yose ben Yose. Here, as in several places in this section, the poet prefigures human history and

eschatology in his account of creation.
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15. See Isa 27:1. Note that here a form of spontaneous generation is assumed, by which creatures

spring forth from some substance, such as water or mud.
16. See Jastrow, Dictionary, s.v. rqq.
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until the Tishebite came Elijah the prophet
and the ravens fed him.”

There grew out of the earth
horned animals for slaughter,
edible beasts,

both cattle and those that crawl.

He pastured the Behemoth

with the produce of a thousand mountains,
for on the day when it is slaughtered,

He" will put His sword to it.

The Creator exulted

and rejoiced in His deeds
when He saw

that his work was good:

grasses for rest,

and food of choice;

the table was set,

but there was no one to relish it.

35 He said to Himself,
“Who will approach
for the butchered animals
and blended wine?

If he abides by My word,

he will be like God;”

if he defies My word,

I will send him back to matter.”

He investigated and understood
and knew them to be worthless,
for he will not know enough

to pass the night in glory.”

17. Cf. the pattern in Az be-’En Kol in which each thing is created so that (ad lo) it can serve a
purpose in subsequent history.
18. That is, God himself.
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19. Because he was created in God’s image.

20. See Ps 49:13.
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AVODAH

[THE FIRST HUMANS |

He likened™ him in His image,
engraved him in His shape,

so that on heaven and earth
he would be held in awe.

The Distinguished One” made God
a beautiful bed in Eden;

of spun gold and precious stones

he fashioned its canopy.

He ornamented him with true knowledge”

and favored him with spirit
so that from the beginning
he could foresee the consequences.*

He let him rule

as a righteous ruler

so that he could provide names
for God and His works.

He warned him

about the tree of knowledge
lest he be struck

by the appealing food.

He put him to sleep

in a pleasant slumber

and took a bone from him
and prepared a young woman.

He adorned her as a bride,

with adornments of jewels,

and attached them together
to be one flesh.”

21. Heb. dimmahu.
22. From Song s5:10.
23. Heb. gisheto, implying both decoration and truth.
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24. Heb. ges otiot.
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He who crawls in the dust the snake
duped the foolish woman

into defying the command

and returning to the dust.

She caused man to die,
by her appetite for idleness,
and she caused many to fall
and killed multitudes.*

The snake was punished by means of his food

and by means of his feet” for eternity,

and he was made messenger

for those who break through the wall.” transgressors

They felt naked and were covered

by the leaf of that which withers,” fig tree
instead of being clothed in a cloud,

enveloped in fog.

Their stature was altered,

and their fearsomeness was denied,*
to be ruled by all

and not to rule all.

They were removed from Eden

and were expelled from the garden,
and the cleft of a rock was prepared
as a home for them.

The Creator placed the sense of lust
into His creature

and made a place in his helpmeet
for him to lie down for his desire

And she was in heat and conceived
and went into labor and gave birth

26. Cf. Prov 7:26.
27. His feet were taken away from him.
28. Transgressors will be punished with snakebite. See Eccl 10:8.
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a first time to a plower
of furrows of earth. Cain

She gave birth a second time

and sent forth

a youngster, bearer of a staff,

a shepherd of flocks. Abel

And as a gift offering

they offered before the King

one from the fruit of the earth

and the other from first of the flock.

Then the Holy One looked

at the heart and not the appearance™
and paid heed to the service

of the fragrant offering of the younger.

He raised

the dejected brother on high
when he accepted the offering
of a fragrant sacrifice,

and made the elder dejected,
and he was aggrieved,

for He rejected his offering,
his choice food.

Then his anger raged,

and his fury stormed,”
and he cut off the earth
a brother and his kin.*

And blood that was spilled

let forth a scream,

and the first bloodletter

was punished with wandering.

31. Lit., “the eyes.”
32. See Amos 1:11.
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And he confessed to the crime,
and He gave him a sign

lest his blood

be spilled by someone.

This One bound up the wound
of his earliest creation,*

for he had begun to drink the cup
mixed” for generations.

He remembered to give
a seed to the sower

to provide a surrogate
for the forsaken fruit.

His seed sprouted

poison weed,

and its plant grew perversely,”
yielding wild fruit.”

The crooked generation

plotted and began®®

to substitute the name of an idol
for the name of the one God.

He called against them

the rage of the pent-up waters;

they broke through their boundaries,
and they tore up the land.

God
Adam

death

Seth; Adam

Abel

They annihilated all remembrance of humankind”

from the earth
when He washed away
mounds of dust of the earth.

The tendrils that were
in the trees of the forest

34. Adam was mourning for Abel at the time.

35. Ps 75:9.
36. Heb. sigseg; cf. Isa 17:11.
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38. Heb. hekhelu, carrying connotations of blasphemy (hillul).
39. Heb. Enosh, alluding to the patriarch Enosh.
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did not bear fruit
until the tenth generation.

A pure and innocent man Noah
found among them,

and the fragrance of his deeds

was like perfume in his generation.*

Presumptuously they rebelled
during the seven days of sunshine.”
In the goodness and abundance
they said to God, “Leave us alone!”™*

They were punished by the upper waters
and were crushed by the lower waters,
but the righteous one appealed to him with a gift® Noah;

sacrifice
for the waters of Noah not to flood.*
The face of the earth was renewed
and returned to its former state
from the few people
who went out from prison. the ark
The fifth generation the generation of Peleg

then took counsel and planned
to go up and put up
a nest on high.

The Living One did not withhold
from them their scheme—

He who scoffs at scoffers

fulfilled their purpose.

He divided the speech

of the tongue of the dissenters,

and they were broken up into factions
and fought each other to the death.

40. Cf. Gen 6:9.
41. Before the flood, God gave humanity a week of clear weather in order to repent.
42. Cf. Job 21:14.
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[THE PATRIARCHS ]

They vanished after the storm,
passed, and they were gone;
then a righteous man arose

who was an everlasting foundation.

He reasoned, understanding
the secret of creation,”

which is controlled

by Him who governs and rules.

When he saw the course

of that which glides and shines,
eager as a hero when it emerges
and weak when it sets,

the windows of the sky,
in the east and the west,
through which the moon
leaps every day,

the arrows of lightning,

the rush of the stars

dashing to and fro—

and not one fails to appear—

the unenlightened became wise
and inferred by himself,*

saying, “There is a Lord of these—
Him I will follow.”

Before he began,

God cleared the way for him,
“Go forth from death,

to the way of life.”

45. Lit., “works.”

Abraham

the sun

Abram
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46. Abraham was not taught to understand monotheism but reasoned it on his own.

243

85



244 AVODAH

He who was pure in his deeds Abraham
spoke heroically,”

“O God of justice,

judge with mercy!”

He swept away the monarchs*

without shield or sword;

He lifted him up from fire, God
aided him in war.

His generation was ignorant

and did not recognize the Rock. God
So he informed them at the tamarisk®

of the name of the eternal God.

He placed in his flesh

a stamped impression of the covenant,

which that which gapes will see Gehenna
and snap its mouth shut.”

He caused leaves to sprout

in old age,

when the source of the withered bed Sarah’s womb
was opened.

The One who tested him” placed the burden God

of the ordeal on his shoulder;
indeed, he overpowered his urge,
giving his lamb to the slaughter.

He gave a basket of first fruits Isaac
as an offering;

the father had no pity,

and the son did not hesitate.

When the slaughterer of the lamb Abraham
grasped the sword,

47. That is, Abraham spoke to God regarding Sodom and Gomorrah; see Gen 18:25-32.

48. The four kings of Gen 14:9.

49. Gen 21:33. According to the midrash, it was a kind of inn, in which Abraham would extend
hospitality and teach the guests about the eternal God.
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50. When Gehenna sees a Jew’s circumcision, it will shut its gaping mouth so as to keep him out.
51. God tested Abraham at the binding of Isaac.
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the angels of peace
let out a bitter cry.

The Good and Merciful One said:
“Do not harm the boy!

Your deed is accepted

as a sacrificer and sacrifice.”

The mild man was settled
in the gates of testimony:
before it was given,”

he studied its words.”

God has always

been glorified through him,

and in his name forever

He will be enthroned in praise.”

The One who knows him stood
over him when he sojourned,
saying, “I am your guardian,
your shade at your right hand.””

The holy ones ascended and descended

on his behalf,
to get to know his image,
which was engraved on high.”®

The Artisan made him a little
less than God

when he caused (the goats) to mate by rods,”
like clay in the hands of an artisan.

The fear of a vision
frightened the Aramaean.
“Do not touch the son,

supported since leaving the womb.”

52. Lit., “before it was spoken.”
53. That is, before the Torah was given at Sinai, he learned its content.
54. Alluding to the idea that Jacob’s name and image are engraved on God’s throne. On this idea,

see Ginzberg, Legends, 5:290-91.

Jacob
Torah

angels

God

Laban
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55. Ps 121:5.
56. See note 54 above.

57. Gen 30:39.
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100

The angels recognized his image from the throne and saw him on earth.
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AVODAH

When the flying fiery flame
struggled with him,

when he could not prevail over him,
he begged, crying out.

He saved him miraculously

from the one who is girded with a sword,
who resented and bore

eternal enmity.

He inherited the desires

of his parents' blessings.

twelve tribes

like the officers of the firmament.

[LEVI AND HIS CHILDREN |

The third was selected

to see the face of the King,
to sing and to serve

and to enter His chambers.

Like a tree planted
on the water,
his scepter sprouted

the angel

Esau

three holy vines: Moses, Aaron, and Miriam

those bent over by the load,* the children of Merari

for the Tent and its planks;
those drivers of the pegs,
spreaders of the curtains;

an extended shoulder,

like a trained heifer,

for the yoke of the holy service
of the Lord of all.

Like a splendid vine
of beautiful branches and fruit,

the children of Gerson

the children of Kehat

58. The children of Merari built the framework of the Tabernacle. Num 3:36.
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250 AVODAH
He caused Amram to sprout forth
from the root of Levi.

no  For it sent forth
three precious offspring:

a priest, a shepherd, Aaron and Moses
and a woman prophetess. Miriam
When the time of love” drew near, the Exodus
his flower arose Moses
to break the yoke-bands of Zoan, Egypt
to break through the gate of the hollow.” water

Hidden in a cloud

and sanctified for a week,
he stood inside

when the Word was given.

The power of mighty ones” angels
was subdued before him;

for fear of him,

not a single one prevailed.

He nourished the holy flock
with flesh in the wilderness
from the bread of heaven
until they came to the land.”

The drumming maiden Miriam
dug a well for the people;

she perished and was gathered, died
and there was no water.”

The beloved were favored Israel
with the accompaniment of the clouds of glory

by virtue of the officiator,* Aaron

in peace and in ease.

59. Based on Ezek 16:8.
60. The term is from Isa 40:12. The meaning here is that Moses split the sea.
61. The angels opposed to the giving of the Torah to Moses.
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63. Because of Miriam the people had water.
64. The clouds of glory accompanied Israel for Aaron’s sake.

07y DnNsn
nY VIVN

nYivy nhv 7
™D P
nyin 1nom
IRN1) NYR)

DYTIT NY NV
DN N9

1Y% N0 71297
HYiY 1T Pi797)

Y3 nen
»12Y VT
03 28
iR 19N N2

DPIN NId

i V192

iR7inn

VR THY XY

VTP IRR 9272

1Y INY
DRRY Dnom
PIR7 DRI2 Ty

DY? I3 N2
noginn nRYy
noDRY Y
on N KY

Tin MY MY
mn oY

1nm T 7Y
71w DivYa

251

110



252 AVODAH

A covenant of salt

was engraved for him and his descendants

so that the covenant of salt of the fragrant offering
would never cease.

For the zealous wrath of the hero Pinehas
God paid recompense

and renewed his office

for generations forever.

No foreigner shall ever acquire
the inheritance of their glory;
no other man shall inherit
their given portion.

120 The company of notables®”
was taken down to the valley of the shadow;
and they settled the king of power® Uzziah
in isolated quarters.

They may not be jealous

of the lot of their brothers’ portion;
God is called

their designated allotment.

Sacrificial bread

was reserved for them

when they came near to God,

in the time of the repulsive calf.”

The lawgiver taught them Moses
the order of the Avodah

because he was in charge of it*

when they were at the gate®

to wash and anoint,
to cleanse their hands and feet,

65. See Num 16:2.
66. Uzziah’s name literally means “the power of God”; he presumed to offer incense on the altar
himself. See 2 Chr 26:16-21.
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120

67. The term rihuk carries connotations of distance and abomination, in opposition to the verb

qrb, “came near,” in the same stanza.
68. The instructions concerning the Avodah.

69. The gate of the Tabernacle during the ceremony of ordination; see Lev 8:35.
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to wear linens,
and to put on the girdle,

to ordain them

for seven days,

and to make it a law
for generations forever.

As it is written: Everything done today, the Lord has com-
manded to be done to make expiation for you (Lev 8:34).

[THE AVODAH]

Impeccable families

drew a lot

to magnify a chief

and to raise him in wealth.

From his bed where he lay,

they separated his wife,

lest he be impure for a week,
becoming tainted unintentionally.

The place where the chiefs gather the chamber
of Palhedrin

was his dwelling place;

would he not sleep there

all seven days?

He offered the minhah,

placed the incense,

and arranged the lamps,

and was the first to offer the head and foot.”

Of the sale for the Sabbaths

and the portion of the priestly divisions,
his portion took precedence

over everyone else’s.

70. Of the sacrificial animals.
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AVODAH

Those who make wise the simple
stayed with him

to teach and train him

in the laws of the tenth day.

They brought him,

on the eve of the day of forgiveness,
his bull and his ram

and the sacrifices of his community.

“How pleasant,” they said,

“is your service!

Be strong and of good courage,
for all these are your tasks.”

They restricted food

from him toward evening

lest he fall asleep and there occur
a nocturnal pollution.

His instructors brought him to

the elders of his clan;

and in the incense-makers’ house™
they adjured him by (God’s) name.

He wept sadly

because he was accused of ignorance,”

and they cried
lest they accuse a righteous person.

They engaged him

with the strains of Midrash and scriptures

or occupied him
with the sacred writings.

They restored his soul

with talk of former kings

if he was a boor

and did not learn Instruction.”

71. The house of Avtinas, according to m. Sheqalim s:1.

the sages

Yom Kippur

Torah
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72. Heb. peti.
73. Heb. Leqal; cf. Prov 4:2.
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If he was inclined to doze,

they prevented him from sleeping
with a whistle of the middle finger,”
with the mouth, but not the harp.

In the tumultuous city”

they let forth a roar

to make him sated with sleeplessness
until the dawn.”®

Those who guard the laws,

who plunder the commandments,”
got up before midnight

to remove the ashes.

They used to run hurriedly

on the ascent to the altar,

so they took care (to institute) a lottery
to put an end to disputes.”

They readied themselves vigilantly for immersion”
and tied the wreath®

and cast lots first

for taking the ashes.

145 They cast a second time,
for the case of the lamb
and for the ashes of the inner
altar and the lamps.

They cast the lots anew,

a third time, for the spices;

a fourth, for the combination™

to arrange (the offering of) the limbs.

74. See Zvi Malachi, “Makkin Lefanav be-’Esba‘ Seradah: Ne‘ima ba-Peh ve-Lo ba-Kinor,” Sidra
2 (1986): 67-75.

75. Isa 22:2.

76. Job 7:4.
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145

77. Alluding perhaps to the statement in m. Yoma 2:2 that specific duties are meted out to indi-
vidual priests because of the intense competition for them in the past.

78. Prov 18:18.

79. Heb. no‘adu. See Mirsky’s note to this line (Yose ben Yose, 153).
80. The headdress. Other Mss read: they formed a circle.

81. Of old and new priests.
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AVODAH

The overseeing chief officer
of the holy labor

sent to the east

faithful emissaries.

He said to them: “See
whether the dawn has arrived,
if the eastern light has spread
over the earth.”

They told him

that the radiance had flashed,
and he ran to the purifying bath
for those who come to the court.

They spread a fine linen divider
between him and the people

to do him honor

not to see his nakedness.

Quickly he took off

the covering against his skin;
then he went down and bathed
and came up and dried himself.

The dressing attendant
wrapped him in linen
and added to his greatness

with ornamental garments of gold.

He rejoiced in his splendid attire,
but he was not too proud;

he wore them for God’s honor
and not for his own.

He would inquire

about making war in them;
his eyes cast to his Teacher
like a student to his master.

A secret was revealed to him
in the judgment of the Urim:

God
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if he will succeed or fail,
whether to the sword or salvation.

Extol God,

children of a great nation!
He is near at all times

to proclaim redemption.

He rejoiced like an angel,

in the woven linen breeches,

like a vigilant horseman,”

a messenger faithful to those who send him.

With them he covered over
carnal nakedness,

for they were commanded
for covering indecency.

His strong body
filled his tunic,
doubled and woven®
as far as the sleeves.*

The sin of the house of Jacob

was atoned by this—

those who sold the righteous one Joseph
over a sleeved tunic.”

The crown on his head

was like regal glory;

wrapped in a turban of fine linen
for glory and beauty.

He banished from the holy women®
the burden of uncovering the head,”

82. According to b. Niddah 13b, they resembled riding breeches.

83. Heb. kefulah meshubeset; according to some sources, such as y. Yoma 3:6 (40c) and Sifra Sav
2:1 (ed. Weiss, fol. 29d), it was a double garment. On the other hand, according to b. Yoma 71b, the
term shesh, translated here as “fine linen,” means that it was made of sixfold thread. On the possible
interpretations of this line, see Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 155.

84. Mirsky points out that, based on the meaning of pas as palm, Gen Rabbah 84:8 interprets
pasim as sleeves: the tunic reached his palms (i.e., was long-sleeved).
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85. Cf. also the motif of the emperor’s exploitation of the sins of Jacob’s sons against Israel in

the Ten Martyrs complex.
86. Cf. Num 5:18.

87. The priest’s headdress atoned for the adulterous woman (sotah) of Num 5, whose hair is to

be unbound during her trial.
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and he would justify the holy nation
with the diadem of his frontlets.

(God) will cleave to the jaw,
like a belt at the loins,

of those who stray after images
(of men) with girded loins.*

He girded himself with a belt,

a woven sash

made of unmixed linen,

unlike every other day of the year.

165 Wrapped in a blue robe
as bright as the firmament,
his rounded arms
filled the sleeves.”

The circular opening

for his head was like a coat of mail,
plaited all around

so that it could not be torn.*

At the edge of its hem
were colored pomegranates
and golden bells

between them.

When they struck each other,

the voice of one with the other,

they atoned for the voice

of one who strikes his neighbor in secret.”

The weave of the ephod
was a work of decoration,
fine twined linen,

bright blue and purple.

88. See Ezek 23:14-15.
89. Here following Carmi’s translation.



90. Exod 28:32.
91. Verbally, through slander.
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A golden cord

was spun into each thread,
and he was dressed in it
from heart to navel.

The corners of its shoulders

were like the brilliance of the luminaries;
they radiated light

from precious stones.”

He engraved them with a shamir”
as a remembrance of the tribes,
their names and letters

divided among them.

An ornamented band
extended from it;

it was embroidered like it;
he tied it on afterward.”

It banished sin against the commandment, (spoken)

at the beginning of the Holy Utterances, the Decalogue
against sheathed images

of gods of gold.

175 In the breast of the ephod
was an opening of a span by a span
where it was bound to the breastpiece
by golden rings.”

The number of rows of stones
equaled the number of standards;”
their names were engraved on them,
and they were set into the breastpiece.

92. Heb. Avne Shoham; cf. Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition: A Study in Folk
Religion (New York: Atheneum, 1982), 137, who translates “onyx”; cf. Mirsky’s note to this line,
citing Saul Lieberman, Tosefta Kifshutah, vol. 8 (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of America,
1973), 735-37. NJjv: “Lazuli.”
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93. A hard stone or legendary worm. See Ginzberg, Legends, 5:53, and Michael Sokoloff, A Dic-
tionary of Jewish Palestinian Aramaic (Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 1990), s.v. shamir.
94. That is, after donning the ephod.

95. See Josephus Ant. 3.7.5

96. The divisions of the twelve tribes, three tribes per banner.
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Framed in gold

in their setting,

their appearance was like
the appearance of eyes.

The gap of the rings”

between the ephod and the breastpiece
was covered by links

of golden cords.

The sin of perverters of justice

was wiped out by the breastpiece of justice;
may the God of justice

declare us righteous in justice.

Golden bells were placed around,
between the ephod and the breastpiece,”
attached to the holy diadem

on his two shoulders.

The gold frontlet was surrounded
with diadems of jewels;*

he'” fastened and attached it

to the sacred diadem.

He placed the royal headdress on his forehead™
and the frontlet upon it;

there was a strip of hair

between it and the headdress.

The Rock of Eternity,

the powerful name,

was engraved on the diadem
like an inscription on a signet.

The filth of impurity
of transgressions of (sacrificial) blood and libations

97. Lit., “scales,” after 1 Kgs 22:34; that is, the distance between the rings at the corners of the
breastpiece and those of the shoulder straps of the ephod. The cords connect the two.

98. According to no extant tradition are bells on the upper part of the vestments; tradition has
them only at the hem of the robe. Mirsky suggests that this stanza is corrupt and contains remnants



AZKIR GEVUROT ELOHAH 269

niapn g
DniRI» NI
DNINT NRIN
DY NN

P37 P72
9nY Tian 1a
niTYIYI NB)
anr niniay

09Yn 22910 Y9
LaYN 1YN2 N
VYR NPT
VAYAN MR

92m 19 7inYs

19INY TioR P2

VTpn M7 13
»and 'Y Yy

a7 19 P8
SIALALRS 144
an) PRI
MOVIPR M7

nena oY Tin e
[ alued)

WY NYY)
n9i¥n? 3

DnYiy M
P00 0V
P72 %y p1pn
onin anona

NRMY NKIX
00 DT 1Y

of previous lines (cf. line 167).
99. Heb. peninim, usually “coral” or “pearls.”
100. That is, the attendant; see above.
101. Heb. Senif; this seems to be a kind of twisted rope of cloth worn around the diadem.
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was absolved by the frontlet
like a pure, aromatic offering.

A fading flower,"”

a worm not a man,

was found worthy of serving
Him who lives forever.

He saw the face of the King
and entered the holy chamber,
dressed in linens

and not in fine gold.

He commanded the death penalty
on those who come into the court
(without) washing their hands
and feet when they enter.

So the emissary, before
he approached to serve,

hastened to wash
his hands and his feet.

His assistants brought

the daily morning sacrifice.

He made the incision and collected
its blood and dashed it.

He stepped forth to offer the incense

and repair the lamps,
to sacrifice the head and pieces,
cakes and libation.

He hurried out
to the chamber of Parvah,

and they spread a partition of fine linen

between him and the people.

He washed and undressed
and bathed and dried himself

102. Heb. sis, also used to signify “frontlet”; cf. Isa 28:1.

the priest

of the carcass
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and put on linen clothes
and washed again.

He approached

the bull of his sin offering,
standing

between the portico and the altar.

He arose to place his hand
on its head firmly,

to confess on behalf
of himself and his household.

103

Thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done
wrong, I have transgressed before You, I and my household.
O Lord, forgive the sins and iniquities and transgressions
that I have committed against you, I and my household, as
it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this
day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you of all
your sins; before the Lord—" (Lev. 16:30). And when the
priests and the people standing in the court and serving in
the Sanctuary heard the glorious explicit name coming forth
from the mouth of the high priest in holiness and purity,
they would kneel, prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces
and say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s glory for ever
and ever.” He would also intend to finish the name while
facing those saying the blessing and say to them, “You shall
be pure.”

Eastward, toward the Gate of Entrance,"
north of the altar,

the assistant priests
accompanied him respectfully.

105

205 Was it not there
where the goats were placed,

103. Heb. be-sevel.
104. Heb. Shaar ha-Iton, from Ezek 40:15, identified with the Middle Gate (y. Erubin 5:1 [22¢]),
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205

known also as the Nikanor Gate (m. Middot 1:4); see m. Yoma 3:9 and Mirsky’s comment to this

line, Yose ben Yose, 164.
105. Cf. Carmi: “with pomp.”
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as well as the container
where the golden lots were kept?

He gathered them in his hand™*

and shook them and raised them,

one for Him who lives forever,

and the one for death in Soq."” Azazel

If in his right hand

he took the lot'”® engraved “for the Lord,”’
the assistant said to him,

“Raise your right hand!”

If (the lot for) of the severity of the generation’s deeds
came up in his left hand,

the chief of the priest’s division™ said,

“Raise your left hand!”

He hastened to place them
on the two goats
and shouted in a loud voice,

1”

“This one is a sin offering for the Lord

He tied a thread

to the head of the one who was to be dispatched;
he turned him over to the wilderness,

and the other to the place of slaughter.

Next he got up

and approached his bull™
and placed his two hands
on him and confessed.

And thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done
wrong, I have transgressed before You, I and my household
and the children of Aaron, Your holy people. O, by the Lord,
forgive the sins and iniquities and transgressions that I have
committed against you, I and my household and the children

106. Heb. qovesam ‘al yad, from Prov 13:11—there interpreted to mean “little by little”; here,
perhaps, that he takes them one by one.
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107. The name Soq refers to the precipice from which the goat was cast in m. Yoma 6:4 and 6:6.
108. Heb. pur, after Esther 9:24.

109. Heb. la-shem.

110. Heb. rosh bet av: the head of the family of priests on duty for that day.
1. That is, the bull for the priest’s personal sin offering.
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of Aaron, Your holy people, as it is written in the Torah of
Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day atonement shall be
made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; before the
Lord—""” (Lev. 16:30). And when the priests and the people
standing in the court and serving in the Sanctuary heard the
explicit name coming forth from the mouth of the high
priest in holiness and purity, they would kneel, prostrate
themselves, and fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the
name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.” He would also
intend to finish the name while facing those saying the bles-
sing and say to them, “You shall be pure.”

221 He killed it™ as required
and collected the blood in a vessel,
and another stirred it
at the steps of the portico.

He strode up the ramp
and ascended to the altar,
in his hands a fire-pan
made of red gold.

He filled it with glowing coals
from the western side.™
He went down and placed it

at the paved landing."™

His colleagues brought out

the ladle for him

and the utensil for heaping

the finest of incense. the fire-pan

225 He put a handful of incense
into the ladle;
he held it in his left hand
and the fire-pan in his right.

112. Heb. resaho.
113. Of the altar; cf. Sifra Ahare Mot 3:6 (ed. Weiss, fol. 81a), cited by Mirsky.
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114. In m. Yoma 4:3, the “fourth landing” between the steps leading up from the court to the
sanctuary.
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He joined the load

of the right hand to the left™
and went left to the sanctuary,
to the outer curtain.

He walked between the (curtains)
from south to north,

and when he arrived there he returned
to the middle of the house.

The ends of the rods™

stood out like breasts;

they pushed against the curtain,
for there was nowhere to pass.

He displayed his great strength
and pushed aside the curtain
and entered without stepping
between the two rods.

The first clump of earth,
the foundation stone,
the place where the ark was established,

was where he put the fire-pan."””

He poured the incense into it,
and the smoke rose straight up;
he turned his face to the side
and went out on his way."*

He pled on behalf of the people
briefly in the sanctuary
that the senior may not wield

power over the junior.”

The (priest) who was stirring the blood
returned it to him,

115. That is, he used the left hand along with his right to hold the fire-pan, which had a longer
handle on Yom Kippur, according to m. Yoma 4:4.

116. The poles that project from the ark; see b. Yoma 54a and y. Yoma 42b, Jastrow, Dictionary, s.v.
bad.
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117. According to m. Yoma 5:2, when the ark was removed, the foundation stone (even shetiyah)

was exposed.

118. That is, the way he came in.
119. According to y. Yoma 5:3 (42c) and Lev Rabbah 20:4, the high priest prayed that no one in
Israel assume high authority over the other.
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and he approached and stood
where he was waiting.

0

He stretched out his most skilled finger"”
and dipped it and swung it,”

once up

and seven times down.

And this is how he would count: “One, one and one, one and
two, one and three, one and four, one and five, one and six,
one and seven.” He went out and set it down on the golden
stand in the sanctuary.

He returned and placed it on the stand

and slaughtered the goat of the people

and collected the blood and entered

and swung (his finger with the blood) as required.

He placed it on its stand
and took the blood of the bull,
and so he sprinkled the Tent™
outside, opposite the ark.

And this is how he would count: “One, one and one, one and
two, one and three, one and four, one and five, one and six,
one and seven.” He went out and set it down on the second
stand in the sanctuary.

He returned and mixed it

with the blood of the goat

and dealt with it

according to the law for the blood of the bull.

He completed

the sprinkling of the inside;

he combined them™ and went out
and expiated the incense altar.

120. The index finger of the right hand; see Sifra Ahare Mot 3:12 (ed. Weiss, fol. 81a).
121. In a whipping motion.
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He had to begin

from the northeast direction,
and where he ended,

there he sprinkled seven times.

Afterward, he came to the scapegoat and placed his two
hands on it and confessed” on our behalf. And thus he
would say: “O Lord, they have sinned, they have done wrong,
they have transgressed before You, Your people, the house of
Israel. O, by the Lord, forgive the sins and iniquities and
transgressions that they have committed against you, Your
people, the house of Israel, as it is written in the Torah of
Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day atonement shall be
made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; before the
Lord—""” (Lev. 16:30). And when the priests and the people
standing in the court and serving in the Sanctuary heard the
explicit name coming forth from the mouth of the high
priest in holiness, they would kneel, prostrate themselves,
and fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the name of His
Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.”

He appointed a man

who was designated to send it
and went up and burned

the fat of the bull and the goat.

He seized it by its yoke
outside the camp of the city.
They burned them entirely:
skin, flesh, and excrement.

They walked the goat

to the edge of the wilderness;

they took (the priest) to recite

from the Laws of the Tenth Day.” Yom Kippur

First he washed
his hands and his feet

124. The second half of this sentence is not in the Mishnah.
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125. Here the meaning is the Torah as a whole; see m. Yoma 7:1.

283



284 AVODAH

and took off the linen clothes
and wrapped himself in his rich clothes.”

He finished his reading,
undressed and immersed,

and put on the eight [vestments],
and washed again.

He burned his offering
of lambs and rams completely;™
he washed his hands

and his feet and undressed.

His steps led on

to the place of immersion;

he immersed and dried himself
and put on his linen garments.

He did what he had learned,

as was the custom,” and washed
and took the ladle and fire-pan
from inside.

129

He completed (the main)™ service
in linen garments;
he washed and undressed

and laid them down forever.”

He immersed immediately
and put on his gold garments
and again washed

his hands and his feet.

265 He performed the Tamid
of the evening as required
and offered the incense
between the pieces and the libation.

126. A festive garment of his own; see m. Yoma 7:1.
127. Heb. hikhlil; so Mirsky. Alternatively, he offered them together.
128. Heb. ke-dovro.
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130. According to Sifra (Ahare Mot 6:7 [ed. Weiss, fol. 82b]), the garments are buried (teunim

genizah), never to be used again.
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The deeds having being completed,
he lit the lamps

and spread his hands

and washed and undressed.

The assistants ran

with the clothes for his body
and dressed him in reverence;
then he went out joyously.

His form radiated

like the sun rising in all its power.
To those who sent him™

he sent justice and healing.

It was the hope of the congregation
that the vigilant man™* would emerge
bearing good news of redemption
and announcing forgiveness.

He gave praise

to God, facing the people,
and immersed five times
and washed ten times.

First he told them,

“Go, drink with a good heart!
God has pardoned sin

and passed over transgression.”

“Give us a sign,”

they said to his ears,

“that we may know whether
He has forgiven sin.”

the sacrifices

the priest

He showed (them) the messenger who sent the goat,

and he announced redemption:

131. That is, Israel, whose emissary he is.
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the scarlet thread
had turned white as snow.”

They gave thanks,

for he had told good news

about the messenger of the faithful
who was sent to the wilderness.

Perfect and upright,

they accompanied him home,
and they rejoiced

when he came out unharmed.

Happy is the people

who have it so;

happy is the people
whose God is the Lord.”*

133. Cf. Isa 1:18.
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6. Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov Hesed
“You Established the World in Great Mercy”

YOSE BEN YOSE

his composition is a fully formed Avodah and provides another
I example of Yose ben Yose’s handiwork. It is close in language and
structure to Azkir Gevurot, and like it, this piyyut helped set the
structure and themes of subsequent Avodah piyyutim. However, it varies
in content and some of its emphases within the set themes. For example,
this poem emphasizes not only that God created animals, including the
Leviathan, for food but also that God embedded anatomical signs in
kosher animals so they could be recognized as such. Although Atah
Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov Hesed may not attain the elegance of Azkir
Gevurot, it does contain some interesting details from Midrash and cultic
lore.

Atah Konanta ‘Olam be-Rov Hesed was included in Saadia Gaon’s
liturgical handbook and entered the medieval French and Provengal
liturgies. The following translation is based on an improved version of
Mirsky’s edition.’

1. Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 172-99. See also Samuel David Luzzatto, Mahazor Kol ha-Shanah kefi
Minhag Italiyani (Livorno, 1855).



292 AVODAH

You established the world
in great mercy,

and (the world) shall be governed with it mercy
till the end of days.
It will not shatter the world

because of the sin of (Your) creatures,
and will not collapse
from the weight of transgression and sin.”

While the earth was still

desert and wasteland,’

You amused Yourself with the glow of the Law,
and it frolicked at Your feet.

You made up Your mind to make it
a cure for all humanity,

ere You made it

You assured its vitality.

You braced the skies

as a place for Your dwelling,
and extended the rafters

as a throne for Your glory;

You are hidden in (the skies),*
and no eye can see You,’

and from there Your eyes
survey every deed.

You contrived to cover

the abyss with land’

as a footstool for You

and a dwelling for Your creatures.

With chaos and storm
You suspended its foundations,

2. By rights, the world should be destroyed because of its sinfulness. But, out of mercy, God will
not do so.

3. Heb. salmavet.

4. Cf. Ps g1:1.
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and when You oversee it,
its pillars quake.

You expelled darkness

and called light;

by name You called them,

and with measure You engraved them.

You placed a border for them

and a division between them,

so that their lot cannot be diminished
and their order cannot be changed.

You defined the firmament

and stored away half of the waters,
and clouds sift out

(rain) from their produce.

You also kindled a fire pit’®

for those who hate You;

and You will save those who love You
from fire and water.

You commanded to uncover

the appearance of the radiance of the land;

You suppressed the other waters the lower waters
and gathered them together in a pool.

The pasture of the earth

sprang up with Your word,

the herbage of grass sprouting

and the Garden of Eden for those who trust You.

The lamps of the firmament stars
were ignited with Your breath

so that the seasons and times

may be ascertained with them;

7. That is, the measure of light and darkness (and hence day and night) were also created with

the creation of light.
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You showed for them

a way through windows,’

one for day and one for night
so that none may falter.

You brought forth from the waters
those that fly on the wing,
hosts of fish

and a phalanx of sea monsters.

You made, as a sign for those who know You,
those who are clad with scales,

and a fleeing serpent”

for the meal in eternity."

Did You not make out of the earth
in great abundance

cattle and crawling creatures

and the beasts of the earth?

You set signs to be known

of edibility and purity,

and for the company of the righteous
You made the Behemoth fit to eat.

And when the world was built,
in wisdom,

and when the table was set,
and its bounty,

You resolved”

to invite a guest
and to feed him
Your choice food,

and to make him dominant
over the work of Your hands,
to be like God,

a judge and a ruler,

Israel
pure fish

9. According to a midrash in Exod Rabbah 15:22, God created 365 windows for the sun and

moon.

10. See Isa 27:1.



SNV
DYNNY DT

11. On this concept, see pages 31-33 in the Introduction above and the sources cited there.

12. Heb. va-tishqod.

ATAH KONANTA ‘OLAM BE-ROV HESED

niidn 177

min o)y

n223 N o¥a 7
DYa 1 INR? 917

DR AYIVD
a7 299w
D)7 NiRaY

PR qpim

YT mn
nyRYR 710y
UL
n¥) NMINY

MY N9
noTY) 21
op) N
YR )

75" DYTIn
M107 98D
P1$ YA
17Y0 g3

ninn
naN3 DYy
nm 7nn
T MY

TPYm
nR PoI?
197809
12280 210

iniTINg
1 noyna
Do7i%83 NN
HYYINI 19V

297

20



298 AVODAH

30

and to prevail over angels,”

to rend the measured waters,*
to dim the lights,”

and to revive the sleepers.™

You erected a body,

sculpted from clay;

You wrought him in the recesses,”
in the image of Your vision.

You kindled the lamp

of his lifebreath within him,

for it will search

the dark places of his innermost parts.”

You endowed him with an honored woman
in the canopy of Eden;

with gold and precious stone,

You adorned his bed.”

You filled this man

with the spirit of understanding,
to crown with names™

all of Your creatures.

You, who live forever,

wished to present him with a test:
whether he could bear

a slight commandment:

“Abstain from the tree of knowledge,
lest you be snared,”

but from the trees of produce

you may fill your belly.”

13. Referring to Jacob; see Gen 32:29.

14. Cf. Isa 40:12.

15. See Josh 10:12-13.

16. Both Elijah and Elisha revived the dead.

17. See Ps 139:15-16.

18. See Prov 20:27.

19. This may be an allusion to Edenic intercourse; see the Introduction, above.

Eve
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30

20. This seems to imply that Adam knew the animals’ (preexisting) names and did not make

them up for himself.

21. Misvah qalah; cf. m. Avot 4:2: “Run to fulfill a light commandment as much as a weighty one.”
22. Here perhaps employing both meanings of the verb ngs, implying both being smitten and
being tempted by the serpent. Cf. Deut 12:30.
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You saw him alone,

and said, “T will make him a helpmeet;
if he perverts the way,”

she will be a stumbling block.”

You caused him to fall into
a sweet slumber;

You set aside a rib,

and prepared flesh.

You breathed grace into her;
You adorned her with favor;
You brought them to the canopy
and graced them with blessings.

The crawling creature seduced her
into a deceptive error.

He led her like an ox to the slaughter
to violate the command.

She devoured and gave to devour
fruit she was warned not to taste;
they were disgracefully naked

and covered themselves with that which withers.*

The feet of the one with (forked) tongue
were taken away from him;

and his food was altered”

incurably, forever.”

He will be bitterly despised,
being crushed at the head;
and he will strike at the heel

of those who secretly use their tongues viciously.”

He was sentenced to death®
and wearying toil,

23. That is, Torah.

24. See Isa 34:4. The Hebrew, novelet, is a play on “disgracefully,” be-navlut.

fig leaves

the snake

into dust

25. Mirsky cites Pirge de-Rabbi Eliezer ch. 14: any food he ate would end up tasting like dust.
26. The snake, unlike all other creatures, will not have his punishment revoked in the world to

come.
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27. Referring perhaps to those Israelites who spoke against God and Moses in the wilderness in
Num 21:4-9 and who were bitten by snakes. See Tanhuma Huqgat 12, in which it is said that the
snake, who used evil speech (lit., “evil tongue”), is the instrument of punishment against those who
used evil speech against God.

28. Lit., “A death sentence was issued.”
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and she to birth pangs
and the arid land to thorns.

His urge was inclined

to desire for his mate;

and she sent forth her youngsters,
the worker and the shepherd.

They honored, with an offering,
the Maker of all,
the elder with the earth’s fruit,

and the younger with the fat of the flock.

When You regarded, Exalted One,
the humility of the lowly,”
You preferred his offering,

and rejected the fragrance of the brother.

He suppressed his mercy,

and did not conquer his inclination;
he raised his hand against the Image
and originated bloodshed.

When You heard, You who requite,
the voice of blood crying out,

You punished him with ceaseless wandering

and vain and empty toil.

When he confessed,

You engraved a sign for him
so that his murderer

would be punished sevenfold.

The generation of Enosh began®
to anger You, O God,

displacing Your glory

and calling on the name of an idol.

the earth

Cain and Abel

God
Cain
Abel

Abel

Cain’s incense

29. Cf. Ps 138:6, there referring to David, who, like Abel, was a shepherd (Mirsky).
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30. Here, as in Azkir Gevurot, line 68, the verb hl carries connotations of sacrilege.
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50

For the sea You set the sand

as a boundary not to be transgressed;”
but You called it to destroy them
because they called (the idols) by name.

Those filled with lawlessness

were attracted to corruption;

they became fat and sleek

and said to God, “Leave us alone!”

Therefore You raged against them
with the springs of the deep,

and upon them You poured

a channel full of water.

Among them You found

a righteous, innocent man;

You sheltered him in Your tabernacle®
until the rage had passed.

From him you made many

families of all creation,

and when You were comforted by him,”
You said, “I will no more curse.”

The residents of Shinar
transgressed against Your name,
climbing up to the throne

to make a name for themselves.

You fulfilled their wish,

making of them a mockery;

You scattered them in every direction,
perverting their language.

A lamp was lit in the chaos—

the father of a multitude appeared;
and by the flame of his fire

ran those who falter.

31. Cf. Jer 5:22.
32. Heb. be-sukkah; cf. Ps 27:5. Njv translates the term as “pavilion.”

Noah

humankind

Babel

Abraham
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He announced to those astray
the straight path:

“Rely on the living God—
what good can an idol do you?”

He separated from his homeland

and was attracted to follow you;

and You presented Yourself to him

in fire and war.** Nimrod’s furnace

He wallowed in the blood of the covenant,

and his offspring after him,

for it will save the covenant of circumcision
those who are carried from the pit. Israel; Gehenna

You made him joyful

with a lovingly tended fruit” Isaac
when he said: “T am deprived

and my roots have dried up.”

He bore, like a hero,

the burden of ordeals;

You bade him to slaughter

his only son, and he prevailed.

The father was glad to bind,

and the son to be bound,

for by it the burdened Israel
will be justified in judgment.

60  You placed a ram as his atonement,
and he was considered meritorious.
On this day (may we) hear:

“I have found ransom.”*

As it is written in Your Torah: And Abraham named that site
Adonai-yireh, whence the present saying, “On the mount of the
Lord there is vision” (Gen 22:14).

34. According to a widespread legend, Nimrod had the young Abraham cast into a fiery furnace,
which Abraham survived. See Gen Rabbah 38:13 and b. Pesahim 118a; cf. Ginzberg, Legends,
1:198-203 and notes.
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35. Cf. Isa 5:7.
36. Job 33:24.
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Before You taught

the law from Your right hand,
an innocent man observed it
and guarded its gates.

When You cast sleep upon him
in a dream, he found You,

and you promised him

that You would be his stronghold.

You sheltered him”
from the sword of the pursuer,

Jacob

Esau

and You caused the prince the angel with whom

of a flaming fire to become weak before him.

You wreathed him

with a number of banners,

and like grains (of sand) in the sea,
You increased his community.

You tithed a youngster

from his tribes to serve You

in return for tithing his fortune
for You at the pillar.*

You caused the fruit of the righteous to flourish
from the tribe of Levi:

Amram and his sons

like a vine and its shoots.

You watched over Your flock

with a faithful man,

saving it from Zoan

passing it through measured water.

You ornamented him for a sanctification of days”

and with the covering of a cloud,

37. Heb. sakota, possibly connoting a tabernacle (sukkah).
38. The phrase refers to the pillar Jacob erected at Bethel in Gen 28:18.

Jacob wrestled

twelve tribes

Levi

Moses
Egypt

six days
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39. On this phrase, see Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 18;.
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until he took a captive,*

taking the lady of the house" as a spoil.

You have wreathed Your holy one
with a crown of priesthood,

and he will bequeath it

to his children after him,

sheltered and preserved

for generations forever,

and those who disgrace their honor*
will be swallowed up and afflicted.

The Rock sustained them
with an abundance of gifts,
and from the table of the King
You prepared their food.

You commanded them to dwell
at the gates of Your tent,

to ordain them

for seven days.”

Torah
Torah

Aaron

As it is written: Everything done today, the Lord has commanded

to be done to make expiation for you (Lev 8:34).

The holy ones separated

a man from his abode,
sequestering him in the chamber,
as in the law of ordination.*

They washed him and cleansed him
with water of expiation®

in place of the sprinkling of blood
and the anointing oil.*

priests
the high priest

40. This figure is based on Ps 68:19, “you went up to the heights, having taken captives,” which

is taken to refer to Moses receiving the Torah from heaven; see b. Shabbat 89a.

41. Cf. Ps 68:13.
42. Referring especially to Korah and his allies in Num 16.
43. Referring to priestly ordination, according to Lev 8:35.
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44. The law of sequestration of the priest (m. Yoma 1:1) is derived by analogy from the law of
ordination in Lev 8:34.

45. Heb. hit'uhu. See Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 188: During those seven days they sprinkled him with
water from the ashes of sin offerings in order to purify him. See y. Yoma 1:1 (38¢), b. Yoma 4a; cf.
m. Parah 3:1.

46. Of the priestly initiation; cf. Lev 8:30.
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Discerning captains

joined him in fellowship

as brothers dwelling together”

to teach him the order. order of sacrifice

He woke early, tossed blood,

offered incense, and trimmed lamps,

the first (to offer) the head and hind leg,
and the first to take a portion.*

The sacrifices of his atonement

and the sacrifices of the community®
were led before him

to acquaint him with them.

They withheld from him
excess of sleep and food
on the eve of forgiveness
lest he be lulled into emission.

The heads of his tribe
joined him in fellowship
to adjure him by the name
in the chamber of incense.

Tears ran down his eyes

that he was considered a simpleton,
and they broke into weeping
because it was necessary.

If he was wise,

they spoke before him

delighting him with Midrash™

and discoursing on holy scriptures.

If he was a boor,

they would occupy him
by recounting tales

of ancient kings.

47. Ps133:1.
48. A paraphrase of m. Yoma 1:2.
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49. The animals of the priest’s individual atonement, and those for the people of Israel.
50. According to Ps 119:92.
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The young priests

Sang songs to him

By mouth and by pleasant laughter”
and by the sound of the middle finger.

The masses in [the city] full of people™
raised a tumult:

For because of their voice

his sleep will disperse.

Those who offered the fat
assembled since midnight

to observe the commandment
of sacrifice at night.

A lottery was decreed

to be prepared for them

lest they push (someone) off

when they wanted to ascend the ramp.”

Those who stood in the court

cast lots at once

for performing the Tamid,

clearing the inner altar, and the lamps.

Those who desired blessings
from the Guide,

new priests, would cast

a lottery for the incense.

The prompt faithful

were sent to the east,

to see if the sun’s light

had appeared for the slaughter.

His brothers accompanied him

to the outer place of immersion
where those who came to the court
were purified.

Jerusalem

God

51. That is, not on musical instruments, according to y. Yoma 1:7. See Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 190,
and Malachi, “Makkin Lefanav.”
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52. According to Lam 1:1.

53. See m. Yoma 2:2.
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They behaved toward him
with honor and dignity

and spread a screen

between him and the people.

His own clothes

he took off quickly,

and went down and immersed
and went up and dried himself.

With woven linen breeches
like those of horsemen

he first covered

the roundings of his thighs.”

In them he would cover

the licentious sin of Shittim®*
and reveal to us

the merit of the locked garden.”

With a double linen tunic
he covered his flesh

from the palm of his hand
to the heel of his foot.

The One whose glory fills the earth,

looked upon them
and allayed the fear of
(Joseph’s) sleeved tunic.”

The belt, the sash,
was different on the fast day,
for it was all linen,
not woven with mixed fabric.

He wrapped it and rolled it
in every direction

54. Cf. Song 7:2.
55. According to Num 25:1.
56. Cf. Song 4:12.

sexual sin

chastity
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57. The plain linen tunic atones for the sins of Joseph’s brothers. The passage plays on the words
pase yad (palms) and ketonet passim (sleeved tunic).
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for the girded belts
of the figures of Chaldeans.”

He was great and resplendent
in the [wreath] of kingship
when he raised his head

in the linen headdress.

Lo, with that he would cleanse

the taint of the loose-haired woman®

and would take away the shame
of the harlot’s hardheadedness.®

His likeness was like Tarshish,
like the look of the firmament
when he put on the blue robe,
woven like a honeycomb.

Its upper opening

was plaited like mail,
surrounding it

so that it could not tear.

Fastened to the hem

were colored pomegranates
and golden bells

encircling it.

When the Prominent One® heard
the sound of his steps,

he atoned for the sound

of the slanderer’s voice.

They wrapped him in an ephod,
(as thick as) felt,

woven of gold and crimson,
and fine linen blue and purple.

the headdress
the suspected adulteress

sea

God

58. To atone for Israel’s worship of Chaldean images (Ezek 23:14-15).
59. See the ritual of the suspected adulteress (sotah) in Num 5:11-29.
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On his shoulders were there not

two lapis lazuli,

and on them the names of the tribes,
like the number of banners?

As called by name,*

they were carved with letters,
engraved by the shamir,

which was formed at Creation.®

1o With them he justified
those who were ensnared by the ephod*
and exchanged God
for a bull eating grass.

And set at the heart

was the breastpiece, folded,
a span by a span square,
woven like the ephod.

And on it were rows of stones,
one for each tribe,

encircled with gold,

engraved by the shamir.

And it was bound with rings

so that it could not come loose;

it was covered like plates of armor
with braided chains.

And He who loves justice
called it “justice,”®
to bring to justice

those who pervert justice.

the “breastpiece of judgment”

us  He placed a wreath of gold
on a blue cap®

62. The names of the tribes are arranged on the stones as they were called by God to appear in
the Temple; see Mirsky’s note here, citing y. Sotah 7:4 (21d).

63. The creature known as the shamir, the only thing that could engrave the names of the tribes
on the stones, was created during the six days of creation; see b. Sotah 48b.
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64. Who worshiped the ephod idolatrously (Judg 8:27)

65. Exod 28:15.

66. Following Mirsky’s suggested reading; on the cap, see b. Hullin 138a.
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from ear to ear
opposite the headdress.

The remembrance of the esteemed Name
is engraved on the frontlet;

he placed it on his forehead;

it was attached to the diadem.

Intentional impurity of blood, flesh,
fat, the handful of incense, and libation
is atoned by the frontlet

so that they can arise” favorably.

The eight (garments) were designated

for him who is greater than his brothers®
when he served

and when he inquired with the Urim.

He girded himself with them correctly
and put them on according to order;
then he washed

his hands and his feet.

His assistants brought him

the daily morning offering.

He slaughtered it

and collected its blood in the bowl.

He meted out a peras and offered it,
and repaired the lamps,

and sacrificed the head and pieces,
cakes and libation.

He hurried to the Parvah chamber,
to the place of holy immersion,

and washed his hands
and feet and undressed.

He immersed and dried himself
and put on the linen vestments,

67. On the altar.

the high priest

a measure of incense
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and again he washed
his hands and his feet.

Pure, he approached

the bull designated for him,
which stood between

the portico and the altar.

His secrets were revealed
before the Creator of all;
he could not conceal sin,
for thus he would receive mercy.

The Good One forgave him
when he confessed

and placed his hands

on the bull firmly.

And thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done
wrong, I have transgressed before You, I and my household. O, by
the Lord, forgive the sins and iniquities and transgressions that I
have committed against you, I and my household, as it is written
in the Torah of Moses, Your servant: ‘For on this day atonement
shall be made for you to cleanse you of all your sins; before the
Lord—” (Lev. 16:30). And when the priests and the people stand-
ing in the court and serving in the Sanctuary heard the glorious
explicit name coming forth from the mouth of the high priest in
holiness and purity, they would kneel, prostrate themselves, and
fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the name of His Majesty’s
glory for ever and ever.” He would also intend to finish the name
while facing those saying the blessing and say to them, “You shall
be pure.” And You, in your great beneficence, arouse Your mercy
and pardon Your pious man [the high priest].

The prefect and the head of the father’s house®
encircled him

and he entered the inner gate

at the east of the court.

69. The head of the one of the families of the priestly division in attendance at the Temple; cf.
the Introduction, above, and Shi‘vat Yamim.



ATAH KONANTA ‘OLAM BE-ROV HESED

TiY VTN
oM T

v 1NY

irinn 79 Y¥R
iy

Nam?) DRY P2

n%» YNinno
520 %Y
»V9 NP X
AR EERE)

% n%o 2jv
inimnna
v boba
72922 179 YY

992 DWA RIR N221 AR TIAY NMYW MNY PNRVN OV RIR IR 70N
MY NR TI9Y MPVAWI MNIPVI MRONY DOPYWAYI MNYYI DIRVND KI
DNRLVN YN DINR INVY DI?HY 9937 AT DL’ JTIY NYN NN 2INID
A3 DVWN DR DPMY PRYI 1Y DITMYN DYM DN M 14
DINNWN DY PN 1INV IVITPA DITH J1D 29N RYY WI9N RINIM
0 RIN QR 2TV ODIYY IMHIYN T DY I :DININY DN7A HY PYHOIMN
91N J2102 NNRI 1IAVN DAY IR D2II2NN T DYWN DR NNY 119N

770N YWIRY NYDY PHNT 1PN

]gp MR

IR N1 YR
1RD WY X1
Y N

325



326

140

AVODAH

There they would find
two goats of the people
and the golden lots
placed in the urn.

He shook it

and raised up the lots:
One for the Esteemed One
and one for Azazel.

If the lot of the goat for the Lord
came up in his right hand,

the prefect would call in a loud voice
joyously, “Raise your right hand!”

If it came up

in his left hand,
the head of the father’s house would say,
“Raise your left hand

When he placed them

on the two goats,

he called out in a loud voice,
“This is for the Hatta’t.”

1”

He directed himself to

the second bull

to confess for sin,
transgression, and offense.

He pressed his hands

heavily between its horns

to confess again

for the transgression of his family and clan.

And thus he would say: “O Lord, I have sinned, I have done
wrong, I have transgressed before You, I and my household and
the children of Aaron, Your holy people. O, by the Lord, forgive
the sins and iniquities and transgressions that I have committed
against you, I and my household and the children of Aaron, Your
holy people, as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant:
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328 AVODAH

‘For on this day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you
of all your sins; before the Lord—" (Lev. 16:30). And when the
priests and the people standing in the court and serving in the
Sanctuary heard the explicit name coming forth from the mouth
of the high priest in holiness and purity, they would kneel, pros-
trate themselves, and fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the
name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.” He would also
intend to finish the name while facing those saying the blessing
and say to them, “You shall be pure.” And You, in Your great be-
neficence, arouse Your mercy and pardon Your ministering tribe
[the priests].

[152] He turned to slaughter it
and collected its blood
and assigned it to be stirred
on the terrace of the court.

He went up and around
the altar of the flame,
in his hand the fire-pan
of beaten gold.

He put down the embers,
facing west,

and went down and put it
on the terrace of the court.

They brought before him
the golden ladle

and the dish that contained
the fine incense.

He took a handful

and put it in the ladle;

he placed it in his left hand,
with the fire-pan in his right.

He walked into the sanctuary
until he came to the curtain;
he stepped inside

until he reached the ark.



ATAH KONANTA ‘OLAM BE-ROV HESED

PRV NIAYI DTMYN DYM DNANIM M’ 2195 DINRVN YIn DINR
PN NNV NVITPA DITA J1D 291 RE WIAN RINM 710N DVA DR DYMIY
oYY IMI95N TI2D DY N2 :DMININY DN HY PHOIN DINNWM DY
100N DAY IMIRY 029200 TAD VWA DR MY PN 7N RIN R T

770N WIRY NYDY PRNT 1PN HITHIN 2101 DR

nyoy fonY?
inT Yap
fon? M
YD T2

nTRIn Nam?
PRM 1YY
npnn P
0INY 2

nnn nivniv
2790 790
AnY) 1)
nRp 12112

19729 9%
92

P2 YR OO
NP1 NI0R

REUEH
92 7in7 100
oRNYA AYV)
PR3 N

PRI Phle
n)19% Na Ty
A2 VIR
112 nvy T

329

[152]



330

160

AVODAH

He put the fire-pan
between the two rods,

and if there was no ark,

on the Foundation Stone.”

He poured the incense

on the burning coals;

a cloud covered over;”

he turned aside and went out.

He was careful to pray
briefly in the sanctuary
that the senior not
subjugate the junior.

He said to the stirrer,

“Bring the blood of the bull.”
He took it and entered

and stood between the rods.

Facing the cover,

he sprinkled with his finger,
once up

and seven down, whipping.

He put it on the golden stand
in the sanctuary,

and he slaughtered the people’s goat

and collected its blood.

He turned around the way (he came)

and stood at his place
and whipped some of it
as he had done with the bull.

He put it on a second
stand in the sanctuary

and took the blood of the bull
and came to the cover.

70. See m. Yoma 5:2.

the bowl
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He counted as he sprinkled
opposite the ark outside,
once up

and seven times down.

He turned and exchanged it
for the blood of the goat
and did with it

as he had done at first.

He made it into a mixture’
as one expiation;

then he went out to the altar
of gold to expiate it.

On its horns he sprinkled
and put his finger
around the four

quarters and expiated it.

On the eastern side

he finished his expiation
and from there sprinkled
seven times on its top.

When he had finished, he came
to the live goat

and placed his two hands on it
to confess for the people.

the four horns of the altar

Thus he would say: “O Lord, they have sinned, they have done

wrong, they have transgressed before You, Your people, the house
of Israel. O, by the Lord, forgive the sins and iniquities and trans-
gressions that they have committed against you, Your people, the

house of Israel, as it is written in the Torah of Moses, Your servant:
‘For on this day atonement shall be made for you to cleanse you
of all your sins; you shall be clean before the Lord’” (Lev. 16:30).

And when the priests and the people standing in the court and

72. The blood of the goat and the blood of the bull, thus using them together in one act of
purification.
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serving in the Sanctuary heard the explicit name coming forth
from the mouth of the high priest in holiness, they would kneel,
prostrate themselves, and fall to their faces and say: “Blessed is the
name of His Majesty’s glory for ever and ever.” And You, in Your
great beneficence, arouse Your mercy and pardon the community
of Jeshurun.

He commanded that it be sent forth
by a designated man,

burdened with the sins

of the nation and its offenses.

He set his face

to the bull and the goat,

cut them open, and took out
their fat and burned it.

The young priests

carried them on poles;

and burned their skin, flesh, and excrement
outside the city.

The goat headed out

for the edge of the desert;

they waved turban cloths

one to another to tell the news.”

He exulted on displaying

the riches of his majesty

and to take pleasure in

his splendid garments.”* the gold vestments

He stepped forth and washed
his hands and his feet

and took off the linen garments
and put on his clothing.

He announced the order
of the commandment to the congregation;

73. Messengers would signal with towels from one post to another when the goat had reached
the wilderness; see m. Yoma 6:8.
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he recounted by heart
the law of the tenth day. Yom Kippur
He fulfilled the need for blessing;” recited prayers

then he washed and undressed
and went down and immersed
and went up and dried himself.

He put on the holy
garments of gold

and again washed

his hands and his feet.

He hastened to sacrifice

the goat for the additional offering

and included his ram and the ram for the people
with the fat for the day.

He washed his hands

and feet and undressed

and went down and immersed
and went up and dried himself.

They brought before him
white garments;

he put them on and washed
his hands and his feet.

He ran like a sprinter”

to the place between the rods
and took out from there

the ladle and the gold fire-pan.

His hands and his feet

he washed as was his custom;

then he took off his linen garments
and laid them down forever.

He bathed and dried himself
and put on the gold garments,

75. See m. Yoma 7:1.
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and again he washed
his hands and his feet.

He offered the desired

daily sacrifice in the evening

and offered the incense

between the pieces and the libation.

He waited until evening

to light the lamps,

for the requirement

is from evening to evening.”/

He returned to lift up his hands
to bless the people;

then washed his hands

and his feet and undressed.

He covered his body

in his own clothes;

he was accompanied by officers
resplendently to his abode.

Safe as he departed,

no fault having occurred,
the congregation celebrated
in joy and high spirits.

The messenger who sent the goat
brought cause for giving praise’*—
the news that the wayward daughter’s’
sins had been pardoned.

9

“Give us a sign,”

his couriers said,

“how we may know

that offense has been atoned.”

77. The lamps are only to be lit each evening.

78. Following Mirsky’s suggested reading.

Israel’s
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79. Jer 31:21.
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“The appearance of the crimson
thread has turned white,

and I led the goat,

and it was pushed and died.”

They clothed themselves in beauty,
dressed themselves in splendor;
they found joy

and gained jubilation.
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7. Emet Mah Nehedar
“Truly, How Beautiful”

his poem, simple in structure but vivid in its use of imagery, has
its origins in the apocryphal Book of Ben Sira, or Ecclesiasticus,
which served as perhaps the most influential model for the
Avodah genre.' In chapter 50, a seminal composition in which Ben Sira
describes the service of Simeon, the son of Yohanan, the high priest in
the Temple, he includes a twelve-line passage describing the beatific
radiance that overcame the high priest as he emerged from the sanc-
tuary.” Several poems dating from late antiquity and the Middle Ages
expand on Ben Sira’s rhapsody, using acrostic and extravagant images
and figures. Particularly prominent is the poet’s use of cosmic images,
such as stars, to describe the high priest’s face, and allusions to objects
in the Temple and even aspects of the priestly vestments. In keeping
with the late antique aesthetic, the author, in contrast to Ben Sira, tends
to place his dazzling images into frameworks, such as the garden and the
window.
This text, which is not attributed to a single author, is published
in Goldschmidt’s edition of the Mahzor’ and is recited in Ashkenazic
communities.

1. See the Introduction, above. On this composition, see Yahalom, Piyyut u-Mesi'ut, 15 16

2. The Hebrew text of chapter 50 is only found in manuscript B. For translation and analysis,
see Patrick W, Skehan and Alexander A. Di Lella, The Wisdom of Ben Sira: A New Translation with
Notes (New York: Anchor Bible Doubleday, 1987), 546-55, and Hayward, Jewish Temple, 38-84.

3. Goldschmidt, Mahazor, 483-84.
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Truly, how beautiful was the high priest when he emerged from
the holy of holies safely, without harm!

Like a tent stretched out among the dwellers on high* angels
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like bolts of lightning going forth from the radiance of the Holy
Creatures
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the size of the fringes on the four corners’
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the image of a rainbow inside a cloud®
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the majesty with which the Rock clothed His creatures God
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like a rose planted in a delightful garden
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like a wreath placed on the forehead of a king
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the grace on the face of a bridegroom
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the purity inherent in a pure diadem’
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the one who dwells in shelter assuaging the countenance of
the King" Moses
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the planet Venus in the eastern sky’
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like one clad in the garments and helmet of triumph
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like an angel standing at the beginning of the road
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like a lamp shining through windows
was the appearance of the Priest;

4. Heaven is stretched out over the angels like a tent.

5. According to Num 15:38, fringes (sisit) are to be worn on a four-cornered garment.

6. Cf. Ezek 1:28 and Ben Sira 50:7.

7.See Zech 3:5, where the prophet envisions a pure diadem being placed on the high priest’s head.
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8. As Goldschmidt notes, the line refers to Moses pleading before God to spare Israel; cf. Deut

9:25-26.
9. Heb. kokhav nogah.
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Like the army commanders at the head of the holy people
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the magnificence with which purity adorns the purified”
the priest at his ordination
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the golden bells on the hem of the robe™
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the form of the sanctuary and the Curtain of Testimony"”
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like a [chamber]” enveloped in blue and purple
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the sight of the sunrise over the earth
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like a lily of the garden among thorns
was the appearance of the Priest;
Like the shape of Orion and Pleiades from Teman
was the appearance of the Priest.

10. Cf. Lev 8.
11. Of the high priest.
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8. En Lanu Kohen Gadol
“We Have No High Priest”

YOSE BEN YOSE

his poem, attributed to Yose ben Yose, is one of several laments

of its kind and is meant to be recited in the confession of sins for

Yom Kippur. The poem has a strict form and repeats verbs and
motifs for the sake of the literary structure and the acrostic. Its literary
and historical value lies in its constant wordplay, using clever puns and
alliterations, and in its tone, which combines bitter lament with an
almost ludic preoccupation with the details of the cult and their rela-
tionship to Israel’s tragic fate. It is impossible to convey the full impact
of the poem’s wordplay in English translation. However, we have endeav-
ored to give the reader a taste of its complexity and style by noting
examples of the wordplay in our notes and by occasional free transla-
tions that convey similar puns in English. This translation is based on
an improved version of Mirsky’s edition based on manuscript evidence
(Yose ben Yose, 210-17).
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We have no high priest

to atone for us;

how shall we be expiated

on account of our misdeeds?

We have no Urim and Thummim
to inquire;’

how can we have light

while our desire® lies in darkness?

We have sinned ...

The service’ has been abolished
from the place of service;

how can we serve the Righteous One
while in servitude to a foreigner?

The sacrificial fire and guilt offering®
have been withheld from us;

how can we make fires

while the fire of the altar is extinguished?

We have sinned ...

The rejoicing over the lots’
is absent from among us;
how can we go up in joy
while we are in exile?

1. Cf. the prayers to be recited before practicing divination, on which, see Michael D. Swartz,
“Sacrificial Themes in Jewish Magic,” in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World, ed. Marvin Meyer
and Paul Mirecki (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 311-12.

2. The Temple, that is, the place of our desire. The phrase is based on Ps 132:13. Cf. Eleazar ben
Quallir’s phrase be-ohel ivvui, “the desired tent,” in his gerovah for Sukkot Az Hayetah, in Mahazor
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Sukkot, Shemin Aseret, ve-Simhat Torah, ed. Daniel Goldschmidt (Jerusalem: Koren, 1981), 105, line
12; see Abraham Even-Shoshan, Ha-Milon he-Hadash (Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, 1989), s.v. >wwy.
3. Heb. ‘Avodah.
4. Heb. asham.
5. That is, the lots cast for the goats.
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Repairers of broken walls’ Israel’s leaders
are broken down because of our sins;

how shall we repair what is broken,

when there is none to stand in the breach?”’

We have sinned ...

We have been deprived of

juice and succulent fruit offerings;
how can we offer moist fruit

when our eyes are moist with tears?’

The blood sprinkled in slaughter

has passed from the house of slaughter;
how can we sprinkle blood

when our blood has been spilled?

We have sinned ...

Offerings of aromatic incense
have been taken away from us;
how can we offer aroma

when our aroma has gone foul?

Light has been extinguished

from the place of our desire; Temple
how can we repair the lamps

when our light has gone out?

We have sinned ...

And the savor has ceased

at our Divine resting place;

how can we set forth offerings’

when there is no Divine place of rest?

6. See Isa 58:12.
7. Cf. Ezek 22:30.
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8. Playing on fruit offerings, dema‘, and tears, dema‘ot.
9. Heb. Minhah, playing on the root nwh, “to rest.”
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And our first-fruit offerings

have ceased to be offered;

how can we ascend on the festival of first fruits
when there is no early fruit?

We have sinned ...

Whole-sacrifices™

have passed from that which was wholly beautiful;
how shall we sacrifice

when the house of sacrifice is destroyed?

The abject (people)

has been ridiculed by foreigners;

how can we approach the inheritance

when our inheritance belongs to foreigners?

We have sinned ...

Fat offerings

are no longer given;

how can we offer fat

when there is no fat of the land?"

We are bereft of

goats for the sin offering;

how can we perform the sin offering
when our sins are overwhelming?

We have sinned ...

There is no more purifying immersion
in the chamber of Parvah;

how can we immerse in purity

when our immersions have ceased?

10. Heb. zivhe kalil, see Ps 51:21.

the Temple
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The rows of stones

have disappeared from that which was filled with stones;”  the

how shall we remove the heart of stone”
when they'* have thrown stones at us?

We have sinned ...

The forest of Lebanon”

has been reduced to a w1reckage;16
how shall the bride from Lebanon”
sing love songs to her beloved?"”

Our beauty has been laid waste

and our light has dimmed;

how can she whose eyes are beautiful
beautify herself for the Preeminent One?”

We have sinned ...

The atoning bull

has passed from the palanquin;™

how can we sacrifice a bull

when there is no one who can atone?™

Our (sacrifices of) atonement

have departed from the place of our desire;
how shall we present a gift

when the root of Jesse is no more?*

We have sinned ...

12. Precious stones were embedded in the breastpiece.

13. See Ezek 11:19.

14. See Lam 3:53.

15. Since cedars of Lebanon were used to build the Temple, references to Lebanon are taken as
references to the Temple.

16. Cf. Isa 10:6.

17. Song 4:8-9.

breastpiece
repent
Israel’s enemies

the Temple

Israel

the Temple

Israel
God

the Temple

the Temple

David
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18. Ibid.
19. See Song 5:10.
20. See Song 3:9.
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21. The stanza plays on words containing the ordered consonants p and r: par (bull), kpr (atone),

and apirion (palanquin).

22. From a variant reading (see Mirsky, Yose ben Yose, 213), playing on shai, “gift,” and Yishai,

Jesse. The alternative text reads: “when You have dissolved our bodies?”
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We have not made incense

on the hill of Lebanon;

how can her sins be whitened
who is as beautiful as the moon?”

The log of oil is gone

from the fruitful hill;*

how can we pour oil

on that which is mixed with oil?*

We have sinned ...

She who is perfumed with myrrh*
is bereft of flowing myrrh;

how, on the mountain of myrrh,
can the Sachet of Myrrh” reside?

The shovel for gathering coals
has been ruined;
how can we use the shovel

when we are in ruins?*®

We have sinned ...

The aroma of nard and saffron
has drifted away;”

how can we say, “My nard

has given forth its fragrance”?”

The libation of fermented drink
is no longer offered;”

how shall we offer libations

as (we) poured them of old?

We have sinned ...

23. Playing on lavan (white) and levanah (moon).

Israel's

the land of Israel

the meal offering

Israel

Zion
God

24. Isa 5:2; Heb. geren ben shemen, using the word shemen, which also means oil.

25. Lev 2:4.
26. Song 3:6.
27. Song 1:13.
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28. The stanza plays on mahtah, “incense shovel,” and mehitah, “destruction” or “ruin.”
29. Heb. nadad, playing on the sound of nerd, “nard.”

30. Song 1:12, applied to Israel offering incense before God.

31. See Num 28:7.
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Choice flour has been diverted

from the arrangement of loaves;”

how can we prepare choice flour

when we have been captured in a siege?”

Spices have been taken away

from the handful;*

how shall we offer the spices

when we have been depleted by taxes?”

We have sinned ...

The burnt offering has been removed

from the forest of burnt offerings;* the Temple
how can we perform the burnt offerings

when our burden is heavy?”

The arranged wood**

has vanished from the wood altar;

how can we be purified with wood”

when we have been defeated on wood?* crucified

We have sinned ...

Bull and ram

are no longer burned;

how can we burn the bull

when our Temple has been burned?

The curtain has crumbled,
and the cover has been cut up;
how can we cry out in prayer
when we have been crushed?

We have sinned ...

32. The halot of Lev 24:5-6.

33. Playing on solet, “choice flour,” and solelot, “siege.”

34. The handful of incense that the high priest offered on Yom Kippur.

35. Playing on samim, “incense,” husam, “melted” or “depleted,” and missim, “taxes.”
36. Heb. ya‘ar ha-olot.
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37. Lit., “yoke,” ‘0l, playing on ‘lah, “burnt offering.”

38. The pile of wood on the altar in the Temple.
39. Which provides fire for purifying sacrifices.
40. Cf. Lam 5:13.
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Zion is desert,

Jerusalem has gone to the beasts;
how can we set up

signposts for ourselves?”

The diadem of the frontlet has been stripped

from the atoning forehead;* forehead of the high priest
how can we atone with the diadem

when we are dried up like a flower?®

We have sinned ...

The voice that spoke*

is absent from the tent; the Temple
how can we pitch our tent

when our tent has been plundered?

The sacrificial victims® are absent

from the (storeroom) of the lamb sacrifices;

how shall we offer the victims

when Shalem has been victimized?* Jerusalem

We have sinned ...

The myriads have been sent afar; Israel
the boiled cakes have gone cold;”

how can we make boiled cakes,

when we ourselves boil in 0il?**

The wide place has been narrowed; Jerusalem
the winding passage has been shut; Jerusalem
how can we open our mouths wide

when our enemies prosecute us?

We have sinned ...

41. So that we can find our way back to the destroyed Zion. The line plays on Siyyon, “Zion,” and
siyyun, “signpost.”

42. The frontlet, which was worn on the high priest’s forehead, was said to have atoning power.

43. Cf. Isa 40:7; playing on the meaning of sis as flower and priestly frontlet.

44. Cf. Num 7:89.
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45. That is, the animals for sacrifice.

46. Lit., “in ruins” (be-hurban, playing on gorban, “sacrifice”).

47. Heb. rekhivim, cakes boiled in water and cooked in oil; cf. Lev 6:14 and M. Men. 7:1. NjV:
“soaked cakes.”

48. Are sentenced by the Romans to boil in oil.
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The whole ones* agonize; Israel
the whole offerings have ceased;

how can we pay tribute

when we are bereft of peace?”

The seven flawless sacrifices

have ceased from our land,

how can we praise God sevenfold

when we have been punished sevenfold?

We have sinned ...

Prayer has come to an end

in the house of prayer;

how can we say prayers

when (God) has screened Himself off from prayer?”

The Temidim have ceased

in the forest of Temidim; the Temple
who shall we offer Temidim

when the Tamid has been annulled?

We have sinned ...

49. Israel is called “whole” because it once lacked nothing.
50. Cf. Lam 3:17. The stanza plays on shalem, “whole,” shilem, “pay,” and shalom, “peace.”
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CONCLUSION
The Avodah: Poetry, History, and Ritual

IN THIS VOLUME, we have presented the most important examples from
the early history of the Avodah genre. In doing so, we hope to have
conveyed something of the range, variety, and literary and historical
significance of this poetry and, indeed, of ancient piyyut in general.
These examples demonstrate considerable continuity of form and
theme; on the other hand, the individual poems differ in how they handle
forms and themes.

CONTINUITY AND DIVERSITY

In many ways the Avodah is a very stable genre, preserving a basic form,
structure, and set of themes since the first poetic preamble to the recita-
tion of the Mishnah in Atah Barataand the elaborations of the Mishnah’s
procedure in Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh. The genre retained its basic
structure throughout the Middle Ages. All of our examples begin with
praise of God and His planning of creation, continue with a narrative
of the history of Israel, emphasizing God’s selection of the Levites and
Aaronites, and relate the procedure of the Yom Kippur sacrifice. In each
of these examples, the historical preamble contains much of relevance
to the theme of the Yom Kippur sacrifice. Some present biblical figures
in terms of their fulfillment of their obligation to present offerings to
God; some emphasize that the earth was created so that humanity could
enjoy its fruits and observe the commandments; and most focus on Levi
as the chosen clan. Moreover, all of the Avodah piyyutim engage in the
valorization of the priesthood, presenting the high priest as a virtuous
and skilled man and, in some cases, a splendid physical specimen.

At the same time, the poems exhibit a good deal of diversity in
style, form, and theme. One variable is the degree of elaboration of
historical details. For example, the anonymous piyyut Atah Konanta
‘Olam Me-Rosh is quite concise and concerned with giving the most
important details of the historical sequence from creation to the Temple
service. This concern with choosing the most relevant details extends to
the selection of Aaron, who is mentioned, while Moses is omitted. In
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contrast, Az be-’En Kol lavishes attention on each major stage of human
and Israelite history, presenting a rich tapestry of myths and homiletics
on the relevance of the Torah to creation, Adam and Eve, the patriarchy,
and ensuing history. For its author, the Temple and sacrifice, while cen-
tral to the program of the Avodah, do not eclipse the pageant of Israel’s
heroes in their complexity and grandeur.

Likewise, the poems differ in their use of metonymy and other
poetic figures. These differences may be due to historical development.
Over the centuries, piyyut became more elaborate and cryptic as it
evolved from brief compositions embedded in Talmudic literature and
the statutory liturgy’ to the ornate classical style of Eleazar ben Qallir.
Whereas Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh uses terms for historical figures
and objects that would have been understood by literate ancient Jews,
Az be-’En Kol and Azkir Gevurot use metonymy (kinnui) at every oppor-
tunity, to the point of referring to water as “that which is measured in
His hollow,” based on Isa 40:12. In addition, the midrashic interpreta-
tions are integral to Az be-’En Kol and other later compositions but not
to the earlier poems such as Atah Konanta. For example, Az be-’En Kol
alludes to the legend that Jacob was born circumcised. This is based on
a midrash that interprets the biblical description of him as ish tam (Gen
25:27) to mean that Jacob was a perfect man. Likewise, an entire section
of that piyyut is based on the myth found in Genesis Rabbah that the
Torah was the blueprint for the world.

POETRY AND HISTORY
The Avodah stands in a long history of Hebrew literature that portrays
the saga of Israel and its heroes as precedents for later holy men. The
most prominent example of this motif is the long section in praise of
the ancestors in Ben Sira chapters 44-50. There, as in the Avodah piyyu-
tim, the patriarchs, lawgivers, and progenitors of the priesthood are
praised for their loyalty to God and assiduousness in building the na-
tion’s fundamental institutions. There too the sacred history culminates

1. On the earliest stages of piyyut, see Aaron Mirsky, “Gidre ha-Piyyut shel ha-Payetanim Alume
ha-Shem,” Peragim 1 (1969): 109-14; idem, “Ha-Shirah bi-Tequfat ha-Talmud,” Yerushalaim:
Shenaton le-Divre Sifrut ve-Hagut 3-4 (1970): 161~70; idem, Mahsavtan shel surot ha-Piyyut (Jeru-
salem: Schocken, 1968-69); and idem, Reshit ha-Piyyut (Jerusalem: Ha-Sokhnut ha-Yehudit, 1965).
On the development of the forms of piyyut in general, see Fleischer, Shirat ha-Qodesh.
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in the high priest’s offering of the sacrifice on behalf of the people and
emerging radiant from the divine presence.

Likewise the Avodah is organized according to the succession of
ancestors. However, in this case the individual ideal figures are chosen
unambiguously in keeping with the themes of Yom Kippur, especially
the Temple cult and the theme of reward and punishment. From the
standpoint of the holiday’s drama of repentance and expiation, the story
of humankind is the story of its moral failures and their rectification. At
the same time, in the Avodah piyyutim, human history culminates in the
chosen priest and the moment when he enters the holy of holies once
a year to offer the incense that purifies Israel of its sins. We can see how
selection of ideal figures reveals the author’s conception of sacred history
in the earliest full Avodah piyyut, Atah Konanta ‘Olam Me-Rosh. While
its narrative begins with the creation of the earth, humanity is presented
as the crown of this creation, created from the choice portions of the
earth:

Also from [the earth]

You formed Adam

and You caused his descendants to thrive
like the sands of the sea.

The chain of tradition continues according to a pattern in which a
moral hero is chosen after the failure of a generation. Thus, after the
wicked generation of the Nephilim,

Then there arose among them
a small remnant:

this is Noah

whom You called “righteous.”

After the flood (which is not described in Atah Konanta), the succession
continues with Abraham:

From his descendants You produced
a pure and upright man:

Abraham, who loved You

with all his heart.
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The divine plan seems on the brink of collapse with the binding of
Isaac—a sacrifice that is not a sacrifice—but is set right with the birth
of Jacob:

From him You produced

a beloved from the womb:
this is Jacob

whom You called firstborn.

From here the saga proceeds to the selection of Levi and Aaron, the
progenitors of the priesthood.

Similar narratives of succession, known as chains of tradition,
appear elsewhere in Jewish literature of the same period. The
best-known example is the opening of the tractate Avot, known as the
“Sayings of the Fathers.” This tractate of the Mishnah, which constitutes
a kind of rabbinic manifesto, presents a history of Torah whereby it is
handed down from Moses at Sinai to the prophets, elders, “men of the
great assembly,” through a succession of Second-Temple sages, to the
rabbis of the Mishnah’s day.” In the Avodah, however, the chain of tra-
dition emphasizes the cult and priesthood. Atah Konanta again serves
as an excellent example. Its narration of the saga of Israel from Jacob’s
sons to the establishment of the cult omits Moses and proceeds directly
to Levi and Aaron:

You distinguished a treasure
from among his children:
this is Levi,

the third from the womb.

2. Elie Bickerman, “La chaine de la tradition pharisienne,” Revue biblique (1952): 44-54, repr. in
Essays in Greco-Roman and Related Talmudic Literature, ed. Henry A. Fischel (New York: Ktav,
1977), 127-37; Anthony Saldarini, “The End of the Rabbinic Chain of Tradition,” Journal of Biblical
Literature 93 (1974): 97-106; Steven D. Fraade, From Tradition to Commentary: Torah and Its Inter-
pretation in the Midrash Sifre to Deuteronomy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991),
69-70; Henry A. Fischel, “The Uses of Sorites (Climax, Gradatio) in the Tannaitic Period,” Hebrew
Union College Annual 44 (1973): 119-51; Moshe David Herr, “Ha-Resef she-be-Shalshelet Mesiratah
shel ha-Torah: Le-Verur ha-Historiografiyah ha-Miqra’it be-Hagutam shel Hazal,” Zion 44 (1979):
43-56. On variations of this motif in early Jewish magical and mystical literature, see Swartz, Scho-
lastic Magic, 173-99.
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You looked favorably

on those who came forth from his loins:
this is Aaron,

the first holy man.

Aaron, not Moses, is given pride of place in the chain of transmission.
The rest of the piyyut concerns the service performed by “one of [Aar-
on’s] clan,” who stands “in his place.” The creation of earth, human
prehistory, and Israel’s patrimony therefore culminate in the selection
of Aaron and the latter-day priests. The effect of this progression is to
place the Temple and its priesthood at the center of all existence.

THE AVODAH AND THE HISTORY OF JUDAISM

Yet the Avodah piyyutim arose at a time in history in which the Temple
was destroyed and priests did not in fact hold a central place in Jewish
society and religion. These piyyutim were recited in the synagogue, that
place known in rabbinic literature as the “smaller sanctuary.” This par-
adox seems to have inspired the synagogue poets of late antiquity to
create an epic literature in which the lost rituals are reconstructed in
finely crafted words. By his use of the imagery of the Temple and his
poetic skill, the poet sought to evoke in the listener a vivid sense of the
experience of the high priest as he prepared for his role, carried out the
sacrifice, entered the holy of holies, and emerged luminous with the
splendor of his encounter with the divine.

The Avodah therefore stands as testimony to several features of
Jewish society in Palestine in late antiquity that deserve the attention of
historians and students of Judaism. It is testimony to the persistence of
the prestige of the priesthood, even when rabbinic sources such as the
Mishnah reveal a deep ambivalence toward the priests as a class. It also
testifies to the persistence of the notion of sacrifice as an activity with
deep resonance for a community whose main form of worship was
verbal prayer. It attests as well to Israel’s consciousness of its history as
theologically and ritually meaningful. Overall, the Avodah piyyutim
serve as fine examples of the literary creativity of the Jewish community
of Byzantine times.
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GLOSSARY

Avodah: Literally “service,” the sacrificial procedure in the Temple. In
Jewish liturgy, the prayer service recited at Yom Kippur describ-
ing the sacrifice for the Day of Atonement as described in
Leviticus 16.

Azazel: According to Rabbinic interpretation of Leviticus 16:8-10, the
precipice in the wilderness from which the scapegoat was cast.
Also identified as oq.

Hata’at: The purification ceremony or “sin-offering” described in
Leviticus 16.

Hazan: A synagogue official who in antiquity served as a prayer
leader, composer of piyyut, or schoolteacher.

Kinnui: Metonymy; a poetic device used in piyyut whereby a word or
phrase, often based on a biblical verse, stands for another.

Midrash: Rabbinic interpretation of the Bible.

Minhah: A sacrificial offering (see Genesis 4:3-5), especially a grain
offering (Leviticus 2:1-16).

Payetan: A composer and performer of piyyut.

Piyyut: Hebrew and Aramaic liturgical poetry, which began in the first
centuries of the Common Era and flourished in Palestinian
synagogues from the third to eighth centuries c.E.

Shamir: An extremely hard stone, or perhaps a living creature, which
was used to hew stone in the Temple and engrave the names
on the stones of the High Priest’s breastpiece according to
rabbinic legends.

Tamid: The daily sacrificial offering as described in Exodus 29:38-42
and Numbers 28:1-8.
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