RASHI'S CONJECTURES'
JOSIAH DERBY

Of the various vestments prescribed in the Torah for the High Priest, the
most prominent is the Hoshen Mishpat, the breastplate of judgment2 de-
scribed in Exodus 28. It consists of a specially woven piece of cloth a span
(nine inches) wide and twice as long, which is folded in half to form a kind of
open square pouch. On the front of it are to be mounted twelve semi-precious
stones in four rows, three in each row. The Torah gives the names of each of
the stones, and requires that on each stone there be engraved the name of one
of the 12 tribes of Israel (perhaps as a monogram). The High Priest is to wear
it hung from his shoulders and over his chest:

Aaron shall carry the names of the Sons of Israel on the breast-
piece of decision over his heart when he enters the sanctuary for a
remembrance before The Lord at all times (Ex. 28:29).

[FIGURE]

Missing here is the order in which the names of the tribes are to be etched
upon the stones. Perhaps this lacuna is deliberate, on the assumption that
Moses would know the order of the names. And, indeed, common sense
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would suggest the answer: in the order of the age of Jacob's sons. Josephus,
in his Antiquities of the Jews describes the vestments of the High Priest in
the wilderness for the benefit of his Greek and Roman readers. He says that
the stones for the tribes are placed "in the order in which they were born.""
He offers no reason for this assertion. Perhaps he made the same assumption
that Moses was expected to make.

On the other hand, the probability is that he may have had direct evidence
to support his view. While there is no other mention of the hoshen in the rest
of the literature of the Second Temple period, there are several reasons to
think that the High Priests of that era wore the hoshen as prescribed in the
Torah.

1. The Talmud’ states that there were five things that existed in the First
Temple but not in the Second, one of them being the Urim and Thummim.’
The omission of the hoshen from this list can be regarded as prima facie evi-
dence for its existence in the time of the Second Temple.

2. There are several references to the hoshen in the Talmud,7 but the nature
of the discussion by the rabbis would lead us to believe that they were specu-
lating about its nature and function rather than a factual description, these
discussions taking place at least two centuries after the destruction of the
Temple.

3. While some believe that the stones performed an oracular function to-
gether with the Urim and Thummim, the Torah is silent on this point. Rather,
it states (Ex. 28:29) that the High Priest carries the names of the tribes with
him when he appears before the Lord. That is such an essential element in the
service that it is inconceivable that it would be missing in the Second Tem-
ple. It is therefore not unlikely that Josephus, who was a priest, was able to
see the hoshen and the order of the tribes upon it.

4. Perhaps there was also a tradition that Josephus is simply repeating.

5. It could be that Josephus took a cue from Joseph's major-domo who, in
searching the bags of the brothers for the "stolen" cup, began with the oldest
and ended with the youngest (Gen. 44:12). If this is so, that the names on the
hoshen were in the order of birth of the brothers according to Genesis 29-30
and 35:17-18, the stones would be arranged as follows:

First row — Reuben, Simeon, Levi
Second row — Judah, Dan, Naftali
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Third row — Gad, Asher, Issachar
Fourth row — Zebulun, Joseph, Benjamin

Rashi,8 without having read Josephus, came to the same conclusion. In his
comment on Exodus 28:21 he simply says: "in the order of their birth, carme-
lian (first stone) for Reuben, chrysolite (second stone) for Simeon, and so
on." We might call this Rashi's First Conjecture, since he does not seem to
have any evidence to support his view.

This would have concluded the matter as it appears from the silence of
scholars who seem to be in total agreement, except for Rashi's Second Con-
jecture. In his comment on Judges 18:27, he tells us that the name of the of
the tribe of Dan was engraved upon a stone on the hoshen named leshem [ja-
cinth].9 Now, leshem is the first stone in the third row (Ex. 28:19) which
makes it the seventh stone on the hoshen. Hence, Dan is the seventh tribe on
the hoshen.

It would seem that Rashi had arrived at his first conjecture by common
sense independently of Josephus' work. He could find no text or midrash to
prove it to be true. In the case of his second conjecture, he had somewhat
more to support it: a logical deduction. After the Israelites invaded Canaan, it
took them five (some say seven)myears of fighting to conquer enough territo-
ry to begin the process of settlement. Joshua then proceeded to divide up the
conquered territory among the tribes (Josh. 14-19). This was accomplished
by means of casting lots (v. 14:2), which was viewed as a way the Lord
communicates His will to the people. The text, however, does not elaborate,
and, in fact, says nothing as to how this was done." According to Joshua
19:40, the tribe of Dan was the seventh (and last) to be drawn. The subse-
quent verses list 17 towns by name (in the foothills of the Shefelah) that were
given to Dan. But then verse 47 tells us (the Hebrew is uncertain and this
translation is by the NJPS): But the territory of the Danites slipped away
from them. So the Danites migrated and made war on Leshem. Verse 48
adds: That was the inheritance of the tribe of Dan. From the latter verse, Ra-
shi concludes that Leshem was also in their lot (a position he repeats in his
commentary in the Book of Judges), and since the tribe of Dan's lot was the
seventh, and leshem is the seventh stone on the hoshen, it must follow, in
Rashi's view, that the name of Dan was on that stone.
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The question that now must be asked is: Among the several listings of the
tribes found in the Torah, is there one in which Dan is seventh? The answer
to this question is in the affirmative, and it is in the listing of the tribes in
Jacob's Blessing (Gen. 49) which is as follows: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah,
Zebulun, Issachar, Dan, Gad, Asher, Naftali, Joseph, Benjamin. As noted
above, Rashi states this conjecture in his comment on Judges 18:27, where
the city which the Danites conquered and destroyed is mentioned by its his-
torical name of Layish. He explains that the city was also called Leshem be-
cause a deposit of this stone was found there.

Rashi goes no further with this conjecture. He does not overtly draw the
conclusion that the order of the names on the stones could not have followed
the order of birth as he states in his first conjecture because there Dan is the
fifth. Was Rashi aware of this contradiction in his own opinion? Undoubted-
ly, but his answer must be that the contradiction is not his but the text's.

The Sages recognized that there are contradictions and other problems of
logic in the text and devised a set of propositions for handling these problems
known as the "Thirteen Principles of Rabbi Ishmael.""” The concluding prin-
ciple reads: "In like manner, where two texts contradict each other, they can
be harmonized by a third passage." And Rashi would rely on this dictum.

As yet there is no "third text" (until archaeology comes up with one in the
form of an artifact or an ostracon) to bring this matter to a resolution. Never-
theless, we may perhaps argue from a theological and historical point of view
that Rashi's Second Conjecture is to be preferred. If it was important for the
High Priest to have the names of the tribes near his heart when he entered the
Sanctuary to plead the people's cause, it might be of greater significance if
the names he carried on his chest possessed or represented deeper meaning
than just the order of birth. There was nothing noteworthy, or that had to do
with the nature or the destiny of the nation, in that order. On the other hand,
Jacob's Blessing has powerful meaning, both as a characterization of each
tribe and a prophecy for the future. To have the names on the hoshen in the
order of Jacob's Blessing lends the hoshen greater transcendental meaning.
Moreover, this would conform with Rabbi Ishmael's last principle.

Perhaps this is what went through Rashi's mind as he contemplated the con-
tradiction that he had created.
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NOTES

1. Mathematicians refer to a mathematical relationship as a conjecture when only intuition tells
them that it is true and they are unable to prove it. The conjecture is named for the mathemati-
cian who first came up with it.

2. We do not know exactly what the word hoshen means. The NJPS translates this phrase: "the
breast-piece of decision." The word "plate” would suggest a metal piece which it is not.

3. The Antiquities of the Jews, in The Works of Josephus, Wm. Whiston, trans., Third Edition
(Peabody MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1993).

4. Antiquities Book II1, 7.5; p. 89.

5. Yoma 21b.

6. The Urim and Thummim are undefined and undescribed mysterious objects that were to be
kept in the "pouch” of the hoshen (Ex. 28:30), Apparently, they were used in some manner to
obtain answers from God on questions of national policy, especially whether or not to go to war.
7. Shabbat 139a; Yoma 72a; Zevachim 88b.

8. Rashi lived a thousand years after Josephus (1040-1105), and the works of Josephus, written
in Greek, had not yet been translated into Hebrew.

9. NJPS. In Josephus (see Note 5) it is called a "ligure" which Webster's Collegiate Dictionary
says may be the same as jacinth.

10. Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews, Vol. VI, (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society,
1936) p. 179, note 46.

11. The Legends describes the method of casting lots at that time, Volume IV, p. 15. See also
Volume VI, p. 179, note 47 which mentions Bava Batra 122a and other sources.

12. Sifra, Chapter 1. This passage is part of the liturgy of the daily morning service. The transla-
tion is taken from the Sabbath and Festival Prayer Book (New York: Rabbinical Assembly of
America and United Synagogue of America, 1984) p. 48.
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