INTRODUCTION

The religion of the 0ld Testament is, in it’s historical
setting, sacrificial in design and nature and has been from it’s
beginning.l BSacrifice is as Hubert and Mauss point out, "the
hasic rite in the ancient (and primitive) religions" of the Near
East.2 Because sacrifice revolves arcound the altar and its
precincts, the altar became one of the most important religious

ob jects of ®arly man.

In referring to the altar’s importance Menahem Haran states
that '"there was probably no settlement without it’s altar"3 this
statement he expanded to include even nomadic and semi=-nomacdic
societies.d It is the purpose of this paper to explore the
signi ficance of the altar, and discover what part it played in

the setting of sacred scripture.

1This is evident in Genesis 4:3-4, in that Cain brought the fruit
of the ground as "an offering unto the Lord" and Abel brought the

"firstlings of his flock and the fat thereof." It must be
assumed that this was not "a first" or haphazard sacrifice for
the following verse records that to "Cain and his offering" the
Lord had no respect. Thus the writer gives us the impression

that even at this early time there were rules and commandments
governing sacrificial acts that had been instituted by God.

ZHenry Hubert, Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function
(University of Chicago Press, 1964), intro. VII.

SMenahem Haran, Temples and Temple Service in Ancient Israel
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977, p. 16.

" 4ibid. p. 17.



There seems to be an unwritten code of silence as to the

crigin of the altars of ancient Ilsrael. Eonseguently the normal
trend of the study of this subject begins wilh the Exodus and the
HBinai Covenant.S Yet the Dld Testament records, without
question, that the altar and the institution of gacrifice in the

age of the patriarche preceded the temple.&

Since this paper will discuss the symbalism of the altar we
must cdo as Wiener suggests; that in "studying the subject of
altars in the 0ld Testament the first necessity is to empty the
mind of all preconcelived ideas."7 With that in mind, or out of

mind as the case may be we are ready to begin.
TYFPES OF ALTARS

Wiener divides altars into three basic kinds: 1. Altars of
sacrifice, 2. Memorial altars, and 3. Altars of incense.B As
altars of incense are non—-existent in Genesis, this study will

focus on that of sacrificial and memorial altars. Sacrificial

dimor ge Buchanan Girey, Bacrifice in _the 0ld Testament (New York:
KTAY FPublishing House, Inc, 15711, p. 114. Grey begins his
digcussion of the earlier histary of the altar with the law of
the altar in Ex. 20:24-26.

BNoah (Genesis BrzZOl; Abraham (Geneslis 12:7,B8); Isaac
(Genesis 26125); Jacob (Genesis 30:20; B885:1,3,7).

7Harold M. Wiener, "The altars aof the 0ld Testament", Eeigabe zur
Orieptalistische Literaturzeitung (Leipzig: J.Cu Hinrichs’'sche
Buchhandlung, 1927), p. 1.

Bibid. pp.2-4
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altars are considered by Wiener to be ‘cairn'® altars——a heap of
earth or stonesy; or a single unhewn stone that was to be used in
situ.9 Grey in his work on Bacrifice adds that, "net in all
cases was the altar a gtructure; and 1t ie probable that
constructed altars were preceded by altars obtained by the simple
gselection of‘exigting natural roack SQrfacES."lo The memorial
altar was single uncut stone (massebah) that set upright or was
moved into position, or a small heap of uncut stones, that was
used as a witness or memorial. (Joshua 4, Genesis 310.11
Bacrificial and memorial altarg are the types aof altars
that will concern this discussion. It will be necessary then to
consider the varied beliefs about altars to better understand the

meaning amnd symbalism af them in the Hebrew context.
SYMBOLISM OF THE ALTAR
The guestion might arise, Did the altar have any symbolism?

If so what was that symbolism? Tee the latter, this section is

dedicated. To the former question it can only be answered with

GWiener, pp. 24

i1 Grey, p. 114, Grey also states that the unconstructed altar
would probably continue "in use after the custom of constructing
altars of earth or stone had arisen."

liWilliam Robertson Smith, The Religion of the Semites, (New
York: Schocken Books, 13972), 203. The use of the passebah
aceording to 8mith, indicate the "more ancient parts of the Old
Testament." Z. We Werblowsky, in The Encyclopedia of the Jewish
Religiop, p. €6, states that altars were built in order to mark a
gsigni ficant occasion;,; e.Q., upon entering inte a covenant with
God.
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another question: If there were no symbolism in the altar and
its construction, would there be commandments and laws concerning
it? Obvicusly to God and the narrator there was at least some
hidden meaning that was intended to be kept. Tar the ancients,
writes Wool sey, "the highest form of expression was
symbolism."12 There is meaning or symbolism in everything that
man is required to do by deity, or feels obligated to do for his

God. What then might that symbolism be?

As is evident, the altar preceded the temple in the religion
aof the 0ld Testament. 13 Sanctuaries did not exist in the pre—
exodus period, yet the area immediately arcund the altars became
a sacred place and would often precede a sanctuary. The Temple
uf Jerusalem was to be built at the place that Abraham had built
an altar to offer Isaac as a sacrifice. The dream of Jacob and
the stone of Bethel in the Rabbinic tradition became a proto type

wmf  the future temple of Israel.ld It is here in the sacred

12J.M. Woolsey, Symbolic Mythology, (New York: = 1817,
B-9. UWoolsey expressed the idea that Priests introduced symbols
to represent the attributes of the deity, p.25.

13Haran, p. 17. In speaking of the temple cult of Israel Haran
states that it was gradual "with the altar preceding the
temple. "

ldHarold W. Turner, From Temple to Meeting House: The
Phenomenology of Places of Worship, (The Hague: Nounton
Fublishers, 1979), 92, Turner implies that "Lhere are
indications that men returned to particular altars or places of
previous revelations, thus pointing to the development of
permanent sanctuaries..." For Rabbinic traditions see Joshua
Schwarz, "Jubilees, Bethel, and the Temple of Jacob", Hebrew
Union College nual, 56(19853:81-82, where he mentions that the
altar of Jacob at Bethel was a "prefigurement of the great system
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space of the altars of the patriarchs that the 0ld Testament

religion and the origin of the temple begins.

John Lundguist in his '‘Temple Typology! liste & number of
propositions that bhe considered symbolic of temples.lS However
if the a]tar-preceded the temple in the Ancient Near East then
the symboalism of the temple would be that of the altar. In short
Lundguist's typology should have been carried one step beyond the
temple to that of the altar. As mentioned above Haran stated
that "there was probably no settlement without its altar."16
This statement however, does not imply that every settlement hacd
a temple, but continues Haran, when a temple was constructed
there was within its confines or complex an altar or altars.17
Thus an altar could exist without a temple, but a temple could

not exist without an a&ltar in some form or anaother.

In this study of the symbolism of the altar [ will use as a
guideling, Lundguist’s Typalogy. If fthe hypothesis above is
correct then the typology of the temple will be the typolagy of

the altar. The different points of ©this typology will be

of temple worship that would be established in Jerusalem.”

18Jobhn Lundguist, "What is & Temple? A Preliminary Typology,” in
The Buest for the Hingdom of God: Studies in Honor of George E.
Mendenthiall, H.E. Huffmon, Eds (Winwna Lake, Indiana:

Eisenbrauns, 1883) .
16Haran, p.l6.

17Haran, p.lé.
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discussed as they pertain to the altar and it's significance in

the ancient world.

The Altar as the Embodiment of the Cosmic or Holy Mountain.

The prmfotyp@ of the cosmic mountain, in the Israelite
religion was Mount Sinai.lB The connection between the temple,
Mowant Zion, with the holy mountain, Mount Binail is made by many
scholars.1% The altar is at the same time <onsidered to be the
mourtain top, or the very peak of God's sacred mountain.zo
Felated to this notion of the cosmic mountain, writes Kristensen
was that "the sarth?’s height which came wup out of the primeval
waters was the place where the earth began to live." This he
says is "where the altar was buwilt" and it represented the

"dwelling place of God."21

An interesting connection between the altar and mountain of

18David Noel Fresdman, "Temple Without Hands", in Temples and
High Flaces in  Biblical Times, {Jerusal emi Hebrew Union
Lol lege, 1981Y, 21, sepe Schwarz, p.79. Fayr a complete

discussion of this tradition and all it's underlying symbols see
Jon D. Levenson, S8inai and Zign: An entry inta the Jewish EBible,
(Minneapolis, Mn.: Winston Press, 19835.

19Turner, p. 92.

ZO8ee James Hastings, "Altar", in Encyclopedia of Religion and
Ethice, (New Yark: Scribner and Sons, 1951), 1:1435-147,

2i1William Brede Kristensen, Th eani of Eeligicon, (The Hagues
Martinus Nijhoff, 19712, 107. The altar according to Kristensen
is the image of the high ground in which God reveals Himself,
thus becoming the mountain of his presence or the Hebrew Sinai.
P 389,
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Jerusalem, Zechariah recorded, "And it shall be in that day,
that living waters shall go  out from Jerusalem; half of them

toward the former sea, and half of them toward the hinder sea: in

summer and in winter shall it be." (Zech 14:8). Ezekiel adds
more information, "Afterward he brought me again unto the door
wf  the house; and behald, waters issued out from under the

threshold of the house eastward: for the forefront af the house
stood toward the east, and the waters came down from under from
the right side of the house, at the south side of the altar."
CEzk. 47:1)24 Evidence from the passages above indicate that
the temple and the waters of 1life are intimaltely connected in the
@schatclogical setting of the temple. How then is the altar

related to the waters of 11ife?

The cosmic mountain discussed above, was the mountain peak
that was first to appear amidst the waters of chaos. It was on
that peak that the gods descended and stood to finish the act of
creation. This thern became the most sacred spot an the new
warld, it was here that the altar #was built, this was the

n=es

center, the "axis mundie."25 This axis mundie was, explains

298ee Joel 33118, "...a fountain shall come forth of the house of
the LORD, and shall water the valley of Shittim."

2iEliade, "Sacred Architecture and Symbolism, " in Symboliam, Ehe

Sacred, and the Arts. Diane Apostolos, Ed. (Cappodaocia, Yew
Yor k: Croseroad, 1965) p.110. Eliade conveys this idea by
stating, "the ‘Center’ is not ohnly the summit of the cosmic

mountain, whose peak is the highest in the world but alsa, we
might say, the ‘oldest’: because it is the point where creation
bregan. " kristensen cbserves that the notion of the "“hitl af
creation,” was where "life arcse in the beginning" and the

8



Eliade, "the rock upon which the Temple of Jerusalem was built

and was considered as being the umbilicus terrae. "Z6

There exists a Jewish tradition that God cast a stone into
the watery abyss, and from this stone rvose the primordial
hillock, which then became the foundation stone of the
temple.27

This foundaticon stone, &s the peak of the cosmic mountain
became the first altar after the creation of the warld, T
Jeremias writes:

At the Stone of Foundation, which stands at the exact center of
the cosmos, the waters of Tehaom were blocked off on the first
day; it was upon this Stone that YHWH stood when he created the
wiarld. ..on this Stone Adam offered the first sacrifice; upon this
Stone Cain and Abel offered their fateful sacrificej; from under
this Btone the Flood waters came and under this Stone the flood
waters receded; upon this Stone Noah's ark landed and on this
Stone Noah offered the first sacrifice of the renewed cosmosg
upon this stone Abraham #was circumcised and upon this Stone he
cansumed the mystic meal with Melchizedek; upon this Stone Isaac
was  bound for sacrificej this Stone served as the pillow for
Jacop in the ladder vision, that vision of a vertical center, a
ladder connecting heaven and earth.28

"earth which came up out of the primeval waters was the place

where bthe eavrth began to live." It was "here the altar was
built, the altar which according to Ancient belief was sacred
because it represented the dwelling of God, the altar which

itsel f was the image of the high place." pp.10&6-107.
Z26Ibic., pp.l108-10%

27John Lundguist, "Temple Symbolism in Isaiah, " in Isaiah and the

Fraophets, Monte 8. Myman, Ed. (Prove, WUtah: Religious SBtudies
Center, Brigham Young University, 19840, 48, In Fatterns of

Comparative Religion, (New York: New American Library, 1574),
229-231., Eliade writes that the "nmnavel" or center of the world is
always considered to be a stane.

ZBJ. Jeremias, "Golgotha und der heilige Felsen," Angelos
2019260 74128, Thig was translated and summarized in Jonathan
Z. Bmith, "Earth and Guods." In Studies in Judaism in Late

Antiguity, Jacob Neusner, Ed. (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1978), 11&.

L

9



It can be seen in the above guote that the traditional first
altar was considered to be the ‘cap stone’ over the waters of the
underworld., Symbolically speaking the altar is intimately
connected with the waters aof life, which will according to Jaoel,
come forth as "a fountain”  from "the house of the LORD." (Jael

3:18).29

The Altar is Built on Separate, Sacred, Set apart Space.

The theme of sacred space is universal and treated by Mircea
Eliade, "Every consecrated space represents an opening towards
the beyond, towards the transcendent...the sacred d¢pace is the
place where communicaticon is possible between this world and the
ather world, from the heights or from the depths, the world of
the gods or the world of the dead."30 Because of the sacred
spacé the three warlds came together and are able to commune one

with ancother. This concept is "nowhere more evident," writes

29The Jewish myth of the Stone of Foundation caps the waters of
life which will flow from the holy of Holies, in ful fillment of
the prophetic words of Ezebkiel., see Jacob Neusner, Judalism: The
Evidence aof the Mishna, (Chicago: University of Chicago Fress,
1981), 152183, This same thought is seen in the Midrash
Tanhuma, Kedoshim 10, quoted in J. Z. Smith, p. 112, where it
states, "Just as the navel is found at the center of a human
being, so the land of Israel is found at the center of the
world...and it is the foundation of the world., Jerusalem is at
the center of the land of Israel, the Temple is at the center of
Jerusalem, the Holy of Holies is at the center of the Temple, the
Ark is at the center of the Holy of Holies and the Foundation
Stone, is in front of the Ark which spot is the foundation of the
world."

SF0Eliade, "Sacred Architecture and Symbolism." 107-108.
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Jacab Milgrom, "than in Solomon’s dedicatory prayer for  the
Temple, when he proclaims that even in a foreign land Isragl's
armies or exiles need but turn to the Temple and their prayer
will travel to God along a trajectary that passes through their
land, city, Temple and then, at the altar, turns heavenward (#I

Kings B:44, 48; <f. 31, 38)."31

The altar in Ezekiel is surrounded by a pavement that became
& boundary of the "sacred altar area."32 This space was
considered to be so sacred that Mimonides stated that the
lacation of the altar of the Temple mount was "specifically
defined and was never to be changed."33 The sacredness of the
altar is confirmed by a theophany, in Leviticus, "the presence of
the Lord appeared to all the people. Fire came forth from before
the Lord and consumed the whole offering and the suet pieces on
the altar. And all the people saw, and shouted, and fell on
their faces!" (Lev. 9: Z2B3-24). Jacab Milgraom writes, that "it is
an assumption common t? biblical tradition that a sanctuary is
not fully consecrated-—or is not divinely sanctioned--unlegss it

has a tradition of & theophany upon its altar (I Kings 18:38; I1

F1Milgroam, p.764. Milgrom adds "It is significant that later
Judaism carried the tradition that the air space above the altar
was an extension of its sanctity."”

32Albright, pp.13%9-140. This boundary was necessary to mark  the
limit of the sacred space.

38Mendell Lewittes, The Code of Maimonides Gook Eight The Book of
Temple Service, (Yale University Press, 1957), 10-11.

11



Chron. 7213, or that its altar is built on the site of one.'"34
Verifying that the altar was constructed in sacred space, Milgrom
states, "the altar, then, i ©the earthly terminus of a divineg

funnel for man’s communion with god. "33

The Altar is Oriented Toward the Four World Regions

- All altars, according to the Dicticonary of Symbals apd

Imagery, were oriented toward the east.36 With an orientation
toward one direction sets the altar, in retrospect toward the
ather regions also. Eristensen indicates that the horns of the
altar not only symbalized power and strength, but as in Eqgypt the
term ‘thorns of the @arth’ was actually used to refer to the
extreme points of south, north, east; and west."37 There is
not substantial evidence that would indicate that the altar was
ariented toward the four directions. However the temple was

construtted with an eastern orientation, and the altar was

FAMilgrem, p. 784.

S8Milarom, p.764. Milgrom states that the altar enables man
thraough his waorghip to reach heaven.

26Ad. deVries, Dictionary of Symbols and Imagery, (Amsterdam:
North holland FPublishing Co., 19763, p,11

S7Eristensen, p., <470. The bhorns, are according to Eristensen,

"were attached to. the altar to indicate its character. We find
them in Israel, Crete, Greece, and Rome. By means of the horns,
the altar was identified with the living earth.” pp. 470-471.

We must note here however that Milgrom speaking of the bhorns
wtates that, "haorns were an essential element of all the altars
in the Jerusalem Temple. The origin of the horns is still
unknown, " Milgrom, p. 762



constructed with an orientation to the temple. As  has been
stated above the altar was considered to be the point where the
three waorlds meet, therefore creating an axis mundi, and a point

where the six cardinal directions come together.38

The Altar Expresses the Idea of Successive Ascension toward

Heaven

This idea reflects the tripartite theme of the Hebrew
perspective of the univeree, which divides space into three
levels: 1. The heavens, or world of the Gods. 2. The warld of
marn, our temporal or terrestrial existence and L The
underwaorld, or the world of the dead.39 We F. Albright writes
that "the altar of burnt offering...reflects Mesopotamian casmic

iLdeas, "40 The temple resembled, according to Albright, a

BBEliade, Fatterns, 375.

29Irving Friedman, "The BSacred Bpace of Judaism", in Parabola

S(1) =22 In this article Friedman discusses the Temple and its
tripartite divisions intoe the outer court, holy place, and Holy
of Holies. The cosmos he labels "Ocean, land, and heaven," HKurt

Galling in The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, 4 Vale.
(New York: Abingdon FPress, 1962), 1:98, observes that the altar
of Ezekiel was after the foundation stones, divided into three
stages, which bgcome smaller toward the top. The two lower ones
Ar & called "enclosures," or "incasing"; this recalls the
Babylonian term "cover" for the burnt brick of the outer face of
the tower of Babel. The uppermost stage is called ar’el, which
wne may associate with the Babylonian world Aralluw (underworld
and mountain of the gaodsi. It is interesting to note that the
tap of the altar was ten cubits from the pavement, which would be
egqual in height to the floor of the Holy of Holies, the third
level of the sanctuary.

40William F. Albright, Archaeclogy and the Religion of Israel,
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Fress, 19423, 150.

1

13




"Babylonian temple-tower of three stories, and the altar of
burnt-offering is practically a Babylonian temple-tower on &
smaller scale, or rather, the temple—tower is, as it were, a huge
altar."41 This temple—~tower was a casmic mountain, "a symbolic
image of the cosmos" writes Eliade, and the different stages

represented the different planetary heavens.<4Z

Just as the tripartite divisions in the Temple of Solomon
progressed from the profane world to the sacred Holy of
Holies. The altar of Ezekiel with it's three stages or levels
represented the successive ascension toward heaven, from the

"bosom of the earth” ta the "har'el" or mountain of God.

The Plan and Measurements of the Altar are revealed by God

Outside of Genesis the altar was to be constructed by way of

41Albright, "The Babylonian Temple-Tower and the Altar of Burnt-
Offering", p. 139, see Albright, Archaeclogy and the Feligion
of Israel, pp. 150-152. The idea of the foundation of the altar
as the ‘bosom of the earth' and the top stage, or highest
platform of the altar called ‘ar’el or har'el! implies succession
from the underworld to throne of God.

42Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Eeturn: or cosmos and
History, (Princetan University Press, 1954), 13. The idea of
the altar representing the cosmic mountain where, in the words of
Eliade, "heaven and sarth meet--is situated at the center of the
world" and it is here that "hell, the center of the earth, and
the ‘gate’ of the sky are, then, situated on bthe same axis, and
it is along this axis that passage from one casmic region b
ancther was effected."” Myth, pp. 12-14. The summit of the cosmic
mountain (i.e. the altar) is, according to Eliade, "not only the
highest point of the earthy; it is alsao the earth’s navel, the
paint at which the Creation began." p.16

14



commandment and canon. This cannot be disputed in light of the
"law of the altar" in Exodus 20:24-326; "An altar aof earth thou
shalt make wunto me, and shalt sacrifice thereon thy burnt
offerings, and thy peace offerings, thy sheep, and thine axen: in
all places where I record my name I will come unto thee, and I
will bless thée. and if thou wilt make me an altar of stone,
thou shalt not build it of hewn stanes: for 1f thou 1ift up thy
tool wpon it, thou hast polluted it. Neither shalt thou go up by
steps unto mine altar, that thy nakedness be not discovered

thereon. "43

Altares and sanctuaries were constructed, maintains Eliade,
"according to the traditional canons" and were ‘“based on a
primeval revelation #which disclosed the archetype aof the sacred
space. "4d Thie "archetype" centinues Eliade, WA
indéfinitaly copied and copied again with the erection of every
new altar, temple or sanctuary."43 This idea is wverified by
Grey in his work on Saqrifice where he states that "the altar is
to be made wherever Yahweh manifests his presence,..for where
Yahweh has once mani fested his presence, there will he make a

practice of doing so in the future."46

4388er also Exadus 27:1-8; Ezekiel 43: 13-17.
d4Eliade, Patterns, p.371-372.

485ibid. p.372.

46Grey, p.114,
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The construction of the altar was based on law or canon
given by God, and the sacredness of tradition. This created an
immediate sanctity, the mani fested will of the divine, to build
the altar as God would want and in the place that he had

designated.

The Altar Represents the Divine Presence

The altary, because of it's connection with the cosmic

mountain, came to represent the "dwelling place of God" and was
in itself the "image of the high place," or the throne of
Deity.47 The most familiar example of this idea is the

account of Jacob at Bethel: "And Jacaob went out from RBeer-—sheba,
and went toward Haran. And he lighted upan a certain place, and
tarried there all night, because the sun was sety and he took of
the stones of that place, and put them for his pillows, and lay
down in that place to sleep.” (Genesie 28:10-11). It is at this
time that Jacob participates in a theophany, that seems to be
maore veal than just a dream: "And Jacob awaked out of his sleep,
and he said, Surely the LORD ig in this place; and I knew it not.
And he was afraid, and said, How dreadful is this place! this is
none aother but the house of God, and this is the gate of
Heaven." (Genesis 28:16~17). Jacob then sets up the stone pillar

and anocints it, and then declares: "And this stone, which I have

47kristensen; p. 107. To continue Kristensen states that the
altar is the image of the high ground in which God reveals
Himsel f, p. 389.
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sel f oy a pillar, shall be FHod?’s House.,.." (Genesis
28:22) .48

Jacob, in verse 22 of Genesis 28, names the pillar, Bethel
indicating that there was at that place in that stone the divine
presence. Likewise in Genesis 33:20, Jacob at Bhalem erected an
altar and <called "it" (the altar) El-elohe-Israel, the name of
God. It was again at Bethel that Jacob Built an altar, and God

appeared to him again. (Genesis 385:6~15).

It would do well at this point to quote Grey again, in that
"the altar is to be made wherever Yahweh manifests his
presence... for where Yahweh has once mani fested his presence
there will he make a practice aof doing so in the future."49
Fraom the examples above it is conclusive that the altar
represents the Divine Presence. Consequently the altar like the

temple becomes a place where man communes with his God.
The Altar is Associated with the Realm of the Dead

The altar is often linked with the grave. This idea is

explained on the basis that the dead man receives his food at the

48Writing of the significance of the Pillar, Eichrodtstates that
they "were receptacles of Holy power and signs of Gods abiding
presence." see Walther Eichrodt, Theology of the 0ld Testament,
2 Vols. (Philadelphia: The Westminister Press, 1961), 1:116.

49Grey, p. 114,
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place where he is buried, thus the grave then becomes an

altar.50 As the altar represents the axis mundi, that is the
place where the three worlde meet, the grave symbolically is
then in contact with the different realms. The tomb, writes
Eliade is seen "as a poidnt  of cantact between the world of the

living and of the gods"Sl

The grave (altar) represented the place where the life of
the earth and men rises anew. The grave-altar then, is the place
where the dead man has attained his divine life.32 The early
grave marker was the familiar tumulus, a mound of earth above the
grave. The cosmic significance of the grave mound is that it is
identical with the hill of creation or the cosmic mountain. It
was fram this hill that life arose in the beginning, and it is
from thig tumuwlue, that new will rige again.S3 Az the altar

repréaented communicon with the Gods in this 1ife, the grave

SoKyristensen, p. 472. FKristensen, in a less than clear statement
says: "As the dwelling of the dead man, the grave is comparable
with the dwelling of thé living man. Thus the grave becomes an
altar and the altar to the dead is a grave."

HlEliade, Patterns, p. Z232. Fliade squates the tomb with the
sacred stone, or  omphalos. This omphalos {(i.e. navel of the
@arth) or center is the place where communication could be made
between the warld of the dead and that of the gods of the
underworld and was consecrated as a connecting link between the
different levels of the universe. it was here where time, space
and life come together. Thie center is where life begins and
were it will continue after death.

SZFristensen, p. 476.

B2Ibid. p.473. for a complete discussion of the grave mound and
its symbolism to the altar see Kristensen pp.47i-476.
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aymbolized eternal life wilth them. Thus many grave markers or
"head stones" are pointed or rounded at the top to symbdlize the
cosmic mountain. Tombs bothe ancient and modern are in the shape
of an  altar-bed or a stylized temple with doors and pillars

indicating the communion and entrance inta the presence of God.

Sacrifice and Sacral Meals are Carried out on the Altar

When ane thinks of altars the mind awtomatically visualizes
the sacrifice of animals. The term most often translated "altar"
in the 0ld Testament is mizbeah, which means, or has the

connotation of slauwghter. The word sacrifice, "sacri—ficium" was

to consecrate or make sacred, and may or may nat invalve the
shedding of blood. By means of Bacrifice, "the abiding divine
life of the cosmos, of the earth, and of men in particular, is
recdgmized and actualized., What comes from God is given back to
Giod o " 54 Bacrifice by the shedding of blood is an "a:ct of
sanctification" and mu§t take place according to the correct
rules and regulations.S5S The altar is without need of evidence

a place of sacrifice.

The idea of the sacral or communal meal, was accarding to W.

R. Smith, the cultic rite whereby the religious character of the

Udlbid. p.  4BO. Eristensen explains that the "religico-magical
act of sacrifice expresses faith in God's lifel”

Solbid. p. 481
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society was repeatedly actualized; the social order was & sacred
community.S6 The ancients believed that the communal meal
aigni fied a communion  of life. FKristensen writes that "the
entire act of gacrifice, means a participation in divine 1ife.
It is a religio-magical or mystical act which takes place ocutside
the finite réalm. The sacrificer (i.e., the one who offers the
sacrifice, and not solely the priest), leaves the finite world,
ar  he steps out of the world of men and into the world of the
gods. This is an actual theoretical formulation of the meaning

of participation in divine life at the sacrificial meal."57
The Altar is the Central, Organizing, Unifying Institution
The altar as a religious abject had no equal in Israel,

except for the temple. It was around the early altars of the

pat}iarchal period that Noah, Abraham, and Jacob abtained their

promises from God. Around  Mount S8inai the children of lsrael
36Bmith,; p. 2695. The communal meal was of primary importance to
man because the social order was a sacred community. "The

@thical significance which thig appertainse to the sacrificial
meal, viewaed as a socvial act, received particular emphasis from
cegrtain ancient customs and ideas connected with eating and
drinking....Hence when we find that in ancient religions all the
ardinary functions of worship are summed up in the sacrificial
maeal and that the ordinary intercourse between gods and men has
no other form, we are to remember that the act of eating and
drinking together is the solemn and stated ewpression of the fact
that all who share the meal are brebhren..."

S7Kristensen pp.483-486. On page 487 Kristensen writes that "the
positive effect of the sacrificial rite thus concerns human life,
nat the life of nature; it is man’'s sacramental participation in
abiding, divine life."



gathered to meet the God of their Fathers, it was at the altars
af later times that Israel was able to commune with deity. The
sacrificial rites that were imposed upon Israel, were always
carried out at the altare of the sanctuary. And survounding
these sacred places of divine manifestation the community would

grow, the prime example, Jerusalem.
Conclusion

The Altar played an important role in the religion of
Israesl. It preceded the develapment of the sanctuary, and was
there that the foundaticns of Israel's belief in God was born.
We have seen that, in comparing Lundquist?’s typoloagy of the
temple to the altar, the latter appears to be the proto-type of
the temple., It was at the altar that the fathers of Judiasm made
their covenants with their God, and around this sacred space they

would gather in supplication to converse with the Lord.

It was the goal of this paper to comparve the symbolism of
altar to that of the temple. It would be foolish to assume that
the symbolism presented here is complete, conclusive or totally

correct, since we will never know the "mind of ancient man."
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