At the end of Moses’ final speech to the Jewish people, in Ki Tavo, he instructs the people (Deuteronomy 27: 2-3): “On the day that you cross the Jordan into the land which God gave to you, you must erect large stones and plaster them with lime.  And upon those stones, you should write all the words of this Torah.”  


The commandment to erect large stones upon entering the land of Israel stands as one of the major themes of the Book of Joshua.  Under Joshua’s leadership not only did the Israelites erect large stones, but it seems that they did so more than once.  In fact, stones are a deeply symbolic element of the Book of Joshua.


Joshua 4: 9, records that the Israelites erected twelve stones in the middle of the Jordan river, “and they remained there until this day.”  Joshua 4: 20, tells how the Israelites took twelve stones from the Jordan river and set them up as a monument at Gilgal.  Indeed, Gilgal was the very place where all the male Jews were circumcised leading many commentators to suggest that the stones erected at Gilgal actually stood as an altar upon which the men were circumcised.


Stones also appear in many military battles contained in Joshua.  Thus, stones are associated with the fall of Jericho, the defeat of Ai, the defeat of five Kings at the cave of Makeda, and the execution of the rebellious Achan.  


Stone altars are central to two major stories found in chapters 22 and 24 of Joshua which concern themselves with the proper religious continuity of the Jewish people following Joshua’s death.  Most importantly, Joshua 8: 32 informs that Joshua finally built a stone altar on Mount Eval upon which he wrote the “teachings of Moses’ Torah.”


What is the meaning behind this commandment to write the Torah on large stones?  Why does this commandment play such a central role in the Book of Joshua?


The text clearly states (Joshua 4: 6) that the Torah is written on stones in order to ensure the permanence of the message of the Torah.  “When your children will ask their fathers in the future: ‘What is the meaning of these stones?’ You will inform your children: ‘Israel crossed this Jordan on dry land.’”  (Joshua 4: 21-22.)

Elsewhere the Torah commands rituals, like the Paschal lamb, as a way of memorializing certain events for future generations.  (See Exodus 12: 26, 13: 14, Deuteronomy 6: 20.)  In this case, stones have the added advantage of physical longevity. In the time of the Torah the stone was seen as an object that was the most durable substance.  For example, when enemies ratified a treaty, they used a stone as a witness.  Thus, Lavan says to Jacob, in Genesis 31: 48, “this stone will be a witness between me and you."


This symbolic durability of the stone also signifies treaties between between man and God, as in the case of many altars in the bible which are made only of whole stones.  Perhaps the most prominent use of stones as a covenant is the case of the Tablets which Moses brought down from Sinai.

The Israelites leaving Egypt and eventually crossing the Jordan into the land of Israel would see another symbolism contained in these stones.  The first place that Joshua erected stones after crossing the Jordan river, was at Gilgal, one of the spiritual centers of ancient Israel and the place where Samuel gathered the Jewish people in order to judge them. 

Joshua instructed the people to carry twelve stones from the Jordan river to Gilgal in order to set up the twelve stones.  Gilgal was a distance of more than forty miles from the spot where the Israelites first crossed the Jordan. Since these stones were probably boulders, as they were intended to last for many generations, the whole event of carrying the stones probably required much skill and expertise.  


Would it be too much too suggest that the Israelites learned this expertise when they were constructing the great cities in Egypt of Pithom and Ra’amses?  In any case, the symbolism of establishing these great boulders in the new homeland of the Israelites sharply contrasts with the great cities and stone Pyramids of Egypt.

The stones stand against the values of Egyptian society.  The Egyptians used the Israelites to build their own cities and monuments to their Egyptian Gods.  In this context, the central role of stones in the Book of Joshua and the reason for God's commandment to the Israelites now becomes clear: When the Israelites enter their own land they should set up their own monument which is the anti-thesis of Egyptian culture: The Egyptians used their large stones to build vain Pyramids. The Israelites will use those same large stones and upon them memorialize for future generations the words of the holy Torah.  
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