
The Lion who destroys but also rebuilds 

 

 



  
When you dream of a savage bull, or a lion, or a wolf pursuing you, this means: it 

wants to come to you. 

You would like to split it off, you experience it as something alien, but it just becomes 

all the more dangerous. . . 

The best stance would be: ‘Please, come and devour me.” 

        C.G. Jung    

Lion on a decorative panel from Darius I the Great's palace at Susa 



  

  



 The shape of a lion

The same lion that “ate” the sacrifices on the altar would be the 
manifest of the archetype “mazal” of the supernal lion, the same lion 
that will rebuild “Ariel” meaning Jerusalem. The Lubavitcher Rebbe cites 
his predecessor from 100 years earlier (1869) as to the connection 
between the Psalm (147) verse “He who heals the broken heart” and “He 
who will build Jerusalem”. Citing the Midrash Yalkut Jeremiah as follows: 

“ The  lion ascended as the archetypal lion and destroyed Ariel’ 

“The lion ascended” refers to Nebuchadnezer  
“In the archetypal Mazal of the lion” refers to the fifth month (Aries) 
“And destroyed Ariel” refers to the altar of David in the Temple (since a 
fire descends upon the altar in the shape of a lion to consume the 
sacrifice, if it was pleasing to the divine) 

“So that the lion will will one day come in the time of the archetypal 
lion to rebuild Ariel” 

“So that the lion will come” This is the Holy One Blessed be He 
“In the time of the lion”     refers to the fifth month (Av) a time of 
mourning which will be transformed into joy 
“And restore Ariel”    refers to the altar of the Temple, Ariel  as it states: 

“He who builds Jerusalem who gathers the dispersed of Israel” (Psalm 
147) 

In this masterful Midrash, the author pulls verses from Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
Amos and Psalms to build a frame for his exposition. 

He uses the Isaiah verse and sets up the name Ariel, a combination of Ari, 
lion, and El, God, and associates it with the city of David, Jerusalem 
tropic on its once joyful location and the gloom and doom prophecy of its 
impending sadness and tragedy. 

Next he uses the Jeremiah verse to describe Nebuchadnezer as the lion 
who comes from the north to devour its prey. 

Next the Amos verse to equate the lion roaring with the divine anger. 



Now he returns to Jeremiah to claim the future transformation of sadness 
to joy in the rebuilding of Zion 

And finally the Psalm verse in the rebuilding of Jerusalem and the 
ingathering of the exiles as the fulfillment of the vision. 

The themes of impending prophetic exile, destruction, loss of mythic 
temple rites, foreign conquerer:  
And futuristic rebuilding of Jerusalem, temple, restoration of David 
dynasty, 
Are mirrored in the characters:  Israel, David, Nebuchadnezer and God. 
The punning motif, is the lion, as Ariel…. 

God, angry,  as lion (Amos) 
God, savior, as lion  (Jeremiah and  Psalm) 
Nebuchadnezer as lion (Jeremiah)  
Ariel as city of David (Isaiah) 

It is the mythic figure of the lion who represents God, foreign conquerer 
*Nebuchadnezer) as well as Jerusalem/Altar all at once that packs the 
power of the poetics. 

The lion represents power, the power of God to destroy as well as 
restore, the power of Nebuchadnezer as an agent of God, to destroy, the 
power of the divine pleasure to descend in the form of a lion to devour 
the sacrifices of his devotees, and also the power of the City of King 
David once full of mirth, now destroyed and sad. 

Ariel, lion/God otherwise known as and angel, but not one of the four 
classical angels besides Michael, Raphael (healer), Gavriel (strength), 
Uriel (light).  

I am struck by the imagination of the midrashic author who is able to 
visualize the image of the lion/god an ancient mythic near eastern pagan 
deity demythologized by the Bible, of course, yet persistent in the dark 
recesses of his soul. Once again its mythic power surfaces albeit through 
the punning trope of the name Ariel, yet deriving the same awesome 
imagery. God as lion, Jerusalem as lion/Ariel devouring the food on the 



altar, the hungry lion god feeding off the sacrificial offerings in David’s 
Temple, and finally the salvific deity coming home to rescue and restore 
the glorious dynasty of what once was and what will be once again. 

Even deeper is the notion that Ariel glues the opposing images of 
destroyer god and saving god, the one who kills through the agency of the 
lion/Nebuchadnezer, and the one ho will restore the Ariel, the lion 
kingdom in the hoary future. 

The problems that whereas other dualistic ancient religions (Zoroastrian) 
might tolerate the good/bad side of the divine as two distinct 
personalities (shtei reshuyot), the biblical myth would not. The prophetic 
literature thus puts the burden of evil squarely on the people Israel as 
responsible for catastrophe and Isaiah and Jeremiah retain their purity of 
monotheism since only good comes from the divine. All evil befalling is 
surely from the divine, albeit through the agency of other lion 
(Nebuchadnezer) but it is deserved.God is off the hook. The people 
deserve it.  

Yet one is left with a haunting feeling, why is Ariel, the lion chosen to 
represent both the good and the bad? Is there an unconscious drive to 
represent some equivalency? Is there a deep but silent protest as to the 
vicissitudes of birth, history and genealogy that are beyond the individual 
power to change? Are we all not subject to forces way beyond our ability 
to control? And if so is there some element of divine injustice? Could the 
Ariel metaphor represent a deep mythical quality that points to the very 
set up that is our cultural identities and moral ambivalence of right and 
wrong, when applied to the cosmic forces of history, destruction 
rebuilding? 

In  post-Holocaust world, the lion that devours animal sacrifices on the 
altar is the same divine lion that consumed the flesh of a million and a 
half babies on the altar of Nazism. Hitler was the lion sent by God to 
destroy the people. Ariel is the restored Jerusalem of today with its 
thongs of worshippers flocking to the Wall on the fifth month (Tisha B’Av)  
By the Ariel/Temple of David. 



And what of good and evil? You might ask? What of the Divine? 
Our Baal Hamidrash would allow us the luxury of the resurfaced myth 
whereby the ancient pagan dualistic god is alive and well deeply buried in 
our collective unconscious, awaiting our service, his lion waiting once 
more to devour. 

In a post-modern vein where the I-Thou paradigm went up in the 
crematoria, we need to integrate and absorb those projections of the 
divine, take them back, see the inner lion, and its contradictory opposing 
forces. Integrating the dark forces within each of us must also mean 
dealing with the destructive aspects within.  

Facing the inner demons, the self-destructive forces may well be the 
hardest inner work. The lion that is so destructive is the same that 
rebuilds the shattered lives and broken souls.  
————————————————————————————————————————————— 

Prooftexts and References 

Isa. 29:1 

Psalm 147 

א  הֹוי ֲאִריֵאל ֲאִריֵאל, ִקְריַת ָחנָה 
ָדִוד; ְספּו ָׁשנָה ַעל-ָׁשנָה, ַחִּגים 

יִנְקֹפּו.

1 Ah, Ariel, Ariel, the city where 
David encamped! Add ye year to year, 
let the feasts come round!

ב  ַוֲהִציקֹוִתי, ַלֲאִריֵאל; ְוָהיְָתה 
ַתֲאנִּיָה ַוֲאנִּיָה, ְוָהיְָתה ִּלי ַּכֲאִריֵאל.

2 Then will I distress Ariel, and there 
shall be mourning and moaning; and 
she shall be unto Me as a hearth of 
God.

א  ַהְללּו-יָּה: 
ִּכי-טֹוב, זְַּמָרה ֱאֹלֵהינּו--    

ִּכי-נִָעים, נָאָוה ְתִהָּלה.

1 Hallelujah; {N}  
for it is good to sing praises unto our 
God; for it is pleasant, and praise is 
comely.



Jer 31:12 

ב  ּבֹונֵה יְרּוָׁשַלִם יְהָוה;    נְִדֵחי 
יְִׂשָרֵאל יְַכּנֵס.

2 The LORD doth build up Jerusalem, 
He gathereth together the dispersed of 
Israel;

ג  ָהרֵֹפא, ִלְׁשבּוֵרי ֵלב;    ּוְמַחֵּבׁש, 
ְלַעְּצבֹוָתם. 

Jer 4:7

3 Who healeth the broken in heart, and 
bindeth up their wounds.

 
ו  ְׂשאּו-נֵס ִצּיֹונָה, ָהִעיזּו 

ַאל-ַּתֲעמֹדּו:  ִּכי ָרָעה, ָאנִֹכי 
ֵמִביא ִמָּצפֹון--ְוֶׁשֶבר ָּגדֹול.

6 Set up a standard toward Zion; put 
yourselves under covert, stay not; for 
I will bring evil from the north, and a 
great destruction.

ז  ָעָלה ַאְריֵה, ִמֻּסְּבכֹו, ּוַמְׁשִחית 
ּגֹויִם, נַָסע יָָצא ִמְּמקֹמֹו--ָלׂשּום 

ַאְרֵצְך ְלַׁשָּמה, ָעַריְִך ִּתֶּצינָה ֵמֵאין 
יֹוֵׁשב.

7 A lion is gone up from his thicket, 
and a destroyer of nations is set out, 
gone forth from his place; to make 
thy land desolate, that thy cities be 
laid waste, without inhabitant.

ח  ַעל-זֹאת ִחְגרּו ַׂשִּקים, ִסְפדּו 
ְוֵהיִלילּו:  ִּכי ֹלא-ָׁשב ֲחרֹון 

ַאף-יְהָוה, ִמֶּמּנּו.  }פ{

8 For this gird you with sackcloth, 
lament and wail; for the fierce anger 
of the LORD is not turned back from 
us. {P}

 
יב  ָאז ִּתְׂשַמח ְּבתּוָלה 

ְּבָמחֹול, ּוַבֻחִרים ּוזְֵקנִים 
יְַחָּדו; ְוָהַפְכִּתי ֶאְבָלם ְלָׂשׂשֹון 
ְונִַחְמִּתים, ְוִׂשַּמְחִּתים ִמיגֹונָם.

12 Then shall the virgin rejoice in the dance, 
and the young men and the old together; for I 
will turn their mourning into joy, and will 
comfort them, and make them rejoice from 
their sorrow.



Amos 3:8 

From Jewish Encyclopedia: 

 Called in the Talmud "the king of the beasts" (Ḥag. 13b), the lion has 
many Hebrew names: 
 ,(levi'ah) לְבִיאָה .fem (lavi) לָבִיא and ,(ari) אֲִרי or (aryeh) אְַריֵה • 
both of which are used for e lion in general, 
 ,usually a young lion ,(kefir) ּכְפִיר • 
לַיִׁש •   (layish), mostly poetical, and according to some, "an old 
lion, 
 general name for the lion in poetry, though like ,(shaḥal) ׁשַחַל • 
 perhaps the intention is any fierce animal (shaḥaẓ) ׁשַחַץ
 • and, ּגּור (gur) almost always meaning "a lion's whelp.” 

Rashi comments that ari  is the large lion, shaḥal the medium-sized one, 
and  kefir  the small lion, while the first six are cited in Sanhedrin 95a. 
Similarly, Kimchi breaks the different terms for lion into categories of size 
in his comment to Judges 14:5. More likely, though, the different terms 
with the exception of gur, "cub" (Nah. 2:13), are synonyms employed by 
the biblical poets. In fact,  lavi  (= Akkadian  lābu),  shaḥal, and  layish  (= 
Akkadian nēšu; l/n interchange) are attested only in poetry. 

In the Bible there are more than 150 references to the lion, many of them 
descriptive, metaphoric, and allegorical. To the lion were compared the 
tribes of  Judah  (Gen. 49:9) and Dan  (Deut. 33:22);  Balaam  said of the 
Israelites: "Behold a people that riseth up as a lioness (lavi), and as a lion 
(ari) doth he lift himself up" (Num. 23:24); the mother of the kings of 
Judah was compared to a lioness and her sons to lion (gureha) cubs (Ezek. 
19:2–3). David, of whom it was said that his "heart is as the heart of a 

 
ח  ַאְריֵה ָׁשָאג, ִמי ֹלא יִיָרא; 
ֲאדֹנָי יְהִוה ִּדֶּבר, ִמי ֹלא יִּנֵָבא.

8 The lion hath roared, who will not fear? 
The Lord GOD hath spoken, who can but 
prophesy?



lion" (II Sam. 17:10), declared in his lament over Saul and Jonathan that 
"they were swifter than eagles, they were stronger than 
lions" (ibid. 1:23). This combination of the lion, the king of the beasts, 
and the  eagle  , the king of the birds (the biblical reference is to 
the vulture ), is very common in later Jewish art, particularly on the Holy 
Ark, and occurs in Ezekiel's vision of the lion, the ox, the eagle, and the 
cherub (Ezek. 1:10; 10:14). 

In the Temple there were carvings of "lions, oxen, and cherubim" (I Kings 
7:29), while a lion with eagle's wings symbolized in the  Book of 
Daniel  (7:4) the kingdom of  Babylonia. The lion is mentioned several 
times together with the bear as the most powerful beasts of prey (Lam. 
3:10; Prov. 28:15; I Sam. 17:34; et al.).  

When a lion attacks its prey there is no escape from it, being mentioned 
in many parables, as when Amos (3:12) declares that a shepherd can 
rescue out of its jaws no more than "two legs, or a piece of an ear." Nor is 
a lion in the least frightened even when shepherds gather to chase it 
away (Isa. 31:4). An encounter between a man and a lion is usually fatal 
to the former (I Kings 13:24; 20:36), lions having killed new settlers in the 
cities of Samaria (II Kings 17:25), and having claimed victims, according 
to Jeremiah (5:6), in the land of Judah. Only in exceptional instances was 
a lion slain in such a clash, as when encountering a man of great personal 
courage such as Samson (Judg. 14:6), David (I Sam. 17:34), and Benaiah 
the son of Jehoiada (II  Sam. 23:20). Among the Samaria ivories of the 
ninth century  B.C.E.  are two representations of lions (image in  IDB3, 
137). From the eighth century is a seal inscribed, "property of Shema, 
servant of Jeroboam," with an engraving of a lion (Ahituv, 206). 

From the Bible it is clear that lions did not permanently inhabit populated 
areas; their haunts were the mountains of Lebanon (Song 4:8), Bashan 
(Deut. 33:22), the thickets of the Jordan (Jer. 49:19), and the desert 
regions of the Negev (Isa. 30:6). From there they invaded populated 
areas, penetrating deeply and regularly, in particular at times of drought 
when wild animals, their usual prey, had decreased in number. Lions also 
multiplied when the country lay destroyed and derelict. In the 
neighborhood of Ereẓ Israel long- and short-maned lions were to be 
found. There are evidences that there were lions in the country in 



mishnaic and talmudic and even in crusader times (in the Negev). The last 
lions in the Middle East were destroyed in the 19th century. 

The lion figures prominently in folklore as a result of two main references 
to it in the Bible: the appellation of Judah as "a lion's whelp" (Gen. 49:9; 
Dan is also so called in Deut. 33:22, but the lion is always associated with 
Judah) and as one of the figures in the divine chariot of Ezekiel (Ezek. 
1:10). A secondary motif is connected with the statement of Judah b. 
Tema (Avot 5:20) "Be as strong as a leopard, light as an eagle, fleet as a 
hart, and brave as a lion to perform the will of thy Father who is in 
heaven.” 

Based on the image of the Lion of Judah in Genesis, the name Aryeh 
("lion") became a common Jewish personal name mostly in all 
combinations with Judah and with Leib (Loeb), its German or Yiddish 
translation, thus giving the composite names Judah Aryeh, Judah Leib, 
and Aryeh Leib. The Judah mentioned in the verse, however, is associated 
not only with the son of Jacob of that name, but with the tribe, and 
particularly with the House of David (cf. Rashi ad loc.), and as a result 
the Lion of Judah became one of the most common of Jewish symbols. It 
is also one of the appellatives of the king of Ethiopia, who according to 
Ethiopian tradition is descended from Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. 
The rampant Lion of Judah is a favorite embellishment of the synagogue 
ark, the mantle covering the scroll of the Torah, etc. The Lion of the 
Divine Chariot is one of the four figures of Ezekiel's  merkavah  (divine 
chariot) which consisted of a human being, a lion, an ox, and an eagle.  

Different opinions are expressed in the Talmud as to the permissibility of 
reproducing these figures, but the general consensus is that the only 
reproductions wholly forbidden are either the four together or the 
complete human form (see  Art  ). On the other hand, almost complete 
freedom was accorded in the reproduction of the lion, possibly both 
because of its national association as described above and because of the 
figures of lions upon the laver in Solomon's Temple (I  Kings 7:29) and 
especially in the steps leading to his throne and on its sides (ibid. 10:20). 

Jacob b. Asher opens his Tur Oraḥ Ḥayyim with the above-quoted passage 
of Judah b. Tema, and the four animals mentioned in it have often been 
made the subject of paintings. The word lion is often employed 
figuratively in a laudatory sense, mostly referring to an outstanding 



scholar. Thus Joshua b. Hananiah refused to controvert the ruling of 
Eliezer b. Hyrcanus after the latter's death because "one does not answer 
a lion after its death" (Git. 83a). Ḥiyya is called "the lion of the 
brotherhood" (Shab. 111a); a scholar, the son of a scholar, is called "a 
lion, son of a lion," while one of no such distinguished parentage is called 
"the lion the son of a jackal" (BM 84b); and Simeon b. Lakish expressed his 
admiration for the learning of Kahana, who had come to Ereẓ Israel from 
Babylon, in the words "a lion has come up from Babylon" (BK 117a). In 
one  instance, however, it is used in a pejorative sense. Proselytes to 
Judaism who convert for selfish personal motives are called, in 
contradistinction to  gerei ẓedek, righteous proselytes, "the converts of 
lions" (e.g., Kid. 75b), the allusion being to the Samaritans who adopted 
the worship of YHWH only because of their fear of lions (II Kings 17:25–
28). 


