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The Stick of JUDAH
and the
Stick of JOSEPH - p- in

by Hugh Nibley, Ph. D.
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, HISTORY AND RELIGION, 

BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

The Roll of the Law. Palestine.

How Do the Sticks Become 
One?

T
he prophet is very emphatic on 
one point: No matter how many 
sticks there were originally, they 
become one in the hand of the Lord 

—“And bring them together to thee 
for one stick . . . and they shall be­
come one stick, and shall be one in 
my hand.” What is the strange 
manipulation by which one and one 
make one? We are reminded of the 
miraculous rod of Aaron that ate up 
the wooden rods of Pharaoh’s priests 
and still became no larger,66 but a 
far more practical explanation is at 

hand. First of all, there is, of course, 
the binding of the sticks into a ritual 
bundle, by which the many become 
one: Ezekiel duly explains that as 
the sticks become one so “I will make 
them one nation.” The Septuagint 
of Ezek. 17:7 reads, “and thou shalt 
fit them together for thyself, into a 
single staff of tying themselves, and 
they shall be one in thy hand.” The 
Greek is as bad as the English, but 
it is clear that the staves become one 
by being fitted together first (syn- 
apseis), and then held fast by tying 
(iou desai). We have already had 
occasion to note the ritual tying of 
the bundle; what interests us here is 

the fitting together, on which Ezekiel 
lays peculiar stress.

We have noted the Jewish tradi­
tion that all the tribal rods were 
originally cut from a single staff, and 
that ancient commentators remind us 
that the rods naturally belong to­
gether because they were all shoots 
from a single stock.67 Both in the 
Old World and the New, divination 
and identification rods “in their 
original form consist of split arrow 
shaftments, and are marked both in­
side and out with bands of ribbon- 
ings.”68 What is behind this splitting 
and rejoining of the stick may be best 
explained by the example of the an­
cient institution of tally sticks.

A tally, to follow the definition of 
the principal authority on the subject, 
is “a stick notched and split through 
the notches, so that both parties to a 
transaction may have a part of the 
record.”69 In the ancient world, ac­
cording to the same source, “the tally­
stick, split or unsplit, is widely used: 
instances of it have been noted all 
over England and Europe, indeed all 
over the world, and in all kinds of 
trades.”70 In England, where tallies 
may best be studied, their use was 
required in all business transactions 
with the royal exchequer from the 
twelfth century (though they are 
much older) to the nineteenth, when 
their place was taken by paper bills 
and indentures, though the word 
“bill,” meaning a stick of wood, still 
recalls their use,71 as does indenture, 
meaning a dent in the wood. A rod 
of hazelwood or willow was cut ac­
cording to strictly prescribed rules 
into two parts, one with a notch on 
the end called a stock, the smaller 
piece being the foil.72 “The stock 
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went with the payer, the accountant; 
the exchequer kept the foil.”72 Being 
cut with scratches and notches before 
the parts of the stick were separated, 
the tally furnished a foolproof con­
trol over both parties, for no two 
pieces of wood in the world would fit 
together perfectly to match mark for 
mark and grain for grain unless at 
their original marking they were one 
stick. When in 1297 one William de 
Brochose tried to cheat the king’s 
treasury by adding a notch to his 
half of the wood, he was promptly 
detected and sent to prison.73 The 
fact that both parties held parts of 
the tally is fundamental, “implying 
a check on both rather than a debit 
on one.”74 Thus while the king held 
his half as a foil on any attempt to 
cheat him, the other party held 
the stock (stick) by which he could 
prove his exact status in the contract: 
from this the word stock is still re­
tained in the business world,75 while 
the old expression “lot and scot” be­
trays the original role of the arrow 
shaft in the transmission of property.75

The great advantage of the tally- 
stick was that it gave parties to a 
contract a sure means of identifica­
tion and an authoritative claim upon 
each other no matter how many 
miles or how many years might 
separate them. When, however, the 
final payment was made and all the 
terms of the contract fulfilled, the 
two pieces were joined together at the 
exchequer, tied as one, and laid up 
forever in the vaults of the royal 
building—becoming as it were “one 
in the king’s hand.”76 So great was 
the heap of such sticks in the base­
ment of the old Houses of Parliament, 
that when they were ordered burned 
the ensuing conflagration, “accord­
ing to the well-known story ... caused 
the fire which destroyed the Houses 
of Parliament in 1834.”77 At any 
rate “the exchequer exacted a re­
turn of the stock at audit,” and only 
when the sticks had been united as 
one was the standing of the debtor 
cleared.76

The analogy with Ezekiel’s story 
of the sticks is at once apparent. But 
was the system of tallies really an­
cient, and did the Jews have them? 
It is interesting in this regard to note 
that all exchequer tallies had to be 
written on in Latin, the official lan­
guage of the state, with the notable 
exception of an important class of 
tallies in which the names, dates, 
places, etc., are noted down in 
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Tally Sticks. The shorter sticks are the "stocks,” and the larger ones the "foils” 
to which the stocks were fitted to "become one stick.”

(Reproduced from "Archaeologia” Vol. 74 (1925), Plate lxv.)

Hebrew, while the Jewish Plea Roll 
furnishes the best evidence for the 
use of private tallies.78 Now though 
a great deal of tally-business was 
carried on between the king and 
foreign parties (e.g. the great Flemish 
merchant Henry Cade), the only 
foreign language found on the tallies 
is Hebrew. Not even English is 
allowed.79 Had the Jews adopted 
tallies for the first time when the gov­
ernment did, they would like every­
body else have been required to 
adopt the official method of marking 
them; so the remarkable exception 
made in their case, persecuted and 
unpopular as they were, certainly im­
plies that they had their own tradi­
tion of tally marking, which they 
were allowed to retain.

In this respect, it is strange that 
the commentators while consistently 
identifying the sticks of Ezekiel 37 
with tribal rods, never refer to the 
cutting of the rods in Zechariah ll.80 
We have noted that the breaking 
of a rod signifies in Jerusalem and 
Ezekiel the destruction of a nation; 
but the cutting of a rod has quite 
another symbolism. Thus Zechariah 
11:10: “And I took my staff, even 
Beauty, and cut it asunder, that I 
might break my covenant* which I 
had made with all the people . . . v. 
14: “ . . . then I cut asunder mine

♦(Italics author’s) 

other staff, even Bands, that I might 
break the brotherhood between Judah 
and Israel.” When the rod is cut 
in two, instead of being broken, Judah 
and Israel are not destroyed but 
separated; the bond that binds them 
together (and that is the meaning of 
the strange name Bands') is loosened, 
and the two go their separate ways. 
As the tie between nations is broken, 
so the mightier bond between God 
and men, the staff Beauty, is broken 
when the staff is “cut in two.” This 
is the obvious reversal of the process 
of bringing the two divided sticks to­
gether, as described by Ezekiel, to 
renew the very covenants here broken 
—those between Judah and Israel, 
and those between God and “all the 
people.” The technique of the tally­
stick as a means of establishing a 
covenant and bringing parties to­
gether in normal contract is here 
plainly indicated.

We need not establish the antiquity 
of the tally-stick by working back 
through the records of the Middle 
Ages, for the institution is met fully 
developed in the earliest records of 
antiquity. This may be illustrated 
by the archaic feasting-tickets of the 
Greeks and Romans. Originally lit­
tle rods, these tokens, which everyone 
had to present for admission to the 
great public feasts, took various forms 
and went by the name of tesserae. In 

(Continued on following page)
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the Roman usage, the guest who came 
to the banquet would be stopped by 
an official or servant and asked to 
show his token; this would be fitted 
against a like token kept at the house 
of the host, and if the two pieces 
matched perfectly the guest would 
be recognized as one who had entered 
in a contract of hospitium with the 
host and duly admitted to the feast.81 
One is strongly reminded of the 
“white stone” that is borne by those 
who “eat of the hidden manna” in 
Revelation 2:17. The act of placing 
the two tokens side by side (on which 
Ezekiel is so insistent) gave the feast­
ing-token among the Greeks its name 
of symbolon, meaning to place (or 
shoot) two things together. From it 
comes our word symbol. A symbolon 
is by definition something that has 
value only when placed beside some­
thing else to show just what is “sym­
bolized.” It is simply a very ancient 
tally-stick—how ancient may be 
judged from the use of wooden divin­
ing-sticks at the prehistoric Italian 
shrine of Praeneste and the Greek 
Delphi.82

That the tribal rod, herald’s staff, 
or scepter is a glorified tally-stick ap­
pears in its nature an exact copy of 
God’s own staff,83 and in the pro­
vision that it is only on earth as a 
temporary loan, to be taken back in 
due time into the hand of God, where 
it rightfully belongs.83

Ezekiel, then, is talking sense when 
he speaks of the two sticks that be­
come one. It is not merely that the 
ancients had such sticks, but that 
they used them specifically in the 
situation described by Ezekiel for a 
summoning and gathering of the na­
tion and for the establishment of 
identity and the renewing of con­
tracts. The scattered tribes of Israel 
are described as apparently lost for 
good, smashed, dispersed, forgotten, 
nay, dead—dry bones. This all looks 
to a far future time, for the dry bones 
show us not a sick nation, not dying 
one, nor even one now dead, but one 
that has been dead for a long, long 
time. That the nations are depicted 
as scattered far and wide, having 
lost their identity and disappeared 
from history, is noted by the com­
mentators—hence the need for a 
miracle of resurrection, hence the 
need for a sure means of identifica­
152

tion, symbolized by the identification 
sticks. The “extinct” nations are 
summoned to the Great Assembly by 
the Lord’s herald, who takes their 
marked rods and places them side by 
side; they fit together perfectly to 
become one stick as the herald per­
forms the joining before the eyes of 
all the people. (Cf. Num. 17:9.) 
Judah and Joseph are thereby recog­
nized beyond a doubt as parties to 
the original covenant long after 
separation and the original unity of 
the Covenant People is thereby re­
stored. The united scepter is then 
returned to the hand of the king 
(Ezek. 37:19, 22-44) where it is to re­
main forever, all outstanding debts, 
the price of sin and transgression, 
having at last been paid off and all 
old scores settled.

Were the Sticks Books?

But now we come to the crux of the 
matter for Latter-day Saints. Can 
the sticks of Ezekiel, along with every­
thing else they represent, be under­
stood to be books? Strictly speaking, 
they were nothing else. A book, says 
Webster, is “specifically: A formal 
written document; esp., a deed of 
conveyance of land; a charter.” The 
tribal rods were just that, no matter 
how brief the writing on them, while 
the whole Old Testament, in spite of 
its length and complexity, is a “book” 
in exactly the same sense: a “testa­
ment,” a single binding legal docu­
ment. But the identity of rods and 
books goes much farther than this.

Books and Sticks—From the very
IIIIIIIIIIIHIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII

YOU HAVE A FRIEND

By Georgia Moore Eberling

Somewhere along the journey of the 
years

Each soul will find a lonely, shaded, road 
That he must walk, pursued by grief and 

fears,
Cast down beneath the burden of life’s 

load.
Remember then, you have a Friend at hand. 
If you but call upon him, he will speak 
And comfort you and give you power to 

stand.
He offers might and courage to the weak. 
God has not promised man an easy way, 
But there will be a rock and cooling spring, 
And always strength sufficient for the day, 
While in the midnight hour you hear hope 

sing.
God said, “I will not leave you comfort­

less,”
His love abides to succor and to bless.

IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII  ̂

first the significance of message-staffs 
and tribal rods lay in what was writ­
ten on them—signs that had to be 
read and recognized. This cutting 
and divining of marks led to the read­
ing and writing of books.84 To this 
day the word book recalls the box- or 
beech-wood staves (cf. Ger. Buch- 
stabe, Oldslav. buky, bukva, “letter”), 
or sticks scratched with runes which 
were the first books in the North.85 
Even the Latin word codex, now 
venerated for its association with 
books of the law everywhere, means 
simply a slip of wood, while the 
classic liber means wood-pulp.86 The 
oldest laws of the Greeks and Ro­
mans were kept on tablets and sticks 
(axones), which Freeman actually 
compares with the sticks mentioned 
in Ezekiel.87 “It is noteworthy,” says 
Ginzberg, “that the tablets and the 
rod of Moses were not only of the 
same weight (60 seah), but also of 
the same material.”88 The equating 
of sticks with tablets is, as we have 
seen, found among early Jewish com­
mentators on Ezekiel 37, and is ex­
plained by Keil as a natural result 
of the emphasis which Ezekiel places 
on the writing on his sticks. The 
celebrated rod of Moses might well 
be taken for a writing tablet, for it 
had engraved on it “in plain letters 
the great exalted Name, the names 
of the ten plagues inflicted upon the 
Egyptians, and the names of the 
three Fathers the six Mothers, and 
the Twelve Tribes of Jacob,” in other 
words, for every function it performed, 
it had to bear a specific writing, mak­
ing a total of no less than thirty- 
two separate inscriptions in all.89 How 
many words does it take to make a 
book? In the ancient world, length 
was no object, and a single word 
could contain a whole sermon in it­
self. This is seen in the early use of 
the words logos and logographoi, 
which refer to a writing of any length 
as a separate opus or book.

Many commentators are convinced 
that the text of Ezekiel contains the 
actual words that the prophet was 
ordered to write on the sticks. Thus 
Kautzsch translates in his critical edi­
tion: “Take for thyself a staff of wood 
and write upon it: ‘Judah and the 
Israelites that are Associated with 
Him,’ ” the last phrase being the 
actual words put upon the staff. Cooke 

(Continued on page 159) 
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would be given military aid along the 
route of the Oregon Trail.

The year 1849 was a momentous 
one in the history of the fort. It 
marked the mad rush of the “gold 
army” over the Oregon Trail to Cali­
fornia. The estimated number who 
passed the fort was forty thousand 
men, women, and children, an emi­
gration without parallel in any age. 
These wayfarers, faces alight with de­
sire and hope, came from practically 
every town, village, and hamlet in 
the United States and from many 
countries abroad. With shovels and 
pickaxes lashed to their creaking ox 
carts, they followed the mirage of 
their hopes until it ended in success 
or despair.

(To be concluded)

The Stick of Judah and 
the Stick of Joseph

(Continued from page 152) 
simplifies this to the bare names of 
“Judah” and “Joseph.”90 But such 
a rendering completely ignores the 
preposition 7-, “to” or “for,” which 
precedes the names of Joseph and 
Judah every time the writing is men­
tioned: “take a staff of wood and 
write on it for Judah,” etc.91 The 1- 
means that Ezekiel was not to write 
simply “Joseph” or “Judah” on the 
stick, but that he was to write some­
thing to or for them. It was to be 
a writing that somehow concerned 
them. No more obvious means of 
connecting Joseph and Judah with the 
sticks could be imagined, of course, 
than that of simply putting their 
names on the wood. But that is just 
the point: why in such an obvious 
situation does Ezekiel not do the ob­
vious thing and put the names on the. 
sticks? That is the way it was nor­
mally done: “write thou every man’s 
name upon his rod,” “write the In­
effable Name upon it,” “write thy 
name upon it,” etc. But what 
Ezekiel writes on the rods is not 
“Joseph” or “Judah,” but “for Joseph” 
and “for Judah,” or, according to 
some interpreters, “Joseph’s” . and 
“Judah’s.” The wide variety of trans­
lations shows that we are not con­
cerned here with a mere writing of 
names. Property is not marked this 
way: Names found on ancient seals 
are in the nominative case, not in

(Continued on following page)
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The Stick of Judah and 
the Stick of Joseph

(Continued from preceding page) 
the genitive. When Kautzsch wants 
to make it appear that the names of 
Joseph and the others were actually 
written on the rods, he must render 
the inscription in the nominative, 
which Ezekiel conspicuously avoids. 
Hebrew uses no quotation marks, and 
so when the text reads “write on the 
wood for Joseph,” it should be left 
as it stands, for when we introduce 
our own punctuation and translate, 
“write on wood, ‘For Joseph’ ” we are 
employing a type of inscription that 
was used to dedicate votive offerings 
to deities but not to denote posses­
sion.92 Ezekiel tells us of a writing 
for Judah and another for Joseph, 
both writings to perform certain im­
portant functions; but he does not, 
as some suppose, give us the text of 
the writings.

However eloquent or informative 
the single rod or staff may have been, 
it presented serious limitations of 
space when a lengthy communication 
was in order. The obvious solution 
to this problem was simply to add 
more rods, and it is in this multiplica­
tion of sticks to form a ritual bundle 
that Culin sees the origin of the book 
in some parts of the world. “The an­
cestry of the book in Eastern Asia,” 
he says, “may be traced, not only to 
the engraved strips of bamboo 
(Chinese ch’ak), but, in the opinion 
of the writer, to the bundle of en­
graved or painted arrow-derived slips 
used in divination. The folding fan 
of China and Japan is not unlikely 
to have originated from these tanzaku 
or writing slips, which the nobles 
carried in order to make memoranda 
when in the presence of the sover­
eign.”93 The Orientals would cut a 
piece of wood into strips notched on 
the sides like tally-sticks, which could 
be “fanned out” to present a larger 
writing surface, and when not in use 
folded together perfectly to make “one 
stick” in the hand of the nobleman 
who inscribed upon them the words 
of majesty. The method recalls the 
legendary cutting of the twelve rods 
of Israel from a single stock, but more 
important is the use of the bundle of 
twelve rods to determine the fortunes 
of the nations. These tribal bundles 
of which we spoke above, were always 
used as books of divination from 
which the past and present and fu-
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ture history of the people was de­
termined. As census-books they made 
up a “Book of Life” “opened at the 
foundation of the world” to tell the 
history of the coming age: if one’s 
name were missing from this book, 
he was “cut off from among the peo­
ple” and had no part in the life 
of the race.94 The modern card 
deck is derived from a bundle of 
tribal rods, fifty-two in number, used 
in divination all over the world: In­
dividually each token has a mes­
sage; together they make up a book 
which is read by the adept with as 
much confidence as if it were in writ­
ing.95 It is thus quite possible for 
the staves of “Judah and his as­
sociates,” as well as “Joseph and his 
associates” to represent books con­
taining the census and history of 
these nations.

Sticks and Scrolls:—When a rod 
or staff serves as a token of authority 
and identification, it is important

WEATHER RETORT

By Leonard K. Schiff
Somehow I can’t be deb­

onair
When, after battling 

snow and sleet,
I'm greeted with an icy 

stare
And asked if I have 

wiped my feet.

that no copy or duplicate of it be al­
lowed to circulate.96 In that case the 
multiplication of message-staffs is im­
possible. What is to be done if a 
longer message is to be sent? This 
problem and its solution are actually 
met in the ancient North, where 
only one royal summons-arrow was 
legal, and no others could be cut.97 
To make room for a long message, a 
piece of parchment was attached to 
the staff and was rolled around it.98 
To this day in Tibet the summons­
arrow is sent out exactly as it once 
was among our northern ancestors: 
“A mobilization order is sent on a 
piece of red cloth attached to an ar­
row. The arrow is dispatched by a 
special rider who gallops to the near­
est headman and hands it over to 
him. The headman takes note of 
the contents of the order and im­
mediately dispatches a fresh rider to 
another headman.”99 On festival as­
sembly days the ancient Japanese 
warriors would bind strips of holy 

(Continued on following page)
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book described scenes, and explains life 
in Norway. While it portrays the life of 
an early convert’s hardships, moral battles 
and sacrifices, it also tells how his heart 
is thrilled with new and consoling religious 
doctrine and fascinated with suggested 
dreams of Zion. The whole book is inter­
woven with the old yet ever new story of 
life—the love of faithful hearts.

The reader will find delight in the true- 
to-life introduction which this book gives 
to the lives of two typical Mormon converts.
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paper bearing written texts on their 
arrows, “inscribed sacred paper for 
the gods.”100 The Ojibwa may sub­
stitute for the painted rod or arrow 
shaft, that serves as an invitation- 
stick “a piece of birch-bark bearing 
characters.”101 Here we have a 
natural scroll, as anyone who has 
tried to write on tough, curling birch­
bark can attest, and we are reminded 
that the word birch is closely related 
to beech, box, and book, and also 

V/hat "enduring beauty" means 
to your ward or stake house

If you have admired the inviting entrance, 

the pillars, or steeple on a new ward or stake 
house, chances are that they were created 
with Buehner-stone. The unmatched beauty 
of Buehner-stone comes from the combina­
tion of natural quarried stone aggregates, 
such as granite, quartz, and marble, with a 
high-quality cement matrix, according to

“recipes” and skills developed over half a century. This is 
sparkling beauty made to last, with little upkeep cost ... so dur­
able that Buehner-stone has been selected for the entire facing of 
the new Los Angeles Temple.

that liber originally meant bast or 
bark.

Whether the ancient scroll orig­
inated in one or many places, its at­
tachment to a stick certainly betrays 
its origin; for the stick is by no means 
necessary to a scroll—it is in fact an 
inconvenience, used by the ancients 
only in ritual and very valuable liter­
ary text, a quaint, old-fashioned sur­
vival.102

Latter-day Saints often interpret the 
word stick in Ezekiel 37 to refer to 

the stick or rod around which a scroll 
was wrapped. The interpretation is 
perfectly possible. As Gregory the 
Great observed long ago, the Hebrew 
word etz wood can mean almost any­
thing in the Old Testament, depend­
ing entirely on the context in which 
it is used.103 Sometimes etz must be 
translated as tree, sometimes as 
branch, image, musical instrument, 
framework, idol, house, ax, plow, 
spear, beam, stalk of flax (!) rod, 
gallows, etc., etc.104 When one tills 
with wood, it is rendered not wood 
but plow; when one plays music on 
it, it is no longer mere wood, but 
an instrument; when one worships, it 
it is an idol, and so forth. Now what 
is the specific use to which the wood 
is put in Ezekiel 37? It is used, as 
Keil insists, to be written on, and for 
that purpose only. It is hence not 
surprising that the early Jewish com­
mentators on the passage rendered 
wood here as tablet, but Keil cannot 
accept this because the sticks in 
Ezekiel are not treated at all as 
tablets would be. On the other hand, 
Keil finds it very significant that the 
prophet deliberately avoids calling 
the sticks rods or staffs, as if that, 
too, would give the wrong impres­
sion.105 How can a stick be a book?

(To be continued)
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