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The Symbolism of Blue and White | 27

the daytime azure sky or the nighttime sky, which is navy blue
or black? Both hues are equally inspirational in moving the
psalmist to religious wonderment and ecstasy. “The heavens
declare the glory of the Lord, and the expanse of the sky shows
His handiwork; day following day [the rising and setting sun]
brings expressions of praise. and night following night [the moon
and the stars] reveals [His] wisdom'' (Ps. 19:2-3).%

Maimonides was of the opinion that rekhelet is the color of
the midday firmament seen in a cloudless sky, namely, azure
(sky blue) (Hil. Tzitzit 2:1)." This color is suggested by the
Talmud, which symbolically related the color of tekhelet to the
Throne of Glory and to sapphire blue.’ Thereby, tekhelet re-
minds us of Him who occupies the Throne.

Rashi, however, wrote that tekhelet resembles the sky when
it darkens, hamashhir I'et erev (Num. 15:41)," close to sunset
or after nightfall (navy blue or black). He relates the color to
the tenth plague, makat behorot, which was inflicted upon the
Egyptians at the time of the exodus of the Israelites. The word
tekhelet resembles the Aramaic word tikhla, which means “*be-
reavement,”’ referring to the mass deaths of the tenth plague,
which took place at night when the sky was dark. Tekhelet,
according to Rashi, “‘resembles the sky when it darkens at
eventide.”

How are tekhelet and tzitzit related to the exodus? When the
Israelites resided in Egypt, they wore an insignia which desig-
nated their vassal status. The Talmud called it kavla d’avda,
which Rashi explains is “‘a seal worn by a slave on his garment
to identify him as a slave’’ (Shab. 57b).1? Upon achieving their
freedom on the night of the exodus, they defiantly removed
these seals. In exchange, they were to wear a new seal, fzitzif
with tekhelet, indicating that henceforth they were to serve
God, their new Master. *'For unto Me the children of Israel are
slaves: they are My slaves [they are to serve Me], whom I
brought forth from the land of Egypt. I am the Lord your God™
(Lev. 25:55).5 Qur Sages added: “* ‘unto Me they are slaves,’
no longer are they slaves to their fellow man™ (B. Kam. 116b).

12 R¥N XY
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28 | Man of Faith in the Modern World

This explains the inclusion of the verse referring to the exodus,
Yetziat Mitzrayim, in the chapter which deals with the mitzvah
of tzitzit (Num. 15:41).

The Or Hahayyim (1696-1743) states this explicitly: “The
tritzit testify that the Isralites are God's slaves. When you look
upon them, you will remember all the Lord’s commandments.
You will become aware that you are not free to do whatever you
wish, but in all matters to act as a slave who is aware of his
Master’s authority.”"* In leaving Egypt, the Jews exchanged a
human master for a Divine Master, an oppressive, exploitive,
and degrading service for a morally exalting and spiritually
privileged service of the Lord. The Egyptian kavia d'avda was
replaced by tzitzit.

The Zohar offers a mystical interpretation of the color of the
titzit. “Tekhelet suggests Din, the Divine attribute of strict
justice; the white fringes suggest Rahamim, the Divine attribute
of compassion.”™ Even as the fzitzit alert us to our mitzvah
obligations, we are informed that our failures will be judged by
the attribute of Din, strict accountability (tekheler) but tempered
by an abundance of Rahamim (white). This interpretation would
accord with Rashi’s view that tekhelet was dark blue or black
and is reminiscent of the punitive judgment of makat behorot
(the tenth plague). Maimonides’ rekhelet, however, is clear and
unthreatening and, together with the white threads, suggests the
attributes of compassion and forgiveness.
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