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Tetzaveh

Dressing to Impress

etzaveh, with its elaborate description of the “sacred vestments”
which the priests and the high priest wore “for glory and for splendour,”
seerns to run counter to some fundamental values of Judaism.

The wvestments were made to be seen. They were intended to
impress the eye. But Judaismis a religion of the ear more than the eye. It
emphasises hearing rather than seeing. Its key word is shema, meaning: to
hear, listen, understand, and obey. The verb sh-m-a is a dominant theme
of the book of Deuteronomy, where it appears no less than ninety-two
times. Jewish spirituality is about listening more than looking. That is
the, deep reason why we cover our eyes when saying Shema Yisrael. We

( shut out the world of sight and focus on the world of sound: of words,

(b

communication, and meaning.

The ‘reason this is so has to do with the Torah’s battle against
idolatry. Others saw gods in the sun, the stars, the river, the sea, the
rain, the storm, the animal kingdom, and the earth. They made visual
representations of these things. Judaism disavows this whole mindset.

GWE created it and He tran-
scends it Psalm 8 says: ~When I consider Your heavens, the work of
Your fingers, the moon and the stars which You have set in place: What
is man that You are mindful of him, the son of man that You care for
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and who could only

greatest of prophets. The Torah was giver
to ordinary human beings, not angels or unique individuals |;

Itis hard to believe in a God ofeverywherc-in~gener
particular. It is hard to sustain a rol

dént in miracles and unique
rel

Exodus

no permanent and visible sign of His presence
communicated with by the

ke Moses
al-but-nowhere-in
ationship with God who is only e
events but not in everyday life. It is hard to
ate to God when He only manifests Himself as overwhelming power,
So the Tabernacle became the visible sign of God’s continua
pz‘ese11c377{?!¥€?ﬂ§?5?ﬂf5‘ﬁ&3§]€ Those"who officiated there did:
[ {50 not because of theiy personal greatness, like Mose
birth and office, signalled by their vestments. The Tabe
acknowledgement of the fact that human
notjust intellgE e eart, g
vis

/C itin The

s, but because o .

rnacle represent 1
spirituality is about emotion,
I FIEHCE adsThotics and the
Y&fillCLll&;&!mglﬁfﬁl}&:&[ﬂ:‘?}: ThisTs how Rambam puts
Guide for the Perplexcd:

In order to raise the estimation of the Temple, those who minis
tered therein received gre:

at honour; and the priests and |
were therefore

evites
distinguished from the
that the prie

rest. It was commanded
sts should be clothed properly with beautiful and’
good garments, “holy garments for glory and for splendoyr” (E
28:2).... The Temple was to be held in great reverence by all.!
The vestments of the offici

ants and the Sanctum—y/’l"cmplc
have the glory

and splendour that induced awe, 1
Rilke put it in the Dying Elegies:
ning of terror, which we still are
the emphasis on the visual cleme

itsellwere to
rather as Rainer Maria -
“For beauty is nothing but the begin
just able to endure” The purpose of
nts of the Tabernacle, and the grand
vestments of those who ministered there, was to create an atmosphere
of reverence because they pointed to a beauty and splendour beyond
themselves, namely God Himself, o !

" Rambamun erstood the emotive power of the visual. In his Eight
(ghapters, the prelude to his commentary on Tractate Avot, he says, “The
soul needs to rest and to do what relaxes the senses, such as looking at

1. Guide, Book 11, ch. 44.
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beautiful decorations and objects, so that weariness be removed from it!
Artand architecture can lift depression and energise the senses. '
His focus on the visual allows Rambam to explain an Othcl'W.lSC
hard-to-understand law, namely that a priest with a physical b}cnvsh
may not officiate in the Temple. This goes against the .gcncr;li p.r:vncrlpic
that Ralimana liba ba'i, “God wants the heart,” the inner SPII‘]L The
cxclusio'n, says Rambam, has nothing to do with the natu.ru of prayer m"
divine service but rather with popular attitudes. “The multitude does not
estimate man by his true form,” he writes, and instead jutlgcs.by ;1pp.c;.1r—
ances. This may be wrong, but it was a fact that could not l_)c Igl]()l:CL‘l u;
theS_My:l_l_l_yx_gvl_)_oi entire purpose was to bring the experience of Goc

down to earth in a physical Siructure with regular routines performed
by ordin

an bej rpose was to m: rople sense the
y—fuunan beings. Its purpose was to make people
e Riddole < S,

invisible divine presence in visible phenomena.

Thus there is a place for aesthetics and the visual in the life of

to a renewal of Jewish art in the reborn land of Isracl. He him..scH, as
I have written L:ISCW[\L‘!'L‘, loved Rembrandt’s paintings, and said that
they represented the light of the first day &)l'cn‘o;lli(.m. He was ?lsxj lsup
portive, if guardedly so, of the Bezalel Academy of Art, one of the first

signs of this renewal.

Hiddur mitzva - bringing beauty to the fulfilment of a com
mand — goes all the way back to the Tabernacle. The great difference

i ireece is the > Greeks believed
between ancient Israel and ancient Greece is that the Greeks be 5

in the holiness of beauty whereas Judaism spoke. of hadrat. kodesit, the
beauty of holines

I believe that beauty has power, and in Judaism it has always

had a spiritual purpose: to make us aware of the universe as a work
of art, testifying to the supreme Artist, God Himself,
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