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Bigdei Kehuna and Sha’atnez   

Parashat Tetzaveh, 5774 

  

A cross-cultural observation. 

In the Author’s Note at the beginning of her collection of cliches,1 2 Christine Ammer 

writes that some of them “…are useful and picturesque shorthand that simplifies 

communication.” On page 68 of her book, the phrase “clothes make the man”3 appears along 

with the following comment demonstrating the extent to which this particular truism has been 

widely observed down through the ages by different cultures:  

 

The thought appears in ancient Babylonian writings, and Erasmus’ collection of 

adages (1523) refers to the fact that the statement “Clothes are the man” 

appeared in Homer and numerous ancient Latin sources. In sixteenth century 

England it was usually put as “apparel” rather than “clothes”; Shakespeare’s 

Polonius pontificates, “The apparel oft proclaims the man” (Hamlet 1:3). It was a 

cliché by the nineteenth century. 

 

The clothing that “made” the Kohanim when they served in the Mishkan/Mikdash. 

Parashat Tetzave (and later, Pekudei) describe in great detail the design and fabrication 

of the clothing that the priests were to wear while serving in the Mishkan/Temple.4 The Tora 

states an intended purpose for these official “uniforms”: 

                                                           
1
 The Facts on File Dictionary of Cliches: Meanings and Origins of Thousands of Terms and Expressions, 

Facts on File, 2011, p. vii. 
2
 A cliché or cliche  is an expression, idea, or element of an artistic work which has become overused to 

the point of losing its original meaning, or effect, and even, to the point of being trite or irritating, 

especially when at some earlier time it was considered meaningful or novel…  

The word cliché is drawn from the French language. In printing, a cliché was a printing plate cast from 

movable type. This is also called a stereotype.
 
 When letters were set one at a time, it made sense to cast 

a phrase used repeatedly, as a single slug of metal. "Cliché" came to mean such a ready-made phrase. 

Many authorities say that the French word "cliché" comes from the sound made when the molten 

stereotyping metal is poured onto the matrix to make a printing plate,
 
including the statement that it is a 

variant of cliquer, "to click",
 
 though some authorities express doubt.

 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clich%C3%A9  
3
 Thomas Watson Sr., Chairman of IBM between 1914-52, is quoted as saying, “Clothes don’t make the 

man…but they go a long way toward making a businessman.” (the Oxford Book of Quotations, ed. 

Elizabeth Knowles, Oxford U. Press, Oxford, 1999, p.804.) 
4
 The design of these articles of clothing are described in Parashat Tetzave:  

Shemot 28:4 ff. 

And these are the garments which they shall make: 1) a breastplate, and 2) an ephod, and 3) a 

robe, and 4) a tunic of chequer work, 5) a mitre, and 6) a girdle; and they shall make holy 

garments for Aharon thy brother, and his sons, that he may minister unto Me in the priest's 

office.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Printing_plate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Movable_type
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stereotype_(printing)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clich%C3%A9
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Shemot 28: 2, 40 

And thou shalt make holy garments for Aharon thy brother, for splendor and for 

beauty.  

And for Aharon's sons thou shalt make tunics, and thou shalt make for them 

girdles, and head-tires shalt thou make for them, for splendor and for beauty.  

 

What is the connotation of the purpose of the special clothing worn by the Kohanim as 

they performed the Divine Service? 

 a. The onlookers. 

The most straightforward explanation for the terms “LeChavod U’LeTifaret” is that when 

onlookers watch the Temple rituals, they will be impressed with its overall esthetic qualities, 

including the clothing worn by the Kohanim.5  Not only are the priests’ clothing intended to 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Ibid. 15 ff. 

And thou shalt make 7) a breastplate of judgment, the work of the skilful workman; like the work 

of the ephod thou shalt make it: of gold, of blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine twined linen, 

shalt thou make it.  

Ibid. 36 ff. 

And thou shalt make 8) a plate of pure gold, and engrave upon it, like the engravings of a signet: 

Holy to the Lord.  

Ibid. 40, 42 

And for Aharon's sons thou shalt make 1) tunics, and thou shalt make for them 2) girdles, and 3) 

head-tires shalt thou make for them, for splendour and for beauty...  

And thou shalt make them 4) linen breeches to cover the flesh of their nakedness; from the loins 

even unto the thighs they shall reach.  

In Parashat Pikudei the fabrication of these articles of clothing are described (Shemot 39:1-31).  
5
 If this is a goal, it is curious that there is no similar proviso for standardizing the garments of the Levi’im 

who also are carrying out important tasks in the Mishkan/Mikdash. While their role in taking down the 

Mishkan (BaMidbar 1:51) , moving it to a new location (Ibid. 4:15; 7:5-8)  and reconstructing it may not 

have required them wearing particular clothing, other tasks in the Mishkan would seem to have called for 

a uniform comparable to that of the Kohanim, if not the Kohen Gadol, then certainly the Kohanim Hedyot: 

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Klei HaMikdash 3: 

Halacha 2 
Their service was to guard the Temple. Among [the Levities], there were gate-keepers who would 
open the gates of the Temple and close its doors. And there were singers who would accompany 
the sacrifices with song each day. [The latter concept is derived from the exegesis of 
Deuteronomy 18:7]: "And he shall serve in the Name of God, his Lord, as all of his Levite 
brethren." Which service involves [invoking] the name of God? I would say: song. When were 
songs recited? At the time all the communal burnt offerings, the peace offerings brought on 
Shavuout,  and the wine libations were brought. Song was not recited over the freewill burnt 
offerings that the community would bring for "the dessert of the altar," nor on the wine libations 
that are brought independently.  
Halacha 3 
…There should never be less than twelve Levites standing on the duchan each day to recite the 
songs over the sacrifices and the additional offerings. The songs were song vocally without 
musical instruments, for the fundamental dimension of the song is vocalization. Others would 

http://www.chabad.org/9982#v7
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make a favorable impression upon those on whose behalf the service is being performed, but 

they also cause the Kohanim to stand out from the crowd—Ibn Ezra writes, “there is no one 

among the Jewish people who will dress in a like fashion.”6  

 

 b. The Kohanim themselves. 

 In contrast, Sefer HaChinuch7 suggests a reason for the special clothing that is inner- 

rather than outer-directed: 

 

…it is appropriate for the priest to put on special clothing for the exclusive 

purpose of performing the Temple service, in order that when he would look at 

any portion of his body, he will immediately remember and clearly realize 

before Whom he is serving. This is like Tefillin that all are commanded to place 

upon a small portion of their bodies in order that there be a remembrance and 

proper thought. And although the Kohen also would put on Tefillin, because of 

the importance of his task, he required this (additional reminder) as well… 

 

c. Combining the two explanations. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
stand on [the duchan] and play melodies with musical instruments: some of them were Levites 
and some of them were Israelites of distinguished lineage, fit to marry into the priesthood. For 
only a person of distinguished lineage was allowed to ascend to the duchan. The people who play 
musical instruments are not included in the number of the twelve singers [required]. 
Halacha 4 
On what instruments would they play? On lyres, flutes, harps, trumpets, and a cymbal.

16
 There 

should not be less than two lyres, nor more than six. There should not be less than two flutes, 
nor more than twelve. There should not be less than two trumpets, nor more than one hundred 
and twenty. There should not be more less than nine harps and there is no upper limit. There 
should only be one cymbal. 
Halacha 5 
…The flutes on which they would play would have cane reeds, because they produce a sweet 
sound. The melody would always be played by a single flute, because it produces a pleasant 
sound.  
Halacha 6 
Twelve days a year, the flute would be sounded before the altar: During the slaughter of the first 
Paschal sacrifice, and during the second Paschal sacrifice, on the first day of Pesach, on the first 
day of Shavuot, and on the eight days of Sukkot. [The sounding of] the flute on these occasions 
supersedes the Sabbath [prohibitions], because it is associated with a sacrifice and the sounding 
of a flute associated with a sacrifice is an act of Temple service and supersedes the Sabbath 
prohibitions. 

6
 RaMBaN interprets “LeChavod U’LeTifaret” as indicating that “these articles of clothing are what royalty 

would dress up in… like them would kings in the time of the Tora dress themselves.” Offering such a 

rationale, however, makes one susceptible to the critique that the Tora is then not for all times, since 

contemporary kings or other leaders for that matter, do not dress in such a manner. While the Mitzvot 

themselves may be eternal and above time, it would appear that reasons for Mitzvot must be carefully 

calibrated to address the particular zeitgeist in which they are formulated and shared. Otherwise, rather 

than increasing the Commandments’ relevance and meaningfulness, just the opposite might occur.  
7
 #99 “The Commandment to put on priestly garments” 

javascript:doFootnote('16a1008228');
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R. Binny Lau8 suggests that these explanations are not mutually exclusive:  

 

The commentaries complement one another. Clothing makes the man internally 

and externally. Personality in its own right is insufficient. It requires a garment in 

order to preserve the full awareness of an individual’s task and for one’s 

surroundings to know what he has to convey to it… 

Clothing is meant to impact upon my understanding of my responsibilities as 

well as image that I project… 

 

Reconciling “LeChavod U’LeTifaret” with the material from which some of this clothing 

was made. 

But if the clothing of the Kohanim was meant to have such a powerful spiritual 

affect both on the Kohanim as well as the rest of Bnai Yisrael, a particular aspect of 

many of these garments would appear to constitute a striking anomaly. Regarding the 

Ephod, the reverse-apron from whose straps hung the Choshen Mishpat, the breast 

plate containing precious and semi-precious stones representing each of the twelve 

tribes, the Tora states: 

 

Shemot 28:6, 15 

And they shall make the ephod of gold, of blue, and purple, scarlet, and fine 

twined linen, the work of the skillful workman.  

 

And thou shalt make a breastplate of judgment, the work of the skillful 

workman; like the work of the ephod thou shalt make it: of gold, of blue, and 

purple, and scarlet, and fine twined linen, shalt thou make it.  

 

RaMBaM defines the type of thread that was dyed with the colors that the Tora stipulates: 

 

Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Klei HaMikdash, Chapt. 8, Halacha 13 
Whenever the Torah uses the word sheish or bad, it is referring to flax, i.e., 
linen. Whenever the term techeilet is used, it refers to wool which is dyed sky-
blue, i.e., lighter  than dark blue. The term argaman refers to wool that is dyed 
red.  And tola'at sheni refers to wool dyed with a gnat.  
 

Consequently, the Ephod, the Choshen and the Avnet (belt)9 were clearly comprised of a mixture 

of linen and wool, a combination that the Tora explicitly prohibits: 

                                                           
8
 VaEtnachta: Kriyot BeParashat HaShavua, Vol. 1, Yediot Achronot, 2009, p. 215-6. 

9
 Shemot 28:39 

And thou shalt weave the tunic in checker work of fine linen, and thou shalt make a miter of fine 

linen, and thou shalt make a girdle, the work of the weaver in colors.  

The reference to weaving the belt with colors suggests the mixture of linen and wool in the Ephod and 

Choshen. 
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VaYikra 19:19 

Ye shall keep My statutes. Thou shalt not let thy cattle gender with a diverse 

kind; thou shalt not sow thy field with two kinds of seed; neither shall there 

come upon thee a garment of two kinds of stuff mingled together.  

 

Devarim 22:11 

Thou shalt not wear a mingled stuff, wool and linen together.  

 

If anything, it would be expected that more stringent rules would be applied to what transpired 

in the Mishkan as compared to what was permitted outside of it. While those not serving in the 

Mikdash could drink intoxicating beverages, Kohanim on duty could not (VaYikra 10:9);10 both 

Kohanim (RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Biat HaMikdash 8:1)11 and the animals to be offered 

for sacrifices (e.g., VaYikra 1:3)12 had to be devoid of physical blemishes, something that was not    

objectionable outside of the Mishkan;  and it was far more consequential for someone who is 

Tameh (ritually impure) to enter the Temple than to remain outside of it (BaMidbar 19:13).13  By 

extension one would think that the various forbidden mixtures listed in VaYikra 19:19;14 Devarim 

22:9-11,15 i.e.,  forbidden mixtures of seeds, cross-breeding different species of animals as well 

as ploughing with certain mixed species, and mixtures of particular threads would certainly be 

prohibited in the Temple precincts. What could account for the Tora’s instructing that some of 

the Kohanim’s holy clothing be comprised of Sha’atnez?  

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
While both the Kohen Gadol as well as the Kohanei Hedyot had an Avnet, while the one worn by the 

Kohen Gadol was certainly made of Shaatnez, while there is a dispute if this was the case regarding the 

Avnet of the Kohanei Hedyot. 
10

 'Drink no wine nor strong drink, thou, nor thy sons with thee, when ye go into the tent of meeting, that 

ye die not; it shall be a statute forever throughout your generations.’  
11 There are a total of ninety  physical blemishes that [disqualify] humans alone... 
12

 If his offering be a burnt-offering of the herd, he shall offer it a male without blemish; he shall bring it to 

the door of the tent of meeting, that he may be accepted before the LORD.  
13

 Whosoever toucheth the dead, even the body of any man that is dead, and purifieth not himself--he 

hath defiled the tabernacle of the LORD--that soul shall be cut off from Israel; because the water of 

sprinkling was not dashed against him, he shall be unclean; his uncleanness is yet upon him.  
14

 Ye shall keep My statutes. Thou shalt not let thy cattle gender with a diverse kind; thou shalt not sow 

thy field with two kinds of seed; neither shall there come upon thee a garment of two kinds of stuff 

mingled together.  
15

 Thou shalt not sow thy vineyard with two kinds of seed; lest the fullness of the seed which thou hast 

sown be forfeited together with the increase of the vineyard. Thou shalt not plow with an ox and an ass 

together. Thou shalt not wear a mingled stuff, wool and linen together.   
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 The only commentator who addresses forbidden mixtures in Bigdei Kehuna at length is 

R. Shimshon Refael Hirsch in both his work on the philosophy of Halacha called Horeb,16 as well 

as his commentary on the Tora. In the section dealing with forbidden mixtures,17 entitled, 

“Regarding the Species as Divine Order”, R. Hirsch states, “Only the priest had wool and flax 

mixed in his clothing, for he represents the community as a unity, and in his personality bridges 

all dissimilarities.”18 In this brief comment, R. Hirsch’s counter-intuitive approach is already in 

evidence, i.e., rather than thinking of Sha’atnez as something reprehensible and negative, in fact 

it represents a higher level of existence to which only certain individuals involved in certain 

activities can aspire! Rather than being repulsed by the forbidden mixture of wool and linen, we 

are to look upon it as symbolizing an ideal which we should yearn for and admire as it is 

manifest in the Divine Service of the Kohanim.  The idea is fleshed out in R. Hirsch’s Tora 

commentary: 

 

R. S.R. Hirsch on VaYikra 19:1919 

…Just as in the organism of animals, so in that of Man, two elements are 

present: the vegetative one of nutrition and reproduction, and the animal one 

of perception and movement. But man differs from animal specifically in the 

respective relation of these two elements to each other. In animals, the animal 

element, i.e., perception, feeling and motion are used entirely in the service of 

the vegetative purposes, the urge for food and reproduction. In Man, the 

vegetative is to be subordinate to the animal, and the animal to the human, to 

the understanding, distinguishing and self-deciding will of man, and by this to 

God and His Holy Will… Expressed symbolically, taking Tzemer as cloth material 

to represent the animal, and Pishtim the vegetative element in the human 

being—in animals, Tzemer and Pishtim are Yachdav (together)! But in man, the 

animal element, mind and will power, is not to incline towards the vegetative 

one, is not to be closely connected with the urges of the stomach and the sexual  

life. In Man, Tzemer and Pishtim are to be separated, each one to be kept 

contained in its own separate realm… 

In the case of Tzitzit20 as well as in that of the belts of the priests and garments 

of the High Priest, the law of Sha’atnez does not apply. Tzitzit and Bigdei Kehuna 

                                                           
16

 Horeb: A Philosophy of Jewish Laws and Observances, trans. Dayan Dr. I. Grunfeld, Soncino, New York, 

1981.  
17

 R. Hirsch even includes the prohibition against mixing milk and meat among the forbidden mixtures! 
18

 Horeb, p. 288. 
19

 See also R. Hirsch’s commentary on Shemot 23:19. 

20
 The Gemora in Yevamot 4a derives from the juxtaposition of two verses, Devarim 22:11-2, 

Thou shalt not wear a mingled stuff, wool and linen together.  

Thou shalt make thee twisted cords upon the four corners of thy covering, wherewith thou 

coverest thyself.   
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are positive expressions of the sanctifying and the subordination to the Tora of 

the whole of the human being by and to the Tora. In this subordination to the 

Tora, the difference between the vegetative and the animal parts of Man’s 

nature is done away with. Encompassed by God’s Tora and dedicated to Godly 

purposes, all phases of human life are holy to God… 

 

Consequently, although for the common man, it is assumed that he will be unable to 

keep separate these different aspects of his personality without symbolic reminders such as the 

prohibition of Sha’atnez  to do so, the Kohen serving in the Temple and even the individual who 

appreciates the inherent meaning of the Mitzva of Tzitzit, i.e., the combination of knots and 

strings adding up to 613, as well as what the Tora explicitly states as the Mitzva’s purpose—

BaMidbar 15:39 “And it shall be unto you for a fringe, that ye may look upon it, and remember 

all the commandments of the LORD, and do them; and that ye go not about after your own 

heart and your own eyes, after which ye use to go astray”—the mixing of wool and linen 

constitutes a statement that this particular individual has transcended the need for constant 

reminders to keep the various elements of his humanity separate.   

 

Conclusion 

R. Hirsch’s very original interpretation of the phrase “LeChavod U’LeTifaret” with regard 

to some of the Kohanim’s clothing being comprised of Sha’atnez represents yet another 

instance of the ideal of man striving to bring together and integrate all of the elements of his 

personality, something that perhaps can only be done when engaged in overt Divine Service.  

 

 

A Purim addendum in honor of the advent of Adar I. 

An intriguing connection between Sha’atnez and Purim is discussed in an article 

in a recent issue of Tradition by R. Akiva Males.21 The author calls attention to a 

comment by RaMA22 almost at the very end of Orech Chayim Section of the Shulchan 

Aruch: 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
that if a person has a four-cornered garment made of linen and Tzitziyot made of wool, that one can 

attach them to this garment, with the positive Commandment of attaching Tzitziyot trumping the 

negative Commandment of now wearing Sha’atnez. R. Hirsch extrapolates from the permission to do so 

that Tzitzit offer a similar symbolic value to Bigdei Kehuna. This is particularly relevant during our Temple-

less times when Tzitziyot can be worn even if Bigdei Kehuna cannot. 
21

 “Unmasking an Odd-Sounding Purim Custom: A Theory”, 45:4, 2012. 
22

 Moses Isserles, (1520 - May 11, 1572), was an eminent Ashkenazic rabbi, talmudist, and posek, 
renowned for his fundamental work of Halacha (Jewish law), entitled ha-Mapah (lit., "the tablecloth"), an 
inline commentary on the Shulchan Aruch (lit. "the set table"), upon which his "great reputation as a 
halachist and codifier rests chiefly." He is also well known for his Darchei Moshe commentary on the Tur. 
Isserles is also referred to as the Rema, (or Remo, Rama) (רמ״א), the Hebrew acronym for Rabbi Moses 
Isserles. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ashkenazi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Posek
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Halakha
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shulchan_Aruch
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Arba%27ah_Turim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acronym
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 …and regarding the custom of people wearing masks on Purim as well as a man 

wearing a woman’s garments, and a woman a man’s garment—there is no 

prohibition in the matter since their intentions are for mere rejoicing.23 This is 

also true concerning the wearing of garments containing Rabbinically prohibited 

mixtures of wool and linen. There are some authorities who forbid this, but the 

practice is according to the first theory. Similarly people who snatch items from 

one another while rejoicing24 do not transgress the prohibition of “Thou shalt 

not steal”. This is what has become the custom—provided that one does 

nothing which has been deemed improper according to the community’s 

leaders. 

 

While R. Males formally addresses this strange custom from substantial historical and 

Halachic sources, during the course of his discussion he references two verses in Megillat Esther 

that appear to describe Sha’atnez situations.  

 

Esther 1:6 

There were hangings of white, fine cotton, and blue, bordered with cords of fine 

linen and purple,25 upon silver rods and pillars of marble; the couches were of 

gold and silver, upon a pavement of green, and white, and shell, and onyx 

marble.  

  

 While the manner of curtains hanging in Achashveirosh’s palace can hardly raise any Halachic 

concerns, the second verse, one of the four that is emphasized during the Megilla reading by the 

entire congregation articulating it before the Reader officially reads it, appears to raise a real 

question: 

 

Esther 8:15 

And Mordecai went forth from the presence of the king in royal apparel of blue 

and white, and with a great crown of gold, and with a robe of fine linen and 

purple; and the city of Shushan shouted and was glad.  

 

While R. Males offers a review of relevant Halachic literature, including a citation from Mechir 

Yayin, a commentary that the RaMA himself wrote on the book of Esther, a homiletic 

interpretation of Esther 8:15 occurs to me that would be in keeping to some extent (I am not 

                                                           
23

 This statement seems to constitute quite the “Pandora’s Box”. Surely the intention cannot be that as 

long as one’s intention is for joy, that things otherwise prohibited become permitted. Yet the prohibition 

against transvestitism is surely Toraitic in origin—Devarim 22:5 “A woman shall not wear that which 

pertaineth unto a man, neither shall a man put on a woman's garment; for whosoever doeth these things 

is an abomination unto the LORD thy God.”  
24

 See fn. 22. 
25

 See RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Klai HaMikdash 8:13 cited above. 
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sure and even rather doubt that R. Hirsch would agree with my approach) to R. Hirsch’s analysis 

of Sha’atnez with respect to Bigdei Kehuna. Could Mordechai’s service as a court Jew, valiantly 

attempting to maintain a traditional, observant lifestyle while also not only participating in the 

affairs of state, but even challenging someone determined to appropriate for himself great 

power and exterminate a minority in order to gain wealth and notoriety, representative of 

achieving the sort of wholeness that Sha’atnez represents? Is Mordechai on some level a third 

example, in addition to the Bigdei Kehuna and Tzitziyot, of the Shleimut for which we all should 

strive? 

 

 Let me know what you think! 

 


