Issues of Inclusion

Judith Plaskow,
‘Facing the Ambiguity of God’ (1991)

Much feminist work on God-language, including my own, has focused on particular
aspects of God to the neglect of others. Feminist characterizations of the sacred ha_ﬁé-'_;
emerged largely out of two central experiences: coming to self-awareness in commus
nity with other women; and claiming the healing power of connection to the natural
world. These experiences have generated a rich array of images for God focus
on female, natural, and non-hierarchical metaphors. Such images depict Go
source, wellspring and fountain, mother and womb of life. God is Shekhina, Goddiss
all that seeks life; earth, moon, lover, friend — and so on.

It is entirely legitimate and even essential for a new community finding its
to speak and write about God by drawing upon its own most fundamental
ences. In a profoundly misogynistic culture that has ruthlessly exploited the
environment — and that has linked women with the natural world on man
of practice and discourse — feminist metaphors for God clucidate long-buried @
sions of divinity. These metaphors are not just political correctives to dominant M
of secing and being; they arise from and refer to real discoveries of the sati
places we had long stopped looking to find it.

Insofar as feminist metaphors represent a deliberate attempt to capture.
ular aspects of experience, however, they are also necessarily partial. In a €88
in the Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion (Spring 1989), Catherine Mags
a number of respondents criticized the ‘niceness’ of God in feminist theol
argued that once God becomes Goddess or acquires female charact
connected too exclusively with the so-called female virtues of nurturing, 4
caretaking, and is cordoned off from the savagery of the world. A ‘nice I8
does not take us sufficiently beyond traditional images, Madsen arguc '
than a ‘Queen of the Universe’ undoes the hierarchical nature of tradi
imagery. |

A number of feminist writers and religious thinkers have begun
fuller and more complex account of the divine than the notion Qf-._
God allows for. But I basically agree with Madsen that the ambig®

J. Plaskow, ‘Facing the Ambiguity of God’, Tikkun 6 (1991)
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512 CONTEMPORARY JEWISH PHILOSOPHY

the evil impulse’, said Rabbi Nahman B. Samuel, ‘man would not take a wife, or
beget a child, or engage in business.
These truths do not absolve us

>

from responsibility for the consequences of our
choices, but they do point to ambiguity, contradiction, and paradox as fundamental
aspects of our experience. One of the things I have always most valued about the
Jewish tradition is its refusal to disconnect God from the contradictory whole of
reality. ‘I form light and create darkness, I make weal and create woe — 1 the Lord
do all these things’, Isaiah announces (Isa. 45:7). This has always seemed to me a
far more religiously satisfying perspective than a theology that would close off huge
areas of our experience and declare them devoid of sacred power. I do not know
how a monotheist can choose to find God in the dry land and #ot in the tidal wave
that destroys it — or only in our power o choose life and not also in our power to

choose (see Deut. 30:15, 19).

Yet 1 certainly understand why
this aspect of God. It is not unique or ¢
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I and other feminists have not raced to deal with
entral to feminist experience; and in addi-

tion, it is difficult and painful. More than this, however, the ambiguous God threatens
to bring us back to the images of domination we se€ as SO problematic in the tradi-
tion. I and many other feminists have pointed to the destructiveness of hierarchical
images of God such as Lord and King, images that draw upon and in turn justify
oppression in society. But what if God as Lord points not simply to the manipula-
tive ruler of history, the cosmic patriarch who authorizes numerous forms of opp:
sion, but also the non-rational and unpredictable dimension of experience, the fo
we cannot control or contain? How do we name the power in the world that ma
us know our vulnerability, that terrifies and overwhelms us? Can we name this po’
s? Can we jettison the Lord of history withos

without invoking images of Othernes
also losing the Lord of contradictory life? Can we name the ambiguous God wi

resorting to the traditional metaphors that have cationalized oppression and demi
the humanity of women? |

I do not know the answers to these questions, but they bring me to a NEW P
of wrestling my tradition. If I read the traditional liturgy from the perspec ive
God’s ambiguity, then I suddenly see it in a new and ambiguous light. Kaddish,
example, is not simply a hymn to God’s sovereignty said precisely at the ¢
when I most deeply know my lack of power to preserve those I love. Itis an @
edgement of my own impotence exactly when I know myself as impotent. Bu
I pray to this contradictory God? Or should I pray against him or her? If 1
ledged God’s ambiguity directly rather than burying it in images of Pr¢
that make the ambiguity any easier to worship? Do T have to change ‘W
weal and woe’ to ‘who creates all things’ in order to be able to say the Wi
how do I continue to pray to the God who empowers me when I have €08

the equivocal nature of all power?
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514 CONTEMPORARY JEWISH PHILOSOPHY

Jewish women have an opportunity to participate in the reconstituting of Jewish
communal life as a self-conscious Judaic political system expressive of profound reli-
gious symbols and relationships. Contemporary Jewish political theory — now in its
infancy — needs a feminist perspective on the nature of Jewish unity, historic memory,
and the shaping of our common destiny. Such contemporary phenomena as havurot
and women’s minyans suggest new forms of highly fluid and responsive egalitarian
spiritual communities. Philosophic reflection upon and critique of women’s leader-
ship styles and structures must begin to have an impact on covenantal theology as
well as on local practice, influencing the ideology and praxis of the Jewish people
as a self-conscious political entity.

Daniel Elazar suggests that

[e]very political tradition represents shared expectations as to what consti-
tutes justice in public affairs, a common sense of the proper use of power
in the pursuit of political goals, a shared understanding of the reciprocal
relationship between power and justice in the body politic and a common
view of the proper relationship between the governors and the governed.
It is built around an enduring consensus ... on the part of the members
of the political community . . . about common questions over generations.®

[ suggest some issues that a feminist contribution to Jewish political theory needs
to address and some possible approaches. First, women’s experiences in the family
and in the roles they have traditionally occupied may suggest models for the
covenantal relationship different from those offered by men. Elazar speaks of the
political expression of the covenant as a ‘system of contracts’, ‘loyalty’, ‘mor y
grounded obligation beyond that demanded for mutual advantage’, ‘a compact’
as that which delineates the ‘authority, power, and integrity of the partners’.®
there is an entire realm of a more personal mutuality and cooperation and caritig
an erotic basis, if you will — disciplined, delineated, and institutionalized by th
Covenant Elazar noted but failed to develop adequately. In this regard, womes
experiences and their conceptualization of the ethical ties of relationships
be called into play.

Carol Gilligan’s recent identification of the predominantly female ethic of
in contrast to the male abstract ethic of ‘rights and obligations’ could ¢
significantly to the discussion. It might also be constructive for women toO
Martin Buber’s ‘dialogical’ understanding of the biblical Covenant, whose
precisely the mutuality and intimacy of marriage partners and whose ultima
sion is in the societal life of the Jewish community — in a covenantally base
Turning to Gilligan and Buber would help to expand the discussion B€I
narrow focus set by traditional political theory. The inclusion of Bub
good reminder that there is the possibility of a larger perspective that reca
partial perspectives of exclusively male or female viewpoints. L.

The Bible and the tradition portray the Covenant between God af
erotic images as well as in political terms. Since that literature Was
sively from the male perspective, women ought to recall that spirt

offering new spiritual-erotic imagery that reflects female expert
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516 CONTEMPORARY JEWISH PHILOSOPHY
A Feminist Contribution to Jewish Ethics and
Ethical Theory

This discussion has raised a number of issues for the feminist Jewish ethicist. Does
the logic of Halacha conform to the model of American male ethical reasoning that
Gilligan identifies? Is Gilligan’s ideal model of reconciled male and female ethical
perspectives — an inclusive adult ethic of both ‘caring’ and ‘rights’ - relevant to
Jewish ethical ideals and principles? Would Gilligan’s model be of value in the devel- mirn

opment of new concepts of ethical life within Judaism? colt
Gilligan’s model might also be compared to and augmented by Martin Buber’s of il
dialogical model of ethical interaction. According to Buber, all true ethical relations Jewi
of the I to the Thou, i.e., the affirmation by the I of defiy

are predicated on the response
the integrity and legitimacy of the otherness of the other and its reconciliation with rate

the equal legitimacy of the 1. It must be noted here that Buber’s ethical theory

precisely precludes Halacha as a legitimate ethical expression. Need that be true of conc
all true ethical thinking inclusive of a female perspective?’ Mair
Buber’s ethical theory is linked to and grounded in religious experience in general betwr

and the Covenant in particular. The Mosaic Covenant is the paradigm of the I-Thou Main
relation. It thus grounds ethics in religion and mandates that both culminate in the tions
good and true society. If Buber’s ethics is expressive and inclusive of women’s expe- era w
rience, then his theory also provides women a way to link their experience of ethical; by
divine-human relationship, on the one hand, and’ model

thinking and relationships to the

to a Jewish social theory, on the other.
A Jewish feminist ethical theory needs to determine whether an ethic of resp

to the other in relationship is necessarily spontaneous, as Buber claims, and ¢
fore cannot be institutionalized in a halachic law, or whether ethics is reconct
with a divine law and with universal rights and principles, as Gilligan sug
Jewish ethical theory must be open also to the newest empirical research ofl
philosophical analyses of female ethical thinking. Moreover, feminists ©
contribute to the growing literature on specific ethical issues in Judaism, .8
ethics, business ethics, morality of war and the like.

eligic

A Feminist Analysis of the Authority of Tradition

The issue of a feminist contribution to Jewish ethical and political theory
a larger contextual problem: defining the authority of Jewish tradition, €
non-Orthodox Jews. In regard to Jewish feminism this question appears &5
ularly pointed way as a conflict between almost universally accepted o 1
ethical insights about women’s nature and historic domination, on
and what appears to be an outmoded and destructive tradition, o0 |
confrontation of a Jewish tradition, which we experience as arcane an
yet to which we are profoundly loyal, with a modern gentile ‘ruth’ th
too, has occurred in a variety of ways throughout Jewish history- A ,
ulated the problem poignantly and believed that he resolved it in his €85

and Assimilation.’
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an eclectic hodge-podge without much attempt at clarity or consistency. This un-
examined life leaves us the victims, rather than the framers, of our spiritual and
communal future. The philosophic approach recommended below precisely addresses
the problem of integrating changes in and varieties of belief and practice into Jewish

philosophy in an ongoing manner.

The Basic Categories of Jewish Belief and Praxis;
A Unified Theory of Jewish Female Experience; Recommendations
for the Proper Philosophic Method

Jewish women ought to contribute to the philosophic definition and analysis of the
central beliefs and praxis of Judaism. Women’s worship groups have begun to define
for themselves which Jewish beliefs and rituals are especially important to them. For
example, a number of contemporary feminist theologians have called for the inclu-
sion of Goddess language and Shechina worship within Judaism. This directly
conflicts with the traditional Jewish philosophical understanding of God which has
traditionally stripped him of any trace of anthropomorphism — of any gender, bodily;
or even anthropopathic designations. Jewish philosophers, then, need to confront the
challenge posed by feminists, and feminists need to address the question of the validity
of the classic philosophic concept of God. Must we have the Goddess and/or the
King of the Universe to have Adonai? Is the philosophic rejection of the Goddess &
plot to keep God male?

A second challenge to traditional Jewish philosophy by Jewish feminism afSeS
from the centrality some women’s communities have given to the monthly celé
tion of the New Moon, Rosh Hodesh. For some women, Rosh Hodesh, becais
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its mirroring of the female biological cycle, takes on an importance close to that®
Shabbat.

Judaism needs a mode of philosophic inquiry that is responsive yet nOt I€
to the real attitudes and experiences of Jewish women. More generally,
ethical, social, erotic, and spiritual expressions ought to influence the choit
philosophic approach to integrate them into Jewish philosophy. Such a method ¥
bring to bear both traditional philosophic arguments and emerging attifuties
the basic issues 1 have identified. It would reconcile communal and histoj
understandings with ideal philosophic constructions of Judaism. 9

Women can exercise a necessary critique of the predominant reaction: r
in contemporary Jewish philosophy that attempt to construct a statie P
of an eternal Judaism. Women ought to be in the forefront of a MO
from a philosophic approach that conceives of ideals as static and un
culture and existential situation. Instead, women should espouse &
method that formulates universals and ideals as they emerge from ¥

women’s communities, but others as well -

living Jewish communities — 2
le as a whole 108

to the needs of Jewish women and the Jewish peop
deepen practice and self-understandings. _

The notion of Jewish philosophy as the discovery of ?“f“'-’ .j_
laws to be imposed on all Jewish communities without distnctie
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Judith Plaskow,

i
i ‘Beyond Egalitarianism’ (1990)
€
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become a feminist Judaism focused on women’s issues, but a Judaism that all Jews
have participated in shaping. But how do we move from here to there? How does hea
egalitarianism become the starting point for a fuller process of transformation? Par
WOl
I would suggest that there are at least five stages that any community has to move cha
through on the path from egalitarianism to feminism or genuine equality. My treat- thei
ment of these stages will be schematic, both because of limitations of space and say
because the content of any stage will be determined by the needs and problems of wan
particular communities. acd
e The first stage is hearing silence. Indeed, the impetus to move beyond egal-
itarianism stems from hearing the silence of the Jewish tradition and of particular thes;
Jewish institutions and events concerning the history and experience of women. cong
Silence is difficult to hear. When a silence is sufficiently vast, it fades into the order men,
of things. We take it for granted as the nature of reality. When I went through three wor
years of graduate school without reading a single word written by a woman, it took that
me a long time to notice. After all, men are theologians; whom else should we study? that
Women have a long history of reading ourselves into silence. From childhood bedtime text.
stories to the biblical narratives, from male teachers to male books on male Judaism, the o
women learn to people silences with our own shadowy forms. learn;
Rebekah, Bruriah, and other individual women, a class on women in the Bible tution
or a panel at the Y, are not disproofs of women’s silence in Judaism. These are own
names and occasions we need to turn to after we have listened to silence, not in (
order to fill or deny it. Otherwise we miss the jolts against whose background partic- spacef
ular women and events emerge: ‘you shall not covet your neighbour’s wife’ (Exod. and e
. the absence of Miriam’s propheck ion,

20:14) (who is the community being addressed?);

or the record of Huldah’s teaching (the hints in normative sources that there §
much more to women’s leadership than the sources choose to tell us); a talmud
discussion of whether a girl penetrated before age three should receive her
ketubab (Ketubot 11a, b) (would women scholars ever have asked this ques
a contemporary discussion of this talmudic debate that assumes this is a reas
question. Women were agents throughout Jewish history, fashioning and res
to Jewish life and carrying its burdens. But women’s perceptions and questions
not give form and content to Scripture, shape the direction of Jewish lav of !
expression in liturgy.

o The second stage is making a space to name silence. Both hearing and
silence can refer to the large silences of Jewish history or the smaller silencess
any particular movement or community. Hearing silence is often a privaté &
ence. Whether a community will move beyond egalitarianism is in part
by whether or not it creates the space for people to name the silences
Often in particular egalitarian communities women’s silence i interpreted €
accidental or as personal choice, or it simply leaves people resentful of
‘We just don’t happen to have many women who feel competent O
discussions.” I don’t know why more men than wo
the discussion; anyone can participate.’ The historical and structurd
women’s speech thus get dismissed or overlooked, and the community

from responsibility.

.'|. g
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Jews acknowledge that at least half of Torah is missing. Will Hebrew Union College ang
or the Jewish Theological Seminary confront the contradiction of educating women be |
in institutions in which Torah is still defined entirely on male terms? That depends

on whether they hear the silence built into their curricula. g::j

e The last phase is checking back. Speaking into silence entails enormous risk. hurﬂ
It involves changes that are uncharted and whose direction is finally unpredictable, not
Not everything spoken into silences will be true or worth saying, and not everything throy
said will finally feel Jewish. Any change that a community takes in the direction of teack

transforming Judaism will necessarily involve feedback and evaluation. Did a partic- alike
ular liturgical or curricular change work? Whom did it empower? Did it create new

areas of silence? Did it open new areas of Jewish experience and exploration? Did ?l:ozt‘\
it feel Jewish? Why or why not? What is our operative understanding of ‘Jewish’, 1
and does it need to be expanded? Would we want to continue our change or exper- tion t
iment again? Would we want to teach the change to our children? after

While such evaluation is crucial, it is equally crucial that it follow speaking into way
silence rather than precede it. Too often, questions concerning the appropriateness strugg|
and boundaries of change are the first ones raised when feminists begin to alter it in a
tradition. Judgement is demanded in advance of any real experimentation. Will it be needs |
Jewish? is asked as a way of maintaining silence and continuing the status quo. Bur passagy
once we hear the silence of women, it becomes clear that repairing that silence will beings
take all the creativity Jews can muster. Experiments in form, in content, in new rela: S a tra
tionships between women and men will all be necessary to make Judaism whole Th

There is time to decide the shape of the Jewish future — but that time is after those It know
who have been silent have spoken. f

How in
ent kin

Abraham Isaac Kook,

‘Fragments of Light: A View as to the Reasons for the
Commandments’ (1910)

... The free movement of the moral impulse to establish justice for animals g
ally and the claim of their rights from mankind are hidden in a natural ps
bility in the deeper layers of the Torah. In the ancient value system of
while the spiritual illumination (which later found its bastion in Israel) w:
among individuals without involvement in a national framework, before na
differentiated into distinct speech forms, the moral sense had risen to
demanding justice for animals. “The first man had not been allowefi
(Sanhed. 59b), as is implied in God’s instruction to Adam: ‘I have giv
herb yielding seed which is on the face of all the earth, and every
the fruit of a tree yielding seed — it shall be to you for food’ (Gen. 1
humanity, in the course of its development, suffered a setback. alIlC.l . -
bear the great light of its illumination, its receptive capacity b?lng s
withdrawn from the fellowship with other creatures, whom 1f excEi

spiritual superiority. Now it became necessary to confine the contt
I

A. Kook, The Lights of Penitence, Lights of Holiness, The Moral Princiflles
and Poems, trans. B. Bokser (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1978)
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read in the future, when the human heart will be conditioned for it. The feelings of a national cen
the animal, the sensitivity to its family attachment implied in the rule not to slaughter of weaklings,
an ox or a sheep ‘with its young on the same day’ (Lev. 22:28), and, on the other Ientered, i
hand, the caution against callous violation of the moral sense in an act of cruelty not only a sub
shown particularly in the break-up of the family implied in the directive concerning in the diaspor;
a bird’s nest, to let the mother bird go before taking the young (Deut. 22:26-27) - might’, the voi
all these join in a mighty demonstration against the general inequity that stirs every four spiritual d
heart, and renews vitality even to souls that have strayed, whose hearts have grown of the Lord V‘j
dull because of sickness and anger. The divine protest could not extend to man’s counsel and mij
right over the animal raised by him, until a much later time. Then concern will even To sum it g
be shown for the taste of the food eaten by the tilling animal, expressing a perma- 81d expression
nent spirit of compassion and an explicit sense of justice. ‘Oxen and asses that till manifestations .
the soil will eat their fodder savored with spices, and winnowed with shovel and and in literature
fan to remove the chaff’ (Isa. 30:24). sans of one ide;
The prohibition of eating the fat comes to us, on the other hand, in a subdued the level of seek
call. If, by necessity, to strengthen your prowess, you slaughter the animal, which seemingly differ
you raised by your exertion, do not indulge in this to satisfy the vulgar craving that light of life and

lusts for fat, especially in the primitive stages of man. When the savage luxury of
eating fat and blood — one can always find room for a delicacy — is forbidden, i
takes away the worst element of this cruel gluttony. The impact of this provision
will become apparent in the full maturing of culture that is due to come in the
future.

The legal inequity in the ownership of property is registered in the prohibition
of wearing a mixed garment of wool and linen. We are inhibited from the free mixing
of wool, which was taken by robbery from the innocent sheep, with flax, which was
acquired by equitable, pleasant and cultured labour. The animal will yet i
cultural status through the control of a higher moral sense, so that its readiness
idealistic participation with man will not be strange or far away. Therefore we ¢
directed to add to the fringe on a linen garment a woollen thread of blue, "

The area th
- the divine, the
life, whose effec
ié_nd will offer ¥
domain of the 1
influence on the:
It is true tH
Jeople, but the
Value were inclug
Bt the spirit dif
Siierged in some

similarly to mix freely a mixture of wool and linen in the garment of the pHEss of humanis
(Exod. 28:5, 8).1 . y. i these disturb

The mixing of meat and milk is a grave offence, an act that is pervaded & fing to its troyl
gether with the oppression of life, an oppression of a living being - and of p ot this reaso

erty. Milk, which serves so naturally to feed the tender child, that he mi g
the mother’s breast, was not created so as to stuff with it the stomach, W8
are so hard and cruel as to eat meat. The tender child has a prior and more ! These devel o
right than you. 9

Just as the rule to cover the blood extends the sway of “You shall no&s
to the domain of the animal, and the prohibition of mixing meat and milk rsed of Jy
banning of linen and wool in a garment extends the injunctions, “You sh
and “You shall not oppress’, so does the rule against cating the meat
killed by another animal or one that died by itself extend the duty to G5
visit the sick to the animal kingdom: be compassionate at Jeast on the ¥
ones, if your heart is insensitive to the healthy and the strong. ;

When this seed is planted in the thick earth of the field blessed " '
will bear its fruit. It is necessary for its cultivation to join all these SE8

.- asgrey
fail‘est hq
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Notes to Section 28

I conceive of Jewish feminist philosophy as a contribution to the philosophy of Judaism from
a particular vantage point rather than as a self-enclosed endeavour separate from a ‘male’
Jewish philosophy.

Elazar, Daniel: Kinship and Consent: The Jewish Political Tradition and its Contemporary
Uses: Center for Jewish Community Studies: University Press of America, Washington, D.C,
1983: p. 9.

Ibid. p. 1.

Ibid. p. 11.

Tbid. p. 5.

Plaskow, Judith: ‘The Right Question is Theological’, in Heschel, Susannah: On Being a Jewish
Feminist: Schocken, NY, 1983: p. 73.

Although there is much to be commended in Carol Gilligan’s study of male and female ethical
development, her methodology also ought to be subjected to philosophic critique. For example

the collecting of data can perhaps accurately pick out contemporary American male and female,
ethical reasoning styles. However, one needs a clear philosophical methodology to interpret

the data. Gilligan’s designation of the former as an ethic of ‘rights’ and the latter as an ethic

of ‘caring’ is far from adequate. Moreover, an empirical study can hardly provide by itself a

way to determine what ethical thinking ought to be normative unless we decide such issues

by polls. Even a democracy that includes women’s voices as well as men’s can hardly serve

as a legitimate criterion of the truth of ethical and meta-ethical principles. There is a clear

need for philosophers — especially feminist ethicists — to continue where Gilligan has left off.

We ought to look to such important philosophies of ethics as those of, e.g., Kierkcgaagé;-

Hegel, and the socialists for inspiration and direction. Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Harvard
University Press, 1982. \
Ibid. p. 73.

The large percentage of American women who choose law as a profession would suggest that
legal reasoning is hardly a male prerogative. o
In passing, | would like to raise the possibility that the failure of most philosophical analyss Iransitig
of Buber’s ethics to understand his theory may be due to the latter’s basis in a more gene tradictiq
ally “female’ style of ethical reasoning. 3
Selected Essays by Ahad Ha‘am. Trans. Leon Simon: Jewish Publication Society, Philadelpt

1912: pp. 112-16.
This is not in any way to suggest that Maimonides’ position on women was enli
Maimonides believed that women were biologically inferior — in his Aristotelian ters
they possessed inferior ‘matter’ — and therefore were both morally and intellectually wis
See, e.g., Guide 11, 8.
‘Reflections on Jewish Theology Today’, in On Jews and Judaism in Crisis: Schocken
1975: pp. 264-5.
As a reminder of God and of the divine law ordained in Numbers 15:38. -
The priestly vestments were to be made of ‘blue, purple and scarlet’ yarn, which s of
and twined linen.

The reference is, no doubt, to the Zionist movement.




