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Boker tov and Shabbat Shalom, 

 

Thank you for inviting me to speak this morning. Ki Teitzei is the 49th parasha in 

the Torah. It is a collection of 74 civil and interpersonal laws which focus on 

specific rules about proper family responsibilities and relationships, daily living, 

justice, work, and sexuality.  

 

As one who sews, I have always been interested in the texture, color, and design of 

fabric. Today I want to focus on Deuteronomy chapter 22 verse 11.  

ו׃ ַֽׁ ים יְַּחד  ֶמר ּוִפְשִתִּ֖ ז ֶצֶ֥ ְטנ ֵ֔ עַּ ַֽׁ שׁ֙ שַּ א ִתְלבַּ           {ס} ל ֹ֤

 

You shall not wear cloth combining wool and linen. 

 A similar, yet less specific commandment is also noted previously in Leviticus 

19:19 

ִיםׁ֙  ֶגד ִכְלאַּׁ֙ יָך׃ ּוֶבֹ֤ ֶלַֽׁ ה ע  א יֲַּעֶלִּ֖ ז ל ֶ֥ ְטנ ֵ֔ עַּ ַֽׁ שַּ  

you shall not sow your field with two kinds of seed; you shall not put on cloth from 

a mixture of two kinds of material.  
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Why does it matter what the Israelites what they wore in Egypt and during their 

trek through the dessert?  

 

I am going to be talking about Shaatnez. The term Shaatnez is used to describe the 

combination of linen and wool together. In tractate Kil'ayim (9:8),of the Mishna in 

the Jerusalem Talmud, shaatnez is interpreted an acrostic of three words: שע 

'combing', טוה 'spinning', and נז 'twisting' .The Modern Hebrew word שעטנז means 

'mixture'.  

We can extrapolate what the Israelites wore during their time in Egypt and 

afterward from art and archeological findings. People needed clothes that were 

cool during the day and warm at night. Currently annual temperatures in Egypt 

range from the mid 60˚s to mid 90˚s-taking into account global warming. But I bet 

the temperatures in biblical times were not too different. In most archeological art, 

wall paintings, carvings and decorations on pottery, men were depicted wearing 

skirts from their waists to knees. The women typically were draped with clothes, 

perhaps one shoulder free, in a sheath like dress whose length was down to their 

ankles.   

In archeological findings, mummies were shrouded in linen and there is evidence 

that linen was used for wall hangings in Egyptian homes.  

During biblical times, flax, which is the basic fiber for linen, was very important. 

Flax seed, barley and wheat are among the oldest know foods. The flax grew well 

in moist sandy soil. The flax seed grew into the flax stock that provided long 

strong fibers and once processed were woven into linen. In addition, the seed when 

pressed made linseed oil which was not only used as a dietary supplement for its 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kil%27ayim_(Talmud)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acrostic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_Israeli_Hebrew
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_Israeli_Hebrew
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omega-3 fatty acids but also could be used as a drying oil for varnish or wood 

finishing.  

In the Torah, the word linen is mentioned 104 times in 90 verses and flax 11 times 

in 10 verses. Once the flax seed was planted, it took 100 days for it germinate. It 

was then harvested, soaked in water for 1-2 weeks to soften the stalks. Afterward 

the stalks were dried, broken, and then the fibers were combed, spun, and woven 

into fabric. A 20 x 20-foot section of flax could make a shirt of fine linen using the 

longer strands of fibers and using the shorter fibers for lesser quality cloth. 

The linen could be dyed in a variety of colors from plant sources. Ground almond 

leaves and ground pomegranate rinds made a yellow dye, the bark from the 

pomegranate tree made a black dye. Red dye could be made from the roots of a 

madder plant – which is related to the coffee plant and blue dye was made from the 

indigo flower. However, the indigo dye for the Tekhelet in the tzitit was thought to 

be produced from a snail known as the Ḥillazon.[7] 

 

 

The bible’s very first shepherd was Abel in Genesis 4. His offering of the 

firstborns of his flock (which could have been sheep or goats) to God was accepted 

and his brother’s offering of produce was not- and we all know how that turned 

out. 

 

In biblical times, sheep were very important to the nomadic and agricultural life. 

Sheep were a sign of wealth, and they were used sacrifices, for their milk and 

meat. The hide was used for clothing and bedding and the wool was spun into 

fabric.   

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tekhelet#cite_note-7
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To make woolen fabric, the sheep were sheared annually in the spring; yielding  6-

7 lbs of wool per sheep. The best wool was from the upper part of the animal 

which did not get as dirty as the lower part. The wool was washed and cleaned and 

was then combed and carded to straighten the fibers. After that, the fibers were 

spun into thread. Several strands of threads were then joined and twisted together 

into yarn. The yarn was put on a loom and the material was woven. The wool, like 

the linen could be dyed either during the making of the yarn or after the material 

was woven. 

 

So why are the Israelites commanded not to combine linen and wool in a garment? 

Some say this is a CHOK, one of those commandments that doesn’t have a reason 

why. Just take G-d’s word  and do it. Early writers, like Maimonides, stated that 

the prohibition was a case of the general law (Leviticus 20:23) against imitating 

Canaanite customs. 

As you know in Judaism, nothing is every clear cut. The Torah forbids “intertying" 

wool and linen together, with the two exceptions. The first is the garments 

of kohanim[further explanation needed] and the second is  tzitit.  

Rabbinic Judaism maintains that shaatnez was permitted in the case of 

the avnet (Kohen's girdle), in which fine white linen was interwoven with woolen 

purple, blue, and scarlet material. This set the Kohen Gadol apart from the average 

person demonstrating that this outfit was only for holy purposes. 

 

ר ב ֵּ֞ ֹ֤י דַּ לׁ֙  ֶאל־ְבנ  א  ְרת    ִיְשר  מַּ ם ְוא  ֶהֵ֔ ּו ֲאל  שׂ֨ ם ְוע  ֶהֶ֥ ת ל  י ִציִצִ֛ ֶ֥ ְנפ  ל־כַּ ם עַּ יֶהִּ֖ ם ִבְגד  ָ֑ ת  ר  ּו ְלד  ְֶ֥תנִ֛ ת ְונ  ל־ִציִצֶ֥ ִָּ֖֖ף עַּ נ  כ   הַּ

יל ֶלת׃ ְפִתֶ֥ ַֽׁ  ְתכ 

In Numbers 15:38-40, which we already said this morning after reciting the shema 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maimonides
https://www.mechon-mamre.org/p/pt/pt0320.htm#23
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canaan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Please_clarify
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbinic_Judaism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kohen
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the Israelites are instructed to make…. fringes on the corners of their garments 

throughout the ages; let them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner. 

One theory was that G-d’s goal was that his people would be a nation “of priests” 

representing the true G-d in how they wanted people to live and the tzitzit would 

serve as a reminder of their special relationship with G-d 

During the long trek through the dessert, G-d provided food and clothing to the 

Israelites. I can’t imagine the women had time to spin and weave the wool and they 

were probably never in one place long enough to grow the flax for the linen. 

 

The Boston Shatnez Laboratory founded in 2007 by Rabbi Zvi Solomon, is located 

in Brighton, MA is a member of the International Association of Professional 

Shatnez Laboratories (IAOPSL). It services the Greater Boston area through 

testing, by providing educational seminars and issuing consumer shatnez alerts. 

 

The first shatnez lab in the US was founded in Brooklyn New York and currently it 

headquarters are Lakewood New Jersey. In the early days when Jews were 

immigrating to America it took a long time to find and train people on how to 

check the clothing for shaatnez. At that time, the only way one could be assured 

that the garment was shaatnez-free was to have it checked by using different 

chemical solutions, pulling on the fabric, or burning the material to identify the 

fibers – a process that had to be done or supervised by someone with knowledge 

and expertise. 

However, in the 1940’s the Boston area was struggling to provide good shaatnez 

services. The Bostoner Rebbe, of blessed memory, contacted Professor Schwartz at 

the Textile department at MIT and as it turned out, MIT had just developed and 
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built two polarizing microscopes that identified fibers by color.  In examining 

fabric through the microscope, the color of linen fibers appeared different from the 

color of wool. The Rebbe purchased one of these microscopes at great expense and 

was able to learn and train others how to check for shaatnez.  

After shabbat, you can log onto the Boston Shatnez Laboratory website and find a 

list of clothing manufacturers that practice shatnez typically using linen material to 

provide interfacing or underlying structure to clothing, especially in the collars, 

lapels, and cuffs of suits.  Do not go by what the labels says. You can call Rabbi 

Solomon and make an appointment and he can help you out.  

 

We’ve taken a trip through biblical times understanding their clothing, the process 

of making the linen and wool and hopefully have a better understanding about the 

laws of shatnez.  

 

Shabbat shalom. 

 

 

https://images.shulcloud.com/13691/uploads/dvarTorah-SuzanneBrand2021.pdf 

 

 

 

 


