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Here is a dichotomy; are we a people who value what we can see or what we can hear? After all, we 

believe in a God who speaks to us but cannot be seen by our mortal eyes. We recite the Shema twice a 

day that challenges us to “Hear, O Israel.” We stood at the base of Mount Sinai to receive God’s words 

and we responded to them by proclaiming “na’aseh v’nishmah… we will do and we will hear.” But for 

the last two weeks, we learned about the beautiful adornment that is required in the Mishkan, the holy 

tabernacle. And this week we learn how the priest should be dressed. So—here is my question: which 

sense should take precedent over the other—visual or auditory, what we can see or what we can hear? 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks writes that hearing causes us to pay attention and cautions that visual focus as 

one's primary can lead to avodah zarah, a foreign or idolatrous worship. To support his case, he tells us 

that 92 times in the book of Deuteronomy, hearing or a verb similar to it is used in some way , shape, or 

form. Then he points out that the word for clothing [begged] is also associated with the verb for betrayal 

[bagadnu]. What we see can seduce and lead us away from holiness, but what we hear can let God’s 

voice resonate.  

So, why does this week’s parasha spend so much time on the priestly garments, especially if the clothing 

might cause us some betrayal? 

To answer that, let’s turn to Shakespeare, who wrote in Hamlet: “The apparel oft proclaims the man.” It 

was the advice that Polonius gave to his son Laertes. And it was a pithy sentiment, to say the least, and 

prudent as well as a forerunner to what was going to happen. Indeed, Torah has many descriptions of 

clothing that will help define the moment in our narrative: Adam and Eve hid from God when they 

realized that they were naked after eating the apple; Jacob wore his brother Esau’s clothing to secure 

his father’s blessing; Tamar dressed up as a harlot to seduce and trick Judah; and Joseph’s clothing 

caused jealousy and anger within his brothers. Clothing in our Torah chronology gets a bad rap! 

Yet, Dr. Michael Fishbane of Brandeis University teaches that the unwrapping of these images is the 

majesty of Torah. He wrote a book called Garments of Torah, which was the most difficult and 

challenging book I have ever attempted and it was designed to be that way—Dr. Fishbane found the 

most obscure words that would have had the writers of an SAT exam scratching their heads. He took the 

noun forms and transformed them to verbs as well as verbs into adjectives. Reading the book required 

having a dictionary at one’s side. He tries to use a technique that Maimonides used when he wrote 

Guide for the Perplexed; creating layers of understanding that required the reader to really think and 

decode the philosophy which is wrapped around the words through vocabulary and metaphor.  

Now examine the clothing of the Kohanim, the priests. They are dressed in layers; from undergarments 

to britches to a belt to a tunic and a breastplate with head covering— layers of linen clothing to make 

sure that they become the embodiment of the faith. Rabbi Jonathan Sacks writes that is the visual 

imagery of what hearing is all about—hearing, listening, processing, deciphering, and then embodying 

the words spoken by God.   



In rabbinic school, one of my favorite teachers was Rabbi Leonard Kravitz. He taught Maimonides and 

the art of Homiletics [that is preaching!]. One of my favorite sayings was that being a Reform Jew was 

like dancing at two weddings at the same time. We danced to the music of tradition at the same time 

we danced to the beat of modernity. Rabbi Kravitz would say that Maimonides understood this, as his 

book Guide for the Perplexed would give voice to the appreciation of the aesthetics found in living a 

Jewish life for they opened the gateways of appreciating the gifts of the intellect God has given us. This 

was echoed by the great Rabbi Avraham Kook, who served as the first chief Rabbi in Israel, who was a 

brilliant scholar and a major donor to the Betselel Art School in Jerusalem. Such thinking was applauded 

by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, who encourages us to find a balance between aesthetics in life and real depth 

of our learning; between the heart and the head; between doing God’s work and being in God’s image… 

I will add to his list by balancing our commitment to Tikkun Olam [social action work] and our 

commitment to ritual observance.  

What do we value more—seeing or doing? It is a dance, my friends. We need to do both and at the 

same time. We must admit that one might take precedent over the other at a certain moment, only to 

find it flip a little bit later. O, to be a Jew in the 21st century is to dance through life with a sense of 

knowing and appreciating as we live out our days. Like the clothing of the Kohanim, it is within those 

layers that allow us to embody the richness and the beauty, the secrets and the majesty of being a Jew!! 


