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Small Tastings of Torah, Judaism and Spirituality 

From Rav Binny 

 (Portion of Pekudei) 

 
“Sha’ah ba’yetziah!”  These were the words every IDF soldier dreaded hearing, all week long. Loosely translated as ‘An 

hour when you’re headed out’ it meant that for some infraction you would have to wait an hour when your unit was 

released on weekend pass, before heading out.  

I can still vividly recall the time I was given that punishment after a particularly difficult few weeks in Lebanon. And it was 

not even from one of my own commanders. I had managed to get a ride on Friday morning south from the Bekaa Valley 

(where we were stationed opposite the Syrians) to a large base just over the border in Southern Lebanon, near a village 

called Marja’oun.  

After finding out there was a truck leaving in about half an hour I had enough time to walk over to the canteen to get 

something for breakfast. But having been in Lebanon for nearly three weeks, I had completely forgotten I was back on a 

large base where army dress code regulations were enforced, and it wasn’t long before a Sergeant Major, seeing me 

walking outside without my beret on my head, ordered me to stop and present myself. Before I knew it, he was dressing 

me down for not wearing my beret.… 

 Incredulous that I was being given a hard time for such a minor infraction after all I had been through the previous three 

weeks I just said ‘sorry’, and walked into the canteen.  Big mistake; I had just upset the king of a very little kingdom, and I 

was in his kingdom, and he was absolutely the king. So, after a serious dressing down in front of everyone I was given 

“Sha’ah ba’yetziah”,  and it was very clear he intended to enforce this.  

Normally, if this had been a bus station or our base in the Jordan Valley I would have resigned myself to a lost hour 

(precious as that was on a Friday at the beginning of a weekend pass) , pulled out a book, and taken it in stride. But 

missing this ride at 10:30 am on a Friday from Southern Lebanon could easily mean getting stuck there for Shabbat; rides 

were not always easy to come by , and at a certain point , when it got late in the day the roads were off limits for non-

mission oriented traffic.   

So I decided I would walk to the main gate of the base and try to hitch a ride with the truck at the last minute, which 

seemed like a fine idea until I saw the Sergeant Major headed towards the gate about ten minutes later; he was clearly a 

man with a mission. 

I was desperate and so, hiding behind the guard booth I told my buddy to alert the driver on the truck, and at the last 

minute as he was pulling out of the gate I ran through the gate right past him, and jumped on the truck as it pulled away, 

never looking back. 

And all that drama was for the simple mistake of forgetting to wear my black beret …. 

Why are clothes so important? This week, as in last week’s portion, over thirty verses are dedicated to the making of the 

Priestly garments (the Bigdei Kehuna) and one wonders what all the fuss is about? And while the need for a priestly 

uniform is easily understandable, the elaborate details down to the gold beaten into the threads, and all the different 

colors for different clothing items are certainly a surprise. Why not a simple white linen outfit symbolizing purity and 

simplicity?  

Indeed, the verse (Shemot (Exodus) 28:43) suggests that a priest attempting his Priestly service without the proper attire 

is liable for death! And the Talmud (Zevachim 17b) goes so far as to suggest that without the Priestly garments one is not 

considered a priest!   
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Interestingly, the first time we see mention of garments in the Torah, they are fashioned by no less than G-d Himself, 

who (Bereishit (Genesis) 2:21), just prior to expelling Adam and Eve from the Garden of Eden, actually clothes them with 

what appears to be ‘clothes of skin’.  

Which leaves us wondering, of all the things G-d would do for us as we go out into the world, why were clothes the most 

significant gift, crafted by G-d Himself? We will have to discover how to light our own fires, make our own tools, 

transport ourselves and harness the world’s energy and resources; so why are clothes so important?  

What, indeed are clothes all about?  

There is something decidedly human about the need we have to clothe ourselves. Indeed, the last description of Adam 

and Eve before the story of the temptation of the snake and the transgression of eating from the Tree of Knowledge, 

resulting in their expulsion from Eden, was that they were ‘naked with no shame’ (Genesis 1). And yet, after the debacle 

of the Tree of Knowledge they not only experience shame, but, unlike the snake who remains naked, must cover their 

bodies. Why?  

Our bodies represent our animal essence; the animal-like physical desires we possess which can easily negate our ability 

to channel those same desires to a higher purpose and a higher calling. Clothing reminds us that we can limit the animal 

part of our selves, choosing when and how to respond to those desires and needs. And it is this, more than anything else 

which allows us to fulfill all of our potential as human beings.  

So, in order for a Kohein (Priest) to be a true role model of our ability to infuse the Physical World with the spiritual 

presence of G-d, it begins with the clothes. 

Interestingly, the Sefer Hachinuch (early 16the century anonymous work published on the mitzvoth) notes how much 

our inner being is affected by our outer garments. This of course, is why we dress in special clothing on special occasions 

like Shabbat, or for a wedding. And the Chinuch suggests that a Kohen must attain a special level of concentration, even 

transformation, which begins with the clothes he wears, to achieve his lofty goal of impacting the people he serves. 

And The Netziv (19th century; Rosh Yeshiva of Volozhin) discusses the impact which the vison of the royally attired Priest 

has on the people who come to see the Temple, which of course is equally true. Indeed, clothing is part of the special 

environment we create which allows for a more special, often higher and more deeply spiritual experience. And it 

effects both the wearer and the watcher equally, if they let it.  

And of course the Talmud (Eirchin 16a) describes how each piece of clothing carries a different message, meant both to 

inspire the Priest who wears it, as well as the people who see it, ultimately being an aid to atone for specific sins.  The 

Turban (Mitznefet), worn atop the head, reminds us to avoid the sin of haughtiness, and the sash (Avnet) tied around 

the waist reminds us to avoid and helps atone for sexual transgressions (which is related to the Chassidic custom of 

wearing a special belt or gartel during prayers…)   

So clothes are more than just fashion; if we choose carefully they are a window into who we are, and an opportunity to 

deeply affect who we choose to be.  

It is no accident that often, when people embark on a spiritual journey in Judaism, one of the first things they choose to 

express that with is their mode of dress… And as long as the exterior’s goal is to promote a more meaningful growth 

internally, maybe that is not such a bad thing.  

And maybe that beret wasn’t so silly after all…  

Shabbat Shalom from Jerusalem, 

Binny Freedman  

 


