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Dear Friends, 
  
As we inch closer to the end of Exodus in our Torah cycle, we find ourselves inside the Mishkan, the 
Portable Sanctuary of our wilderness years, for many chapters. We familiarize ourselves with 
the Mishkan's architecture and construction down to its very boards. We are told that if the people 
build it, God will dwell among them. But why devote this much textual attention to the pedestrian 
aspects of its assembly? 
  
The forty years we spent traveling, complaining, fighting against the elements, and seeking home 
were a time of deep uncertainty and confusion. We were beset by problems at every turn. The 
philosopher of science Karl Popper made a distinction between what he called clock problems and 
cloud problems that typify this ancient time in the lives of our people. When a clock malfunctions, an 
expert can take it apart, figure out the issue, and put it back together again. Clock problems may take 
time but are mechanical in nature. 
  
You cannot, however, even touch a cloud. It is dense yet ephemeral. It is impossible to grasp, but its 
presence is everywhere. Some problems are like this: perennial, troublesome, and multi-factorial. 
Popper's distinction is helpful in categorizing the problems we face and the strategies we apply to fix 
them. It's a useful framing not only for problems but also for solutions.  
  
The Mishkan is described with all of its parts so that it could be constructed and reconstructed each 
time. What it was designed to hold, the Divine Presence, was, in essence, impossible to see or to 
contain. God was literally in the clouds, the clouds of glory. The Mishkan was both a place and a 
spiritual anchor run by the community's most significant leaders. Rabbi Schiffman describes in his 
essay below aspects of the High Priest's clothing and their significance. We confronted uncertainty by 
making sure that the one certainty we did have in our lives, God's enduring love and presence, was 
stable and central to the camp.  
  
It's day 139 of this war. Beset by uncertainty, confusion, and deep pain, we seek anchors. What stays 
stable and consistent for us? What is the center of gravity in times of difficulty? Our values, our 
commitments, and our sense of mission. 
  
Shabbat Shalom, 



Erica  
  
Dr. Erica Brown 
Vice Provost, Rabbi Sacks-Herenstein Center for Values and Leadership 

 

   

 Tetzaveh 5784 

Self-Transcendence 
  
In Parshat Tetzaveh we are introduced in great detail to the vestiture of the High Priest. His eight 
garments function, according to the Sefer HaChinuch, to inform and remind the High Priest of 
the Divine service that he performed. The Sefer HaChinuch invokes his famous principle that 
people’s thoughts and intentions are affected and transformed by means of external actions and 
circumstances. If the High Priest looked at his own clothing, “he will immediately remember and 
be inspired to serve” God. 
  
Malbim also highlights the internal psychological effects of the Priests’ outer layer of clothing. 
The priests don vestments of “dignity and adornment” (Ex. 28:2), thereby clothing “their souls 
with thoughts and traits and proper tendencies, which are the clothes of the soul.” This “spiritual 
uniform” was meant to transform the priests’ inner dispositions, refining “their souls and traits, 
in such a way they will wear majesty and splendor upon their internal souls.” Internal growth 
seems woven into the very fabric of each of the garments. 
  
Two of the eight of the High Priest’s garments stand out textually and thematically as the only 
ones to have explicit associations with requiring constancy and continuity—indicated by the word 
“tamid.” The breastplate, known as the choshen, had the names of the tribes of Israel etched upon 
each of its stones, and was placed over Aaron’s heart, “as a remembrance before the Lord at all 
times (tamid)” (Ex. 28:30). Similarly, the tzitz, a plate of pure gold with the engraving “Holy to 
the Lord” and was worn “on his forehead at all times (tamid)” (Ex. 28:36-38). 
  
Rashi notes that this cannot possibly mean that the tzitz is always literally on the High Priest’s 
head; when he was not in the process of serving in the Temple, he did not wear the headplate. 
Rather, when the High Priest wore the tzitz in the act of service, he was constantly and 
consistently mindful and attentive to its presence and message. Despite the awe-inspiring setting 
and the presumed piety of the High Priest, such focus was a psychological challenge. He was 



mandated, according to a view in the Talmud, to touch the tzitz every so often to remind him of 
God’s presence. 
  
Rabbi Haim Sabato, in his Rest for the Dove: Reading for Shabbat, elaborates on the significance 
of these two garments. The tzitz on the head, symbolized thought. The engraving “Holy to the 
Lord” primed the High Priest’s thoughts towards God. The choshen, placed over the heart that 
incorporated the names of the Tribes of Israel, symbolized the High Priest’s emotions and 
prayers, encouraging him to channel those emotions and prayers towards his brethren. 
  
Despite the potential for internal and external distraction, the High Priest’s job demanded 
vigilance. External reminders helped him then and can help us now. In an age when mindfulness 
and attentiveness are so elusive, perhaps we can turn to the tzitz and the choshen for guidance on 
how to stay focused and driven by purpose and mission. We can achieve self-transcendence when 
we direct our focus, vitality, and energy outward. It is when we are preoccupied with our own ego 
and problems of the self that we are driven to distraction. By focusing our attention to the Divine 
and caring for others, we can transcend the confines of our ego and the limitations of our own 
scatteredness. 
  
  
Character Challenge: Meditate on God’s presence with intention or focus intently on the well-
being of others. Try to hold your attention and concentration for as long as you can. 
  
Quote from Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks zt”l: “Moses must show the people – and Aaron 
himself – that he has the humility, the tzimtzum, the power of self-effacement, needed to make 
space for someone else to share in the leadership of the people… It takes a special kind of 
character to make space for those whom one is entitled to see as rivals. Early on, Aaron showed 
that character in relation to Moses, and now Moses is called on to show it to Aaron. True 
leadership involves humility and magnanimity. The smaller the ego, the greater the leader. That’s 
what Moses showed in the parsha that does not mention his name” (“Leadership Means Making 
Space,” Covenant & Conversation). 

 


