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Shatnez: On Begdei Kehuna, Mordechai and Purim Costumes
R. Mois Navon
Beit HaKenneset HaSefaradi BeRimon — Parshat Tetzaveh & Purim 5781

Shatnez! There is a strange hok found in parshat kedoshim and parshat ki teitze that
forbids mixing wool and linen:
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Shatnez, on the simplest level, is the mixing of two different categories — animal and
vegetable (chai v’ tzomeach). On a deeper level, however, Shatnez can be seen
metaphorically as the mixing of good and evil, the mix up of good and evil — a result of
our lack of clarity on what is truly right and what is truly wrong.! Shatnez, then, is the
symbol of our attempts to define morality; and its prohibition symbolizes the prohibition
to assume the mantle of moral arbiter — a task that is to be left to God alone.

That said, there are two instances where this prohibition is allowed: in the Bigdei
Kehuna and in the costumes of Purim! Now before anyone goes out weating shatnez
please wait till the end of this shiut!!

That the kohen wore shatnez we learn in parshat Tetzaveh:
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That the costumes on Purim allow shatnez we read of in the Rama:
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Now, while there are many who dissent this opinion, the big question that has troubled
everyone since this psak is how and why would thete be a permit to violate shatnez on
Purim? Now, the Rama himself in his DM, explains that there is a permit to wear
Shatnez if one is not weating it for the sake of clothing but, for example, he is afraid
non-Jews will identify him as a Jew and the only way to avoid this is by weating some
clothing that contains shatnez:

1 See Ari Kahn, “Royal Clothing” (https:/ /www.aish.com/tp/i/moha/84909537.html).
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That said, our questions remain. Why would anyone even think that wearing shatnez was
somehow connected to Purim? That is, I can understand that a man would want to wear
to dress on Purim because that is funny, but in what way does wearing Shatnez serve the
themes of Purim??

The answer is in the Megilla, which says that Mordechai wore shatnez:
V-1V ,10 -1V PIVD N P INON
TIPM NZIT 30} NIOY MN) NZIN MIPN Y1272 T2 29910 N 23T ()
:NNPYY NIDY WY YD) 193N P

Butz is fine linen and argaman is purple wool, together: shatnez.

What were these garments? The Gemara tells us that the clothes that the king wore were
nothing less than the stolen bigdei kehuna
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The Gerrer Rebbe (1866-1948), son of the Sefat Emet, explains in his Imrei Emet, that
the kings clothes that Mordechai wore when the king sought to repay him for saving his
life were in fact the bigdei kehuna!®
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And these now became Mordechai’s fulltime royal attire, not a one-time deal:
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2R. Ari Kahn finds support for this in that the verse says that Mordechai was dressed with “the clothes the
king wore” — not the king’s clothes (https://www.aish.com/tp/i/moha/84909537.html).
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How was Mordechai permitted to wear shatnez, the bigdei kehuna no less?!?

The Shul”A, following the Rambam and the Tur, teaches that those closely connected to
a non-Jewish king (karov lemalchut) and required to wear the clothing of the king’s court
are permitted to do so, even though this is in violation of the rule prohibiting following
in the ways of the non-Jews (behukoteihem lo teileichu):
2 - N 9D NYP 11900 023915 72I¥D MPIN MDD NYT N9 PIY INHY
V120N WA NI (073070 Bwa M) .(OnY P x91) 0291 YTNIYN MPINA PIOIN PR : X PYD
....DN2 TNYPHN
-993 9NN ,0NY MNTI ONPYIAINA WI1ADY TINI MOINI NP NINW I : 2 PYD

The Beit Yosef explains that there are two reasons for the permit. (1) Being in a position
to save all of Israel overrides the d’oraita issur. (2) The prohibition to not follow in their
ways is left open to interpretation and the sages defined it to not include karov lemalchut.
So, according to reason (1), if being in a position to save Israel overrides d’oraita

prohibitions, so too would the issur of shatnez be overridden by someone in Mordechai’s

position.
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The Bach disagrees, explaining the permit to be based on the understanding that the
Jewish governmental official is not wearing non-Jewish clothing in order to follow their
ways but merely as part of his job. That is, one’s intention counts in the consideration of

? It should be noted that the Rama himself did not believe Mordechai to have been wearing d’oraita
shatnez. In his Mehir Yaain (intro — see Akiva Males, “Unmasking Purim”, p37)) he writes that it was wool
and linen worn without being tied together.
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the prohibition such that one would not be violating “not to follow in the ways of the
non-Jews” if he worked close to the king. Accordingly, the Bach would not allow
violation of d’oratia shatnez, but he could, within the rubric that the Rabbis did not
include karov I'malchut in the prohibition of “behukoteihem,” agree that the Rabbis
could also permit derabanan shatnez — i.e., they are the ones who forbid it in certain
circumstances, so they are the ones who could permit it in other circumstances.
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And this brings us back to why there might be a reason to wear shatnez on Purim. The
Mabhril (1365-1427) brings the custom that we should get dressed up in our finest clothes
— meaning shabbat clothing (see Rama 695:2, Moed LeKol Hai 31:18). The Eliyah
Rabbah, quoting the Ken. HaGedolah, writes that the custom to get dressed up on Purim
— in one’s finery — was to emulate Mordechai getting dressed up in his finery.
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That is, just as Mordechai wore his royal clothing, so too should we wear or finest
clothing, i.e., our Shabbat clothes. That said, R. Akiva Males (“Unmasking Purim”, p.
41) suggests that perhaps the custom to get dressed up like Mordechai was taken, at
some point in time, in the very literal sense whereby people sought to put on clothes just
like Mordechai wore — including shatnez!

Conclusion

So, having understood stood the connection between Shatnez and Purim, we can now
return to the question of why shatnez would ever be permitted.

As said at the outset, Shatnez is the symbol of mixing good and evil, of mixing up good
and evil — a result of our subjective attempts to reason out morality for ourselves. Moral
truth, however, resides only in God. Accordingly, only the Cohen Gadol, while serving
God within the Temple precincts can wear the mixture, for only he, in his active role
within the Temple, represents God as objective moral arbiter.
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Furthermore, worn on the Cohen in the Temple, the symbol of shatnez takes on a new
significance. That is, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with mixing wool and linen.
Using science and reason alone would not reveal anything wrong or evil in the nature of
this mixture. It is only that God, as Creator and sole objective moral authority, has
legislated that weating it outside the Temple is “bad” and wearing it inside the Temple is
“good”. This is the definition of a hok, a rule that man cannot exp/ain but only accept.
And it is this definition that makes the hok so critical to ethics, for it teaches the notion
that only God can promulgate objective moral law. We accept the hukkim so #hat we
accept the mishpatim as well. If we cannot demonstrate obedience to God’s law because it
is God’s law, if we reject His hukkim, then we will ultimately reject His mishpatim,
perverting them to our own interests.*

The Cohen Gadol setving in the Beit Hamikdash is on the level of the ideal, where this
forbidden mixture is no longer relevant. He is on the level of accepting God alone as
moral arbiter. Mordechai, as representative of the Temple® and leader of the Jewish
people, could be said to be on that level. Jews, celebrating Purim, in their seeking to
emulate Mordechai in this aspect, can be said to, at least, appreciate being on that level.

In conclusion, while I would not recommend that anyone wear shatnez, neither d’oraita
nor derabannan, I would say that we use this time to inculcate the ethical ideal that only

in God can there be objective morality.

Shabbat Shalom V’Purim Samayach.

4 See Reflections of the Rav, Vol. 1, pp 100, 104, 110.
5 See my Mordechai’s Audacity, http://www.divreinavon.com/pdf/MordechaisAudacity.pdf
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