Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Soul Clothes

By Dr. Erica Brown
“There are garments which all can see. So when fools see a man clothed in what seems to them to be a beautiful garment they do not bother to look any further. But the garment is given its significance by the one who wears it and the body of the wearer is given his significance by the soul.”  The Zohar (III: 152a)


We live in a world of images, of outsides that mask insides. The Zohar, a medieval kabbalistic commentary on the Torah, wants us to see beyond the outside and presents an intriguing metaphor. Garments are the outside layer or “cover” on a person. This outside layer may be so beautiful and attractive that we focus only on it and look no further to the one who selected that layer, even though garments only achieve significance through the person who wears them.

Take this one step further beneath the surface and the Zohar offers us another insight: the body’s significance is determined by the soul. After all, what good would a body be without an inner compass? It would be little more than fancy packaging. The fool sees only the outermost layer. The sage peels away the layers to understand what is merely a covering and what is real or authentic. But what happens in a world so determined by outward appearances? We not only devalue the inner self; we can mislead ourselves into believing that what we see is all that we get. 

A famous modern thinker, Albert Einstein, let us know what he thought about the relationship of insides to outsides, appearances and authenticity. “If most of us are ashamed of shabby clothes and shoddy furniture, let us be more ashamed of shabby ideas and shoddy philosophies.... It would be a sad situation if the wrapper were better than the meat wrapped inside it.” In a food package, it would matter little if you loved the wrapper if the food inside did not match it. In the world of clothing, we find ourselves on shakier grounds. We can mistake good taste for good judgment, style for thoughtfulness, trendiness for sincerity.

But wait; there’s more. The Zohar did not stop with this layer but introduces the Torah. The Torah, too, has a body. Its body is encapsulated in the laws in the Torah. The garments that these laws wear are the Torah tales and stories that illustrate the laws. Fools see only the laws or the stories that speak of these laws. Sages are able to understand the laws within their deeper context and meaning. Laws can also have an inside and an outside. They can be observed mechanically or purposefully.

But wait; there’s more. The Zohar goes as far as to suggest that the heavens also have layers and that even the soul has layers. Like an intricate stack of Russian dolls, we keep removing and removing and removing until we get to the innermost layer: “the Holy Ancient One” which shows, according to this mystical literature, that “all are interconnected.” If we were able to remove the layers and layers of image making that we all do, we, too, might find a remarkable level of interconnectivity. Yet we get stuck in the many externalities that divide us and never get to this primal, core place.

Naturally, Kabbalah was traditionally reserved for study among the elite and well-schooled in Jewish texts for a reason. It is esoteric and confusing and possibly misleading. It is also deeply provocative. It asks us to dig deep, to let go of preconceived notions and to look constantly beneath the surface. Those we dismiss outright because of their clothes deserve a second look. Those who impress us with their outside layers should not fool us into false assumptions about character. First impressions are not the stuff of mysticism; mystics plumb the depths for the very last impression left when everything else has been skimmed away. Who are we when all of those layers have been removed?
Shabbat Shalom
