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The tallit—the prayer shawl—is not a ritual item per se. Therefore, it is an 
odd item to have become so well-known and ubiquitous a symbol of 

Judaism and Jewish life. At first appraisal it seems to be a garment designed 
to hold up the tzitzit—fringes—attached to it, but if that is its sole purpose, 
the tallit must certainly be the most elaborate “holder” of a ritual object in 
Jewish practice. Moreover, there is the unique aspect of self-necessitation to 
consider: one wears a tallit because of its tzitzit, but one is required to wear 
tzitzit only because one is wearing a tallit in the first place! Since the obliga
tion to wear ritual fringes devolves only upon one wearing four-cornered gar
ments one could theoretically be free of the obligation merely by removing 
the four-cornered garment.1

The tallit, therefore, must do more than merely hold up its fringes. Gener
ally speaking, we perform the commandments as they become incumbent, not 
when we can somehow create an artificial situation requiring their observance. 
If we put on the tallit only in order to obligate ourselves to perform the mitz-

1 The requirement to wear fringes on garments is stated in the Torah in Numbers (15:38- 
39), where the Hebrew term is tzitzit, and in Deuteronomy (22:12), where the term is¿¡edilim. 
Whatever the original distinction, Rabbinic sources took for granted that both terms refer to 
the same type o f ritual fringe. Both terms have other meanings as well. Gedilim in I Kings 7:17 
refers to the dccoration at the capital o f a column. Tzitzit in Exckicl 8:3 appears to refer to a 
lock o f hair. The earliest compendium o f laws relating to the tallit is Massekhet Tzitzit, pub
lished with translation into English by Michael Higgcr in his Seven Minor Tractates (New York, 
1930, reprinted in Jerusalem in 1971), pp. 50-52 (Hebrew) and pp. 31-33 (English). These 
laws are supplemented by Maimonides in his Mishneh Torah, Sefer Ahavah, where he addresses 
the question o f the artificial way in which the commandment generally is performed. Cf. the 
remarks o f Hagahot Maimuniot, ad locum.
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vah of wearing tzitzit, it would be quite anomalous and would require an 
explanation of some sort. At least as plausible is the possibility that the fringes 
are of lesser importance, and that they are attached to the tallit simply because 
it is a four-cornered garment which may not be worn without fringes. This 
would allow us to focus on the tallit itself and try to explain its use as a ritual 
garment independent of the fringes which hang from its corners.

When the noted psychoanalyst Theodor Reik suggested that the tallit is 
really a wool covering intended to complement the leather straps of the 
tefillin, as a quasi-shamanistic (if subconscious) attempt on the part of the 
Jew to dress up like his ancient totem animal, he was right and wrong.2 He 
was wrong, because the idea that Israel once worshiped its God through the 
totemistic symbol of a sacred beast is untenable, unproven and highly 
unlikely. But Reik was right, in that he correctly perceived that the wearing of 
the tallit is an act of imitatio Dei, in terms of both its mythological and sym
bolic foundations.

When wrapping oneself in a tallit one recites the psalmist’s declaration, 
“In Your light we shall see light”3, which unavoidably recalls to us the 
description of God elsewhere in the Psalms as one who “wears light as a gar
ment”.4 The second verse sheds its own light on the first and explains the 
point of its liturgical usage: one wraps oneself in the tallit to imitate the God 
of Israel bathed in primal light, the stuff of Creation.5 The task then is to 
explain why one would do such a thing. In other words, we must explain the 
symbolism that makes the act meaningful and why, of all divine acts, this 
wrapping in a garment of light is worthy of such prominent ritual imitation.

To begin to deal with these questions, we must first appreciate the mean
ing of clothing to the ancients.

Clothing in Ancient Traditions

At the first level of symbolic thought, we find the garment standing in for the 
person who wears it. For a potent example, we may turn to the Biblical cycle 
of Joseph stories. The initial identification of Joseph and his garment is in the 
first Joseph story to be presented in Genesis—the story of his brothers’

2 Theodor Reik, Pagan Rites in Judaism (New York, 1944), pp. 103-152, especially 141- 
146. The animal is presumably a bull or a calf, in accordance with the narrative o f the golden 
calf in Exodus and the description o f the sanctuary at Beth El in the days o f Jeroboam. Both 
Aaron and Jeroboam are quoted by Scripture as declaring, “This is your God, O Israel, who 
took you out o f the land o f Egypt” as they contemplated the bovine statues they themselves 
had erected. Cf. Exodus 32:4 and I Kings 12:28.

3 Psalms 36:10.
4 Psalms 104:2.
 ,Cf. V. Aptowitzcr, Zur Kosmologie dcr Aggadah: Licht als Urstoff¡ MGW]\ N. S. 36 (1928) ־

pp. 363-390; Altmann, “Gnostic Themes in Rabbinic Cosmology”, in Essays in Honour of the 
Very Rev. Dr. J. H. Hertz, cd. Epstein, Levine and Roth (London, 1943), pp. 28-32; and Alt
mann, UA Note on the Rabbinic Doctrine o f Creation”, JJS 7 (1956), pp. 195-206. Cf. also R  
Lowe, “The Divine Garment and the Shi’ur Qomah”, Harvard Theological Review 58 (1965), 
pp. 153-166.



enmity toward him and his subsequent sale by them into Egypt.6 Recall that 
it was the garment Jacob had given to Joseph that set his brothers against 
him in the first place. When Jacob mourns the death of Joseph (whom he 
assumes, incorrectly, to have been killed), the body is missing and Jacob is 
left to mourn over the empty garment which symbolizes Joseph both to him 
and to us. When Jacob cries out, “Joseph is surely ripped apart!” (Genesis 
37:33), it is not Joseph’s torn body but his torn coat that he is clasping. 
“And Jacob ripped his (own) clothing . . . ” (Genesis 37:34). This universal 
act of mourning symbolizes the destruction of self towards which the 
mourner is inclined but which society forbids him. Here, Jacob’s act of rip
ping his clothing is particularly poignant. He holds the garment which sym
bolizes his mangled son and responds without indulging his grief in mixed 
metaphor: he mangles himself in response by ripping his own clothing.

Joseph later acquires a new garment, which plays its own role in the events 
of the last quarter of Genesis. Only by grabbing Joseph’s garment as he flees 
is the wife of Potiphar able to convince her husband that it was Joseph who 
had tried to seduce her, not the reverse. “And she grabbed him by his gar
ment, saying, ‘Sleep with me!’ but he fled, leaving the garment in her hand, 
and he went outside” (Genesis 39:12). Again, the garment is assimilated to 
the wearer and Potiphar has no trouble identifying the garment. “And 
Joseph’s master took him and put him in prison” (Genesis 39:20).

An ancient exegete understood that the counterpart to this story is the 
subsequent reference to Joseph’s corpse: “And Moses took Joseph’s bones 
with him” (Exodus 13:19) in accordance with Joseph’s wishes. Joseph had 
lived in both Palestine and Egypt, represented in Palestine by his torn coat 
after his descent into Egypt. In death he was also represented in both 
places—in Egypt after the Exodus (and the concurrent removal of his bones) 
by the cloak he left behind in his first master’s house. This might account for 
the fact that the usually succinct pentateuchal text refers to the garment five 
separate times within seven verses.7

In a midrash attributed to an otherwise unknown Simon of Kitron, we learn:

Because of the merit accrued by Joseph’s bones [being present at the
Red Sea], the Sea was split. [This we learn by virtue of the fact that]
the verb “to flee” is used both of the sea, in “The sea saw and fled”
(Psalms 114:3) and of Joseph, in “He fled... and he went outside”
(Genesis 39:12).8

This version intimates that the link between the abandoned garment and

6 According to this line of thinking, the garment, a special article o f clothing that suggests 
the wearer’s position in socictv, bccomcs a type of outer shell o f the person involved, and thus 
at the same time bccomcs a handy parallel to the image o f the soul or the self, o f which the 
flesh itself is an outer layer or shell. This is the province o f metaphor, a process o f thought and 
e x p r e s s io n  ro o te d  in th e  idea o f  creative m isanalysis, w h e reb y  th in g s  m ere ly  ju x tap o sed  in som e 
way with each other are seen as integrally connected.

7 Genesis 39:12-19.
8 Rereishit Rabbah 87:7, cd. Theodor-Albcck, p. 1073. Some manuscripts refer specifically 

to the garment that Joseph left behind.
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the retrieved bones was metaphorically applied to two related situations, so 
that the flight of Joseph from his master’s wife brought about the flight of 
the sea, and the ripped garment prefigured and predicted the ripped sea 
through which Israel fled.9

The basic idea, though, is that the garment represents the wearer. Joseph’s 
garments allowed him to exist in two places at the same time, at least on the 
level of midrashic reality. From this point it is easy to understand how the 
basic idea was elaborated, on a less midrashic and more metaphysical plane: 
the wearer and the garment worn become symbolic of the two aspects of any 
human being—the physical body and the soul it harbors.

This is the plane of symbolic thought on which the ritual use of the tallit 
seems to rest. The basic idea can be developed in either of two ways. Either 
the soul is seen as a kind of garment which the physical body of an individual 
wears or else, in a slightly more complicated configuration, the body encased 
in its garment (so to speak) is itself seen as symbolic of the soul encased by 
the physical body it inhabits.

Depending on the specifics of the symbolic construct, then, both the act 
of putting the garment on and the act of taking it off can bear interpretation 
as representing personal redemption.

In the Syriac Hymn of the Pearl, one of the most appealing of all gnostic 
tales, we read of a young prince whose parents take away his robe of glory 
and send him back to Egypt to bring back the one pearl which “lies in the 
middle of the sea, which is enriched by the snorting serpent”. He puts on 
Egyptian garments when he arrives, but he overeats, becomes drunk and for
gets the pearl. Finally a letter comes for the prince from his parents:

From thy father, the King of kings, and from thy mother, mistress of 
the East, and from thy brother, our next in rank, greeting. Awake and 
rise up out of thy sleep and perceive the words of our letter. Remem
ber that thou art a king’s son: behold whom thou hast served in 
bondage. Be mindful of the Pearl, for whose sake thou hast departed 
into Egypt. Remember thy robe of glory, recall thy splendid mantle, 
that thou mayest put them on and deck thyself with them and thy 
name be read in the book of the heroes and thou become with thy 
brother, heir in our kingdom.10

g The decisive element here is magic. Once magic is involved, especially sympathetic magic, 
there can be no use o f simile, because the whole notion o f sympathetic magic presumes in the 
first place that we arc able to transccnd mere comparison and to discover and assert the kind of  
new׳ inner relationships and connections that themselves transccnd the physical universe and its 
regular laws. Magic takes the same role in the physical world that metaphor takes in the world 
of literary expression. Magic presumes metaphor, just as metaphor, to the extent it is taken seri
ously, suggests magic. In this particular case, metaphor is the key to the essential unity o f the 
sea, the bones and the garment. As the metaphors that sustain these truths fall away, and the 
three become more overtly and obviously one, the reader is introduced to a secret and becomes 
privy to an esoteric aspect o f the nature o f things. The fates o f the three elements intertwine in 
the perception o f the listener, who soon becomes aware o f the fact that affecting one may effect 
change in another. This is the basic definition o f magic. Sympathetic magic is the science o f  
applying metaphor to physical reality.

10 This is the translation of Hans Jonas as published in his The Gnostic Religion (Boston, 
1963), p. 1 1 4 .1 have changed a word or two based upon my own understanding o f the Syriac.
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The letter has the desired effect upon the prince; he recalls his mission, 
seizes the pearl and returns home. Upon his return home, he puts on his gar
ment and describes the experience in the following remarkable language, 
which I can do no better than to offer in A. A. Bevan’s translation:

And my bright robe, which I had stripped off,
And the toga wherewith it was wrapped,
From the heights of Hyrcania 
My parents sent thither,
By the hand of their treasurers
Who in their faithfulness could be trusted therewith.
And because I remembered not its fashion 
—For in my childhood I had left: it in my father’s house—
On a sudden, as I faced it,
The garment seemed to me like a mirror of myself.
I saw it all in my whole self;
Moreover, I faced my whole self in (facing) it.
For we were two in distinction 
And yet again one in one likeness.
And the treasurers also,
Who brought it to me, I saw in like manner 
That they were twain (yet) one likeness,
For one kingly sign was graven on them,
Of his hands that restored to me (?)
My treasure and my wealth by means of them,
My bright embroidered robe,
Which . . . with glorious colors,
With gold and with beryls,
And rubies and agates (?)
And sardonyxes varied in color,
It was also made ready in its home on high (?).
And with stones of adamant 
All its seams were fastened.
And the image of the King of kings 
Was depicted in full all over it.
And like the sapphire-stone also 
Were its manifold hues.
Again, I saw that all over it
The motions of knowledge were stirring,
And as if to speak 
I saw it also making itself ready.11

Let us analyze the image of the robe in this passage. It is clear that the 
robe is not merely a garment. It represents the archetypal prince, the soul, so 
to speak, that the prince of necessity left in the realm of light (its only appro
priate place) when he descended to the world of matter (here symbolized by 
Egypt) incarnate (dressed in Egyptian garments) to rescue the pearl. The

.A. A. Bevan, The Hymn of the Soul (Cambridge, 1897), pp. 24f ״
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symbolism behind the pearl is not really obvious, but from the context of the 
standard gnostic myth (of which this passage is an undeniable poetic adapta
tion), it would appear that the pearl represents those particles of light from 
the upper realm which need to be redeemed. As such, they are the celestial 
counterparts of the human soul, the redemption of which signals the onset of 
the redemptive stage of the human experience.

Whereas almost all other expressions (used to symbolize the soul) can 
apply equally to divinity unimpaired and to its sunken part, the pearl 
denotes specifically the latter in the fate that has overtaken it. The 
pearl is essentially the lost pearl and has to be retrieved.12

Consequently, the garment plays the counterpart to the pearl, for while 
the latter is the symbol of the soul sunken in the world, requiring redemption 
and captive to a dragon, the former is the soul’s archetype that resides in 
heaven and longs to be reunited with its earthly counterpart. It is also appar
ent why the garment has at once the image of the king and the prince on it: 
It can have both images because the soul is made in the divine image, so 
both images resemble each other. It must have those images because it must 
be identified for the reader as the prince’s alter ego (in a terrestial sense) and 
as his soul (in the metaphysical sense).

Perhaps this notion lies behind the image, in the Gospels, of soldiers divid
ing Jesus’ cloak by lots in the shadow of the cross.13 The author of Luke reports 
that it was Herod who dressed up Jesus in a fine cloak to make him look more 
pathetic to Pilate, but Matthew attributes this to Roman soldiers: “Then they 
stripped him and made him wear a scarlet cloak (to mock his claim to be king 
of the Jews) . . . and when they finished making fun of him, they took off his 
cloak and dressed him in his own clothing and led him away to crucify him.”14 
Later, after Jesus was crucified, this garment was divided among the soldiers by 
lots as trophies of their day’s work.15 The ripping of the garment by the soldiers 
is intended to prefigure the imminent redemption of Jesus, much as the Rabbis 
recalled the ripped garment of Joseph at the moment of Israel’s redemption. 
The image of Jesus being dressed in the royal purple as a sign of humiliation, 
only to be reclad in his own garments at the hour of his redemption, is pre
cisely the story of the prince in the Hymn of the Pearl, with an ironical twist: 
the prince’s garments of royalty are symbols of the Self whence he came and to 
which he must return, but the garments of Jesus (corresponding to-the Egyp
tian garments of the prince) represent the earthly shell necessary to be shed 
before the ascent to the upper world becomes feasible.

12 Jonas, p. 125.
13 Mark 15:24 and parallels.
u Luke 23:11, Matthew 27:28, 31. Cf. Mark 15:17-20.
15 Luke 23:24, Matthew' 27:35-36, Mark 15:24. Cf. John 19:23-24, where it is specifically 

stated that lots were drawn so that the undergarment, which had no scams, would not be 
ripped to pieces. The outer cloak was divided into four parts so that one part could be given to 
each o f the four soldiers. This elaboration o f the basic myth seems to have been prompted by 
midrashic considerations rooted in the early Christian exegesis o f  Psalms 22:18.
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The removal of the garments is therefore symbolic of both the negative 
result of the separation of body and soul, i.e., death, and the positive result, 
i.e., redemption. The Jewish act, however, is not the removal of the tallit; it 
is rather donning it. If the garment represents the soul, then what does don
ning the garment mean if not the re־souling of the individual worshiper, an 
idea already presented prominently in the early morning liturgy.16

The symbolism, however, is not quite complete. If the donning of the tal
lit symbolizes the restoration of the soul each morning, then it cannot be 
viewed as a real act of imitatio dei, which we have suggested ought to be the 
case. How, then, does the idea develop?

Garment as Symbol

The garment at first symbolizes the earthly aspect of the wearer. This enables 
it to develop into a metaphoric stand-in for the world. That greatest of all 
Jewish allegorists, Philo, does not discuss Joseph’s robe in this sense in any of 
his extant works, but he does elaborate upon another robe, the robe of the 
High Priest.

The High Priest, the living nexus between the divine realm and the mun
dane realm, fittingly wears a robe that symbolizes the world. Philo elaborates 
his initial premise that the robe represents the world:

The gown is all of violet, and is thus an image of the air, for the air is 
naturally black and, so to speak, a robe reaching to the feet, since it 
stretches down from the region below the moon to the ends of the 
earth, and spreads out everywhere. And therefore the gown, too, 
spreads out from the breast to the feet around the whole body. At the 
ankles, there stand out from it pomegranates and flower trimming and 
bells. The earth is represented by the flowers, for all that flowers and 
grows comes from the earth, the water by the pomegranates or flow
ing fruit, so aptly called from their flowing juice, while the bells repre
sent the harmonious alliance of these two, since life cannot be pro
duced by earth without water, or by water without the substance of 
the earth, but only by the union and combination of both. Their posi
tion testifies most clearly to this explanation. For, just as the 
pomegranates, the flowers and the bells are at the extremities of the 
long robe, so too what these symbolize, namely earth and water, 
occupy the lowest place in the universe, and in unison with the har
mony of the All display their several powers at fixed revolutions of time 
and at their proper seasons. . . .17

The image of the High Priest wrapped in the world-cloak symbolizes the 
soul wrapped in the body. It may be compared to the expression which, the

1(1 For example, the prayer modeh ani: I am grateful to You, living, enduring King, for restor
ing my soul to me in compassion. You arc faithful beyond measure. (Siddur Sim Shalom, ed. 
Harlow, p. 3.)

17 II Moses 118-120, ed. Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, Massachussets and London, 
1966), pp. 504-507.



Koran records, was twice used by Allah to call his prophet. At the beginning 
of the Al־Middathir sura, the prophet is called:

O thou shrouded in thy mantle 
arise and warn!

Thy Lord magnify, thy robes purify, 
and defilement flee!18

Similarly, at the beginning of the Al-Muzamil sura we find:

O thou enwrapped in thy robes, keep 
vigil the night . . . behold, we 
shall cast upon thee a weighty word.19

The prophet indicates that his message is for all men, not for himself 
alone, by showing how Allah spoke to him as one dressed in a cloak. The 
cloak here does not come to assure us that the prophet was not naked. 
Rather, it places him in the same role that Philo reserves for the High 
Priest—the Man in the world who symbolizes the world, and whose own Self 
stands in the space between the divine and mundane realms and makes of 
him the living nexus between them.

The figures of the priest and the prophet coincide in Jeremiah, who also 
uses a garment to symbolize that part of himself which is identical with the 
collective self of his people:

Thus said God to me: “Go and buy a linen girdle; put it around your 
loins and do not wash it out with water.” And so I bought such a gir
dle, in accord with the divine command, and I put it on.20

The prophet must wear the garment, which is to say that it must become 
assimilated to his body and person if its symbolic potential is to be realized. It 
is linen and unwashed, which is to say, stiff and uncomfortable. It is the soul 
itself, attached to the body by divine fiat despite the fact that it is uncomfort
able and scratchy. But the story goes further:

And God spoke a second time, saying, “Take the girdle which you 
bought and put it on and go to the Euphrates and hide it there in the 
rocky crags.” And I went and hid it there, as God had commanded 
me. And after many days had passed, God spoke to me and said, “Get 
up and go to the Euphrates and get the girdle which I commanded to 
you to hide there.” And I went and dug it out and took it from the 
place in which I had hidden it, and behold, it was destroyed and 
utterly useless. And God spoke to me, saying, “Thus shall I destroy the 
pride of Judah and Jerusalem. . . .”21

The girdle here is a symbol of the people. The prophet must first wear the 
girdle to effect its identification with the fate of the selves of his people

18 Koran 74:1, trans. Arbcrry (London and New York, 1955), volume two, p. 310.
|g Koran 73:1, trans. op. cit., p. 308.
20 J e r e m ia h  1 3 : 1 - 3 .
21 Jeremiah 13:3-9.
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through his own Self which it symbolizes. Jeremiah makes an interesting foil 
to the prince whose journey we have discussed. The prince traveled to the 
West to find his soul intact and able to be reunited with his celestial self. The 
prophet travels East to find his girdle destroyed and useless. The girdle may 
be destroyed, but it still exists. It symbolizes, more precisely, the ever existent 
but disengaged Self But who, or what, is this higher Self in Jewish tradition? 
The prophet senses our need to know, and gives us his answer: it is the 
national Self, functioning here as the very soul of God.

Just as a girdle sticks to a man’s loins, so did I stick with the entire
House of Israel and the entire House of Judah, that they be my people
. . . but they declined to listen. . . 22

The notion that the people Israel serves as the soul of God is a daring 
speculative idea that can hardly be taken seriously except perhaps within the 
rarefied realm of symbolic thought. Yet the very idea that the disintegration 
of the prophet’s girdle is meant to foreshadow the destruction of God’s peo
ple cannot easily bear alternate interpretation. So we have here, then, an 
interesting development: the use of the garment to suggest negative redemp
tion, i.e., the destruction of the soul, the people.

God wears a garment. It is woven of the collected souls of the Jewish peo
ple and, as such, it entitles the Jewish people to consider itself the people of 
God. The people represent the divine Soul, just as the girdle represents the 
prophet’s inner soul.

But Jewish tradition knows of another garment in the divine wardrobe. 
Elsewhere we learn that it was precisely in a garment of primeval light that 
God swathed Himself at the moment of creation. This tradition is already 
found in the Bible.

He wears light as a garment;
He stretches out the heavens as a curtain.23

The ancient Rabbis seem to have been disturbed that God should dress 
differently on different occasions, and thus perhaps they understood that 
God’s garment of light must eventually be identified with the Jewish nation 
in its celestial archetypal form, to preserve the integrity of the poet and the 
prophet. They declined to make that identification explicit, perhaps because 
such a discovery would radically alter the national self-conception and would 
be unwanted and undesired encouragement to the masses to seek to ascend 
through the heavens to view the divine Self—a trip the directions for which 
were known to some but not to many, and regarding which public instruc
tion was expressly forbidden.24 Thus the tradition was transmitted privately.

Rabbi Simon ben Yehotzedek asked Rabbi Samuel ben Nahmani: “Since
you are a master of Jewish lore, tell me, whence was the light [i.e., the

22 Jeremiah 13:11.
23 Psalms 104:2.
24 Mishnah Hagigahl.l.
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primeval light that was created three days before the sun, moon and 
stars] created?” He replied, “The Holy One, blessed be He, wrapped 
Himself up in it as in a garment and the splendor of its glory shone 
throughout the universe.” This he said in a whisper. He [Rabbi Simon] 
said to him, “Why are you whispering? The doctrine is explicitly stated 
in the Bible [therefore, there is no particular reason to teach this as 
though it were an esoteric doctrine]. He replied, “I heard it taught in a 
whisper [that is, as esoterica] and so do I teach it in a whisper.”25

The earliest Jewish mystics who did preserve and speculate on these eso
teric traditions understood quite well that the garment contains secrets within 
its nature that could drive one to distraction, so sublime the knowledge that 
one would acquire. One text of ancient mystics, Hekhalot Rabbati, offers a 
hymn that describes the divine garment, or rather that describes the experi
ence of gazing upon it:

A quality of holiness, a quality of power,
A quality of fearfiilness, a quality of sublimity,
A quality of trembling, a quality of shaking,
A quality of terror, a quality of consternation,
Is the quality of the garment of Zohariel, YHVH, God of Israel,
Who comes crowned to the Throne of His Glory
And it is, every part, engraved within and without YHVH YHVH
And of no creature are the eyes able to behold it,
Not the eyes of flesh and blood and not the eyes of His servants,
And as for him who does behold it, or sees or glimpses it,
Whirling gyrations grip the balls of his eyes.
And the balls of his eyes cast out and send forth torches of fire 
And these enkindle him and these burn him.
For the fire which comes out from the man who beholds,
This enkindles him and this burns him. . . .26

The hymn is describing something hidden and obscure, but something 
which is desirable to know for its own sake. There is no intimation here that 
the garment is a symbol, not does the hymn express itself in terms of simile. 
The garment exists and, as such, provokes speculation. The faithful are almost 
defined as those who engage in such speculation; setting some of the details 
in a poetic context for the masses is a kindness and a boon for the public. 
Thus it is that the garment can function equally effectively in the realm of 
myth as in the adjacent realms of simile, symbol or metaphor.27

25 Rereishit Rabbah 3:4, cd. Theodor-Albcck, pp. 19f.
76Hekhalot Rabbati 3:4, trans. Gershom Scholcm, in Jewish Gnosticisim, Merkabah Mysticism 

and Talmudic Tradition, second ed. (New York, 1965), pp. 59-60.
One o f the most famous hymns to emanate from the circle o f those ancient mystics is the 

one which is to be sung once a year, on the morning o f the Day o f Atonement, H a’aderet 
Veha’emunah, the beginning of which declares: “The cloak and the faith, these arc for Him 
who is everlasting.” Anyone who has read Agnon’s story Tallit Aheret (“Another Talllit”) will 
not be unacquainted with the dire consequences that even slighting the hymn (let alone the 
Deity who wears the cloak it describes) can carry for one who arrives too late in the synagogue 
service to hear it sung.
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A Path through M etaphor and Magic to Jewish Ritual

Certain ideas can function in a variety of metaphoric realms. Thus they are 
able to appear independent of considerations of time or space in different lit
erary corpora as a sort of leitmotif. To show how the idea that donning a gar
ment can pave the way to personal redemption, we might consider a story 
from an entirely different context that tells, basically, the same story.

Sir Gawain, pledged for a variety of reasons (upon which his honor and 
presitge depend) to allow the Green Knight one chop at his neck with an axe, 
is able to escape with only a light cut because he is protected by a green gir
dle given to him by the wife of his host the previous night. On the way to the 
Green Channel to suffer his fate, he had stayed with a host and his lady. 
Three times she had tried to seduce him, but his code of chivalrous behavior 
was too strong to allow him to succumb, despite the fact (or perhaps espe
cially because of the fact) that he was to end his life on the next day. She 
finally succeeds in one small way: she offers him a green girdle, a piece of silk, 
which will protect him.

She gracefully grasped the girdle of her gown
Which went round her waist under the wonderful mantle,
A girdle of green silk with a golden hem
Embroidered only at the edges, with a hand-stitched ornament,
And she pleaded with the prince in a pleasant manner,
But he told her he could touch no treasure at all,
Not gold or any gift, till God gave him grace 
to pursue to success the search he was bound on.
So I entreat you to be contented, therefore,
And press no more. . . .28

When Sir Gawain learns that it is a magic garment which makes man “safe 
from assailants, whoever strives to slay him”, he accepts. Because of the slight 
impropriety involved in his acceptance of the girdle, it does not rescue him 
entirely, but he escapes with a slight nick in his skin. After the ordeal, Gawain 
learns that it is the Green Knight himself in whose castle he had lodged and 
whose wife had presented him with the magic girdle. He tries to return it, 
but the Green Knight presses him to keep it as an appropriate trophy.

Who is this Green Knight who extends, via his messenger/wife, a girdle that 
protects from harm and which he himself symbolizes? The girdle is a piece of 
silk; it cannot really protect. Rather, it symbolizes that portion of Gawain that 
cannot be harmed, that needs no protection. The Self is indestructible. The 
realization of that truth enables Gawain to find a friend rather than an execu
tioner in the Green Knight. In the same way that the discovery of the pearl is at 
once the focal point of the story told in Hymn of the Pearl and strangely unim
portant to it (it is not mentioned again after the prince succeeds in acquiring it; 
its acquisition is important because it merges with the garment), so the green

28 Sir Gawain and the Green K nigh t, ed. Stone (Middlesex and Baltimore, 1959), Chapter 
63, p. 97.
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girdle is important only at the moment of its acquisition, for the gnosis it 
entails frees Gawain from the material world and renders him indestructible. It 
would be superfluous and, in a sense, impossible for the Green Knight to 
demand the return of the girdle. It represents a path which can be trod in only 
one direction. Its acquisition by Gawain is the poet’s metaphor for his acquisi
tion of sensitivity toward his own being, his own self. It saves him from death 
in two ways. On the prosaic level it saves him from the axe of the Green 
Knight, and on the more profound, metaphysical level, it saves him from death 
by enlightening him regarding the immortality of the soul and the irrelevance 
of the death of the flesh. The tale is one of revelation and enlightenment rather 
than salvation or instant redemption. The story is not about grace so much as 
about gnosis, intuitive knowledge in matters of the spirit.

In a sense, then, Gawain’s story is a gnostic tale no less than the story of the 
prince and the pearl. We can return now to the latter story to see how it ends. 
When we left it, the garment was about to speak. This is what it has to say:

I am the Active of Deeds,
Who they reared for him in my father’s presence 
And I also perceived in myself
That my stature was growing in accord with his labors.29

This is the Iranian concept of the heavenly soul (celestial daena) which 
reunites with the earthly soul a few days after death. The daena is made beau
tiful or ugly by the deeds performed by the bearer of the soul during his or 
her sojourn on earth. In an old Avestan text, the daena explains how the sys
tem works:

I was lovely and you made me more lovely 
I was beautiful and you made me more beautiful.
I was desirable and you made me more desirable. . . .
Through this good thought, through this good work, through this 
good deed.30

The symbolism might be a bit obscure, but the basic principle is clear 
enough: by donning his cloak the prince paves the path for his personal 
redemption.31

Finally, the prince does unite with his daena:
And in its kingly motions
It was spreading itself out towards me,
And in the hands of its givers

29 Hymn of the Soul (=Hymn of the Pearl), cd. cit., p. 29.
30Yasht 22:14.
31 The Jews of Babylonia knew o f the daena and used that notion to explain the phe

nomenon o f existential, unexplained terror, panic or anxiety. No individual could see and thus 
no individual could recognize the source o f his or her fears, but the individual’s daena could. 
The twist here, in the Babylonian Jewish context, is that the daena is identified with the stars 
and is called rnazal (literally “constellation”), a word that later came to mean “luck” or “for
tune” in a progression o f meaning that is both obvious and rather optimistic.
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It hastened that I might take it.
And me too my love urged on
That I should run to meet it and receive it
And I stretched forth and received it
With the beauty of its colors I adorned myself. . . .32

So the prince does find redemption, just as the Jew does when he wraps 
himself up in the tallit first thing each morning and declares, with hopeful
ness: “In Your light we shall see light.”33

The Jew at morning prayer dons the tallit as an essentially redemptive act 
grounded in metaphor and seasoned with a bit of magic. The tallit symbol
izes, first, the soul, for the daily return of which one is bidden liturgically to 
offer thanks to God, the Source of all life. This is the simplest level of inter
pretive thought, reflected in the fact that modeh ani traditionally is considered 
to be a child’s prayer. There is, however, another level hovering just above 
the metaphoric—the plane of sympathetic magic. God has a cloak as well, 
one woven with the soul of the Jewish people, one that functions as the very 
soul of God.34 The Jew at worship dons the tallit in an act of pre-emptive 
imitatio Dei. The donning of the soul-cloak by God is considered symbolic 
of the coming redemption and must be triggered from below by a nation 
enwrapped in its own salvific garment.

Metaphor is the realm of reality in which all existents may identify and 
trade places with their equivalents. It is well within the metaphoric universe 
that Judaism functions ritually best. On the most basic level of symbol and 
myth, the Jew who wraps himself in his tallit is acting in direct imitation of 
God, thereby fulfilling the most primary longing of religious man: to be holy 
and to be like God. By so doing, he demonstrates his faith in the doctrine of 
God the Creator, and willingness and intent to create a private universe of 
symbol, metaphor and myth, with and in which to serve the divine paradigm. 
On a slightly higher level, the idea is even more potent: to do not only as 
God does but as one wishes God to do. To worship the Redeemer of Israel, 
Israel can do no less than bring about its own redemption.

32 Hymn of the Soul> cd. cit., p. 29.
33 Psalms 36:10. Cf. Job 24:13-16, where God Himself is callcd light.
34 Can one translate the opening lines o f  the Nishmat prayer to yield the idea that the soul 

of the everliving God (i.e., Israel) shall (now) praise the name o f God?
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