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In looking at this week’s parshah one is immediately struck by the overwhelming minutia related to the laws of the construction of the mishkan and the garments of the kohanim.  There are so many minute objects discussed.  Each deserves its own careful study to understand what exactly it is, and what its significance is.

Take the garment known as ephod, for example.  What is the ephod that is described in this week’s parshah as the garment of Kohen Gadol?  There are literally countless interpretations.  Some commentators suggest that it is a half cape covering the length of the body, but not the back of the body.  Others suggest that it was a type of skirt from the waist down, yet in the back it went up to the neck.  Others suggest that it was draped over the body in a way similar to the modern tallit.  While still others suggest that it was more similar to a vest.

The ephod became associated with the essence of the religious power of the Kohen Gadol.  We see this because in Tanakh the ephod comes to mean two other things as well.  Throughout Tanakh the ephod also refers to a simple linen garment worn by a regular Kohen.  It also refers to at times an oracle, an object that was used to divine the future.  Very often this oracle was associated with idolatry.

We see within this ephod an enormous power.  It was the garment that symbolized the sanctity of the Kohen Gadol.  In fact, it was so central to the priesthood that it was eventually worn by many kohanim aside from the Kohen Gadol.  And eventually the very term ephod did not only refer to a specific garment but to an object that was the center of a religious cult.  For example, in the book of Judges, Gidon returned from battle and sets up his own ephod, which people sinned in coming to worship.

