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It has been often noted by commentators that our portion this week, Tetzaveh, which is almost always read on the Shabbos before Purim, is the only portion in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers in which the name Moses does not appear. Although he is clearly the one being addressed, his name never comes up. Similarly, although the Divine Hand is clearly at work during the events recounted in the book of Esther, the name of G-d never appears in the Megillah. 

There are other links between our portion and the book of Esther. Our Torah portion devotes considerable attention to the clothing of the kohanim and the oil and spices used to anoint them for their sacred task. In the Megillah, attention is paid to the oils and scents used to make Esther an appropriate consort to the king, and later she uses her royal clothing to attract the king’s attention and allow her the opportunity to reverse the extermination decree.
So why do scents and clothing play such a significant role in both Torah portion and megillah? I think that the answer may be found in the commandment which opens our portion. The children of Israel are instructed to bring ‘pure oil of pounded olives to cause the lamp to burn continually.’ Think on it: pounded olives. We are to extract from this earthly plant a way of creating an ever-burning flame. We convert a material substance into light, elevating the physical into a representation of the spiritual.
It is appropriate that this commandment appears at this juncture. This lamp, the ner tamid, represents a transition point. In last week’s portion, we’ve been concerned with the externals of the sanctuary, the altars, curtains, tables, etc. Now in this week’s portion we moving from the material used to build it to the people who will carry out its functions, and the clothing that symbolizes their holy tasks. We are transitioning from outer to inner, from external structure to internal purpose. The pure olive oil used to light the menorah – a physical substance that converts to light - illuminates this transition from material to spiritual. Or to put it another way, we’re changing the focus from our material nature – our physical origin from dust of the earth - to our spiritual identity, made in the image of G-d.
Still, if this portion is concerned with the inner, spiritual side of us, why all the emphasis on clothing? Our culture conditions us to view clothing as more an outer affectation than an inner realization. So how does a fashion statement serve as a divine directive?

Perhaps the narrative in the third chapter of Genesis can help us understand the significance of clothing. It is here we learn that after the serpent told Chava that she need not fear death from eating the fruit of the forbidden tree, she noticed that the fruit itself was ‘good to eat, appealing to the eyes, and would lead to understanding...” In short, Chava embraced the sensual, aesthetic, and intellectual aspects of being an embodied spirit – she permitted the material side of her nature to gain ascendance over her spiritual connection to the Divine.
HaShem then ‘banished the human from the garden, to work the earth from which he was taken.’ I don’t view this banishment as a punishment but rather a consequence of our dual identity of being both dusts of the earth and of the image of G-d.  We are to ‘work the soil from which we are taken,’ or elevate the physical world we are part of into the spiritual realm in whose Image we are made. 
Yet it is important to note that before sending us out into the world for this purpose, the Torah tells us that HaShem/G-d “made for Adam and his wife garments of skin, and clothed them.” Why does the Torah make a point of G-d’s role as a tailor?
Perhaps the clothing serves as a metaphor to illustrate the fact that within the physicality of the world lurks a spiritual potential. Garments of skin in Hebrew are kitnot ohr. Ohr, skin, is spelled ayin vav resh. Were we to replace the ayin with an aleph, we’d pronounce it the same –ohr – but it would mean light, not skin. You might say that the garments G-d gave us – in other words this whole earthly existence – contain seeds of light – it is our task to liberate them, to discover the aleph within the ayin. 
Clothing thus serves as a constant reminder that we should never rest content with that which we share with all other animals, except maybe during football games. We must ever seek to do the work of Creation, and transform the earth from which we are taken into a fertile ground for spiritual growth. The clothing of the kohenim is symbolic of this purpose.
With this in mind, we can better appreciate how the megillah uses clothes to communicate a deeper message. Vashti refuses to display herself unclothed; she will not allow her physical beauty to eclipse her spiritual dignity.  Esther utilizes what is ordinarily a purely physical, seductive allure to achieve a higher purpose, the redemption of her people. The Divine Name does not appear in the book of Esther because is not needed. In the actions of both women we find the Divine Spirit fully expressed in physical vessels.

In Esther’s case there may be an additional message. I have always been struck by the fact that we begin the holiday cycle with the Passover haggadah, the traditional versions of which do not mention the main human agent, namely Moses, but focus instead on the miraculous entrance of G-d into history. Divinity eclipses humanity. We now come to the end of the holiday cycle with Purim, where G-d’s name is absent in the megillah; humanity trumps divinity. Or more accurately, the divine operates entirely through the actions of humanity, and has no need of miracles other than the ones we find in each other’s eyes. (Perhaps the fact that Moses’ name is also absent in the Torah portion preceding Purim alerts us to the fact that the cycle that began with the Passover hagaddah has come full circle.)

Similarly, in Genesis humanity’s descent from the purely spiritual to an embodied spirit began with Chava’s embrace of physicality by eating the fruit from the Tree of Knowing, good and evil. Her action starts us off on our mission to work the earth from which we are taken. What Chava started is completed by Esther; what began with Chava’s self-serving physical attachment has been transformed by Esther’s prayer and fasting into a spiritual act of self-sacrifice. 
This is really the message of the whole holiday cycle: we start out with G-d dominant in history, and through the course of the year we grow into our roles as G-d’s co-partners in creation. We begin with the bread of affliction in the seder and conclude with giving gifts of shaloach manot to our friends and neighbors – from slavery in Egypt to free will service to humanity. We mature into agents of divinity.
Moreover, the holiday cycle teaches us that every moment is a potentially a transition from earth to heaven. The physical pleasures of the world are meant to be enjoyed, not enthroned. We are given such moments of delight as a means of cultivating an attitude of gratitude. Maybe this happens when we sense within the flush of springtime a renewal of spirit, or when we see in a friendly smile a soul in search of another, or hear in the chortle of a baby an echo of divinity. There are miracles hidden in the everyday, moments brimming with light awaiting eyes, hearts and minds to release them.

Most of all, we can sense the miraculous in the every day when we can appreciate how it all fits together. As the Purim story teaches us, G-d acts behind the scenes, rendering what seems like random happenstance into a process leading toward a purpose. Mordechai just happens to overhear a plot against the king; a night’s insomnia leads the king to finally appreciate his heroism. Esther just happens to be chosen for a position that allows her to intercede for her people.  Everyday occurrences like these are like notes in a symphony. We can choose to hear only the notes, or learn to hear the music that lies beyond. May we be blessed each day to become better attuned to the heavenly music that is played in earthly chords.
