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Shavuot is all about God giving the Torah to the Jewish people (mattan torah). The Talmud includes
an opinion that when an individual writes a Torah scroll (sefer torah), it is as if he or she received the
Torah at Sinai. In the sources below, you are invited to explore sources that speak about the mitzvah
for each individual Jew to write a sefer torah. My hope is that by studying this mitzvah, you will find
yourself a little closer to the experience of receiving the Torah.

The commandment to write a Torah scroll is based on the following verse:

Deuteronomy 31 XD 29D 2°99a7
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yourselves and teach it to the people of Israel; s - 5 o w5 sy |
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be My witness against the people of Israel. OROWS 0122 Y0

The contextual meaning of this commandment is that God is speaking to Moses and Joshua (“for
yourselves”) and telling them to write the song in the following chapter of Deuteronomy (“Listen, O
heavens...” / onwi k).

Another rabbinic tradition understood the verse to be a commandment for every Jew to write a
Torah scroll—just like the scrolls we read from in our synagogues:
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us a scroll of the Torah, it is our religious duty to
| write one for ourselves, as it is said: ‘Therefore,
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In the thirteenth century, Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel (Rosh) had the following innovative approach to

the commandment to write a sefer torah:

 Laws of a Torah Scroll | 170 990 Mok (M) WK mavp nisbs |
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' is a commandment for every Jew, according to
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Maimonides wrote: ‘it is a positive commandment :
on every Jew to write a Torah scroll...’ '

This was in previous generations, when people .
wrote Torah scrolls and learned from them. But !
today, when we write Torah scrolls and place |
them in synagogues to read from them publicly, it !
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: My thanks to Rabbi Ysoscher Katz for inspiring me to investigate the commandment to write a Torah scroll.
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5 commandment to write a Torah is in order to !
} study from it as it says, ‘teach it to the people of !
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Rosh’s argument is that the original purpose of the mitzvah to write a Torah was for every Jew to own
and study the foundational text of the Jewish people. By the thirteenth century, it became prevalent
for Torah scrolls to be placed in the ark of the
Have you ever contributed to the synagogue. Like our own experience, it was rare
publication of a book? for an individual to own a Torah scroll and learn
from it at home. Accordingly, Rosh concludes that

. . the mitzvah can be performed by writing copies
Rosh takes the rationale to write of the Torah, not in the form of scrolls, but in

a Torah—'teach it to the people’— yolumes for personal study, and by producing
literally, but he understands the volumes of Mishnah and Talmud.

commandment more broadly . )
than those who apply it to Moses Rosh’s ruling raised some eyebrows. The
and Joshua. Can you explain why idea that we can investigate the rationale behind

. . a mitzvah and subsequently change our
Rosh might have done this? performance of the mitzvah has long been subject

to controversy. While some rabbis rejected Rosh’s
position, other rabbis sought to understand his argument in a more palatable way. See for example the
words of Rabbi Yosef Karo (author of the Shulhan Arukh):

: And so it seems to me that Rosh only sought to ap 1A% N0 N
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their commentaries, that is, to show that they i srsemamy ! , |
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sefer torah. And to show that writing these books |  W1°3721 N 21n2%1 M¥n NP 7MWY ,N"d N3 |
is a greater mitzvah than writing a sefer torah | ya MP>1 "o 21037 YAk ,0°2721% MNP 1"on2a |
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publicly. But of course it is still, today, the 5 :
foundation of the mitzvah to write a sefer torah | DPNWRAA MANTA 37123 12 31 70

and read from it with one’s children! That way
one acts according to the custom of previous
| generations.

Do you find this explanation of Rosh convincing?
Why or why not?
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Another striking position on the commandment to write a Torah scroll emerges from Rabbi Aryeh
Leib ben Asher Gunzberg’s Shaagat Aryeh (printed in 1755):
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Nevertheless, | could argue that today we are
exempt from the commandment to write a Torah
scroll, because even great sages of the Talmud

were not expert at variant spelling, as it says: ''92 KD 701 27 % MRTI MN MIoNA
Rav Yosef said to Abbaye: they [previous IR NN MDA 2°X°P2 IR (R ,7) 1UTRT
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The author of Shaagat Aryeh’s position is that since we do not have a perfectly accurate text of the
Torah, we cannot truly fulfill the commandment to write a Torah scroll. Some disagree with this
position, arguing that the text of our Torah scrolls is fine, and not a hindrance to performing this
commandment. Others agree with the author of Shaagat Aryeh’s position that we cannot fulfill the
biblical commandment, but still maintain there is a rabbinic commandment to write a Torah scroll. The
rabbinic commandment may be performed in a variety of ways, including contributing money to write,
maintain, or fix a Torah scroll.

We have learned about several understandings of the commandment to write a Torah scroll: (1) the
commandment was for Moses and Joshua to write the song Haazinu; (2) there is a commandment for
every Jew to write a Torah scroll for him or herself; (3) the commandment can be fulfilled by
writing and publishing books related to Torah; (4) there is no longer a way to fulfill the mitzvah in
our time.

Which of these understandings resonates most with you?
Rabbi Yehiel Mikhal Epstein said that the expression “these and those are the words of the living God” is

one of the reasons the Torah is called a song—because “a song becomes more beautiful when scored for
many voices interwoven in complex harmonies.”

How will you contribute your voice to the harmonies of Torah learning this
Shavuot?
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