THE HISTORY OF WRITING THE TORAH

When did Moses begin writing the Torah? When
did he write the stories of Genesis? And how did
he manage to write thirteen Torah scrolls himself?
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A. WHen Did TREY HAVE TIME?.........cueeeeeeeeeessmsssseeessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssees D

We read about a special commandment in this week’s Torah reading: every Jew should write
“this song” (Source 1). This means they should write the entire Torah, where this song, the
song of Haazinu, is written. (Source 2)

Seemingly, the Rebbe asks, in the wake of this commandment, thousands of Jews would
have been writing Torah scrolls, yet we find no allusion to such an occurrence taking place.
Moreover, between the giving of this commandment and Moses’ passing on the seventh of
Adar (Source 3) until the Jews entered Israel on the tenth of Nissan (Source 4) there was
very little time. This wouldn't have allowed for the writing of Torah scrolls, which is a huge
undertaking.

B. AWOIK IN PIOQIESS....cosseeereeerressssssssssssssssssssssssssmssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 9

In the days preceding the giving of the Torah at Sinai, Moses wrote the Torah from Genesis
until that point in time (Source 5). Before Moses descended from Sinai, G-d instructed him
to “Write these words for you” (Source 6), which the Talmud understands to mean that
the written Torah may not be studied orally, and the Oral Torah may not be written down.
(Source 7)

Based on this law, the Rebbe says that everything Moses taught the Jews in the desert
must have been transcribed in real time, because it was forbidden to study it orally. Indeed,
Maimonides writes explicitly that after a class from Moses, the Jews would write it down.
(Source 8)

Effectively, when the Jews received the commandment to write their own Torah scrolls,
most of it was already written, they only needed to complete the job.

C. TRIFEEN TOIAN SCIOLLS......oooeeeeeeeeeeeseeeeeesseeeeesssseeseeesssssseeesssssesesssssesesssssseeessssssesssssseeessanens 13

Moses wrote thirteen scrolls. He gave one to each of the twelve tribes, and the final one was
kept in the Ark of the Covenant (Source 9).

How was Moses able to write thirteen scrolls in one day? Some say that Moses used
supernatural powers to complete it. The Rebbe negates this explanation, reasoning that
mitzvot needs to be accomplished within the laws of nature. This is illustrated by the story
of the Alter Rebbe, who wouldn't recite the blessing on the new moon after his boat had
miraculously stopped; insisting that it stop naturally.



According to what we explained above, Moses wrote the scrolls during the forty years in the
desert, and on this day, he completed them.

Tangentially, the Rebbe learns a powerful lesson from this: Moses, out of his love for the
Jewish people, insisted on writing each scroll himself and did not have others assist him.
(Source 10)

D. Why Don't We Write TOrah SCIOLIS?...........eueeeeeeeesessneessesssssssssssessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssss 17

Why don't Jews write their own Torah scrolls? The Rebbe explains that the community
writes one on behalf of everyone.

We find a similar example with the Lulav and Etrog. The Torah commands that it must be
“yours.” In times when they were difficult to obtain, the community would source one set
for communal use. How did it belong to everyone? During the performance of the mitzvah,
the community would give ownership of the Lulav bundle to the person using it, and then it
would be transferred to the next person in line.

In conclusion, the Rebbe encourages every Jew to purchase a letter in a collective Torah
scroll, because when a person has one letter in the scroll, they have a connection to the
entire scroll and it is considered as if they had written it all themselves.

Introduction

In this week’s Torah reading we read the commandment for every Jew to write a Torah
scroll. What did the Jews do upon hearing this commandment? Did they devote all their
waking hours to quickly writing a Torah scroll? Why do we not write our own scrolls today?

Ajourney through time to learn how Moses wrote his scrolls, how the Jews wrote theirs, and
how we fulfill this mitzvah today.
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A. When Did They Have Time?

Write This Song - The Torah

In this week’s Torah reading, we learn of a special commandment of G-d to Moses: tell the Jewish

people to write this song down for themselves.

Source 1 peuteronomy 3t:14-17, 19

G-d said to Moses, "Behold, your days are
approaching for you to die. Call Joshua and stand
in the Tent of Meeting, and I will inspire him.
So Moses and Joshua went, and stood in the
Tent of Meeting. The L-rd appeared in the Tent,
in a pillar of cloud. The pillar of cloud stood at
the entrance to the Tent. And the L-rd said to
Moses: Behold, you are about to lie with your
forefathers, and this nation will rise up and stray
after the deities of the nations of the land into
which they are coming. They will forsake Me and
violate My covenant which I made with them.
My fury will rage against them on that day, and I
will abandon them and hide My face from them,
and they will be consumed, and many evils and
troubles will befall them. They will say on that
day, 'Is it not because our G-d is no longer in my
midst, that these evils have befallen me?'

Now, write down this song for yourselves, and
teach it to the Children of Israel. Place it into
their mouths, in order that this song will be for
Me as a witness for the children of Israel.
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Ralbag explains—and the same is implicated by Maimonides in his introduction to Mishneh Torah—
that the words “write down this son for yourselves” are a commandment to write the entire Torah
where this song, the song of Haazinu, is written.
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Ralbag, ad loc

Now, write down this song for yourselves, and
teach it to the Children of Israel. Place it into
their mouths: It is later explained that “this
song” is the entire Torah, as the verse states
“And Moses wrote this song,” and “It was, when
Moses finished writing the words of this Torah
in a scroll, until their very completion.” This
attests that “this song” means the entire Torah,
including this specific song.

Moses’s command to the Jewish people “now
write down this song for yourselves” was given
during their fortieth year in the desert, shortly
before Moses’s passing on the 7th of Adar. We can
deduce this dating from the fact that Moses began
to relay the book of Deuteronomy on “the first day
of the eleventh month” (Shevat), so the conclusion
of the book, including “now write down this song,’
must have been said shortly before the 7th of Adar.

Seemingly, when the Jewish people heard
this command from Moses they were all
immediately obligated to write a personal
Torah scroll - all 600,000 adults! However, we
don't find any trace of this extraordinary event.
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A Tight Schedule
Source 3 veuteronomy 34:5-6; 8-9

Moses’ passing on Adar 7

Moses, the servant of the L-rd, died there, in the
land of Moab, by the mouth of the L-rd. He buried
him in the valley, in the land of Moab, opposite
Beth Pe'or. And no person knows the place of his
burial, until this day.

The Children of Israel wept for Moses in the
plains of Moab for thirty days, and then the days
of weeping in mourning for Moses came to an
end. Joshua the son of Nun was full of the spirit
of wisdom, because Moses had laid his hands
upon him. The Children of Israel obeyed him,
and they did as the L-rd had commanded Moses.

Source & joshua11-2 419

Crossing the Jordan on Nisan 10

After the death of Moses the servant of the L-rd,
the L-rd said to Joshua the son of Nun, Moses'
assistant: Moses my servant has died; arise now
and cross the Jordan River, you and this entire
nation, to the land I am giving to the Children
of Israel.

The people came up out of the Jordan River on
the tenth day of the first month, and camped in
Gilgal, on the east border of Jericho.

>> The Rebbe
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Moreover, shortly after this commandment was aYVaw MRS 93°N BN 7NN
given, Moses passed away onthe 7th of Adar,andthe  gwn n'vo %y ARy 797 I8
Jewish people mourned him for thirty days. After  qaxy 7oy Dwbw” Jwna 17an
the mourning period was over, the Jewish people 3993 Sk 13 19°nn0 T
began their preparations for crossing the Jordan 17977 DX 137,170 IR MAYY

River “on the tenth of the first month” (Nisan), and
following that they were occupied with conquering

the Land of Israel.
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It seems impossible that, in the short
time between the 7th of Adar and the 10th
of Nisan, every Jew was able to fulfill this
mitzvah to write a personal Torah scroll.
There are also specific prerequisites for
writing a Torah scroll: a trained scribe,
parchment, ink, etc. It seems completely
impossible for such an enormous job to
be carried out in such a short period of
time.
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Writing a Torah scroll is no simple feat. It requires specialized tools and advanced training. Firstly,

the writing must be done with a feather quill and ink. The scroll must be parchment, and processing

one from animal hides takes much time and effort, and is subject to detailed halachic rules.

In addition, the scribe, an expert at his craft, must invest great care in writing the Torah in

accordance with all the rules, a process that usually takes around a year. If just a single letter isn't

written according to the rules the entire Torah is disqualified. Clearly such an enormous undertaking

couldn’t have been executed by all Jews over the course of a single month!



B. A Work in Progress

When Was The Torah Written Down?

Source 5 xodus 24:3-4

When the Torah describes the events preceding the giving of the Torah, we read that

after the people declared “Whatever G-d speaks we will do,” Moses wrote all of G-d’s

words. What exactly did Moses write?

Student's Moses came and told the people all the words 22 nX oy? 9po™ nYn Xan
"8 of the L-rd and all the ordinances. The people g7 D°wBTRA %3 XY A *127
all answered in unison: "All the words that the %2 3K"1 X i oy 92
L-rd has spoken we will do." Moses wrote all S0V 'TO92T WK 007273
the words of the L-rd, and he arose early in the 0T 92 NX nwn 2R
morning and built an altar at the foot of the non {am 1201 E22 03U
mountain and twelve monuments for the twelve D°3Wh N2 MY 0ORY A0
tribes of Israel. 2R v Yy
Rashi
Moses came and told the people: On that very  -0¥2 12 :D¥7 9807 nwn X211
day, all the words of the L-rd: The mitzvot of YR Mgn M7 72 N
separation and keeping a distance from the YUY :DOwBYRR 25 NXY .72
mountain. All the ordinances: The seven mitzvot N2 M1 °12 MO nign
commanded to all of humanity; and the mitzvot P71 TN 1727 ON] AKX T2
of Shabbat, honoring parents, the red heifer, and YD 2PN T2 07 NNy
the laws commanded at Marah. Moses wrote: 2021 ,07IR AR Y] NPWNI2N
From Genesis until the giving of the Torah, and ~ B2¥" .72 M0XY Nhgn
he wrote the mitzvot commanded at Marah. He J102 MYnn2 a2
arose early in the morning: On the fifth of Sivan.
Even before the giving of the Torah, Moses had written everything from creation until the present—
the creation story, the Patriarchs, exile in Egypt, the mitzvot of Marah. During the coming years, after
key events or commandments, additional chapters were added.
The Written Torah - Not By Heart
source 6 exodus 3427
Student's G-d said to Moses: "Inscribe these words for nX 97 202 W PR TR

£ %8 79 %2 TN D737
DY) M2 A0 CmR TR
W

P38 yourself, for according to these words I have
formed a covenant with you and with Israel."
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Studer;;'s7 When the Jewish people received the Torah

The Talmud interprets this as a prohibition on studying the Written Torah by heart, and on

transcribing the Oral Torah.

Source 7 raimud Gittin 60b

Rabbi Yehuda bar Nachmani, the
interpreter of Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish,
said: “It is written ‘Inscribe these words
for yourselfy and it is also written
‘according to (lit. by the mouth of) these
words.” How does this work? Written
words may not be studied orally, and oral
words may not be transcribed.”
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The Ran explains that there are many details that are derived from the way the Torah is written:

the specific spelling used, variances between how it is written and how it is pronounced, etc. When

these verses are recited orally, one misses the deeper meaning hidden in the text. (There are other

explanations as well which are beyond the scope of this class.)

>> The Rebbe

The Personal Torahs Were Written In Real Time

$7112 N2 M5 v

the verse states "and Moses wrote all of G-d’s

words...and he took the scroll of the covenant."
Rashi explains that at this time Moses wrote
down the entire Torah from Genesis until the
point of the giving of the Torah. At that poin,
the distinction between the Written Torah and
the Oral Torah was created: The Written Torah
had to be committed to writing, while the Oral
Torah could not be. This is the meaning of the
verse “write these words,” as Rashi explains,
“however, you are not allowed to write down

the Oral Torah”
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We can deduce from this that, post-Sinai, the
Jewish people were obligated to commit all new
sections of the Torah to writing, because it is
forbidden to study parts of the Written Torah from
memory only.
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The process of Torah study in the desert went like this: Moses taught the people a section of the
Torah, and they immediately committed it to writing. Everything had to be written down because
there is a law that the Written Torah can’t be studied from memory. Maimonides describes this

Student's
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process explicitly:

Source 8 maimonides' preface to his commentary on the Mishnah

Know that every mitzvah commanded
to Moses by G-d was given with its
explanation. G-d told Moses the mitzvah
and then explained all the ideas and
concepts included in it.

Maimonides explains what the Oral Torah is. Moses essentially was given both the Written and Oral
Torahs at Sinai. First, he recorded the text, the mitzvah, and that became the Written Torah. Then he
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explained the meaning of the text, which is what we call the Oral Torah.

The order of teaching it to the Jewish
people is explained in the Talmud: Moses
would enter his tent, followed by Aaron,
and Moses would tell him the mitzvah
once, followed by its meaning. Aaron then
went to Moses’ right side, and his children
Elazar and Itamar entered and Moses told
them what he had told Aaron. One sat on
Moses left side and the other on Aaron’s
right, and then the seventy elders entered
and Moses taught them what he had
taught Aaron and his children. Then came
all the Jews desiring to hear G-d’s word
and Moses taught them, until everyone
had heard it from Moses’ mouth.
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Then the people went home and taught
it to their fellows, and they wrote it on
scrolls, which they read regularly. Then
they studied the G-d-given meaning
and explanation of that mitzvah. They
wrote down the mitzvah and studied the
explanation orally.

>> The Rebbe
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The Scrolls Were Already Almost Complete

Student's As a result, when the Jewish people heard

ng.9

the commandment from Moses to “now
write down this song for yourselves,” they
already had all the previously delivered
sections of the Torah in writing. All they
had to do at that point was to complete the
Torah, from the verse “now write down this
song” until the end of the Torah.

This explains how it was possible for all
Jews to write a Torah scroll over such a
short period of time: They already had most
of the Torah written, all they had to do now
was complete it.

(It is important to note that the above explanation was given by the Rebbe in this sichah and in
the next farbrengen, held on Shabbos Vayeishev. But in the likut that was later published the Rebbe
explained differently. While the Jewish people did indeed write everything they learned in scrolls in
real time, the Rebbe states that for various reasons it is difficult to maintain that these were kosher
as Torah scrolls. The Rebbe gives a different answer for the question of how they were able to fulfill
the mitzvah of writing Torah so quickly: The thirteen scrolls written by Moses and given to each of

the tribes fulfilled their personal obligation.)
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C. Thirteen Torah scrolls

Who Did Moses Give The Scrolls To?

Source 9 veuteronomy 319

Moses wrote this Torah, and gave it to the priests,
the descendants of Levi, who carried the Ark of
the Covenant of the L-rd, and to all the elders of
Israel.

Rashi, Deuteronomy 29:3

I heard that on the very day that Moses gave the
Torah scroll to the sons of Levi, as the verse says,
“And he gave it to the priests, the descendants
of Levi” (Deut. 31:9) all of the people came before
Moses and said to him: “Moses, our Teacher! We
also stood at Sinai and accepted the Torah, and it
was also given to us! Why, then, are you giving
the members of your tribe control over it, so that
someday in the future they may claim, 'It was
not given to you, it was given only to us!”

Moses rejoiced over this and it was on that
account that he said to them, “This day, you have
become a people” (Deut. 27:9). This meant: “It is
today that I understand that you cleave to G-d
and desire Him.”

Midrash Rabbah, Chapter 29

Rabbi Yannai said: He wrote thirteen Torah
scrolls; twelve he gave to the twelve tribes, and
one he placed in the Ark, as a control against
forgeries.

DNXT NPT DX AYn 2R
212 Dhaen PN M
OXY ' D72 7R DX DoNian

2RI 31 93

YR 10IY Divn INiNY nymY
212 12,17 *327 N7IRD Y90
D737 2% mIp" 7771 NYe2
197 XY 92 2 ™7 a2
b v/~ L PR o1\ Iy L)
oA PO MDY WX AN
TRX 91 17 MIR) 7R DN
ATIY W N2 DY wTwn
037 X' amm i 2 3N

?2"mIna 17 ,mn

DXt 2371 ,7270 Py nwin nni)
Dy? [7 M3 oia” o MK
DAY °PI20 1o o — "N

Dip1Ra o°¥am 0737

MY Wow 203 XY 2 MK
Ty oo Ay oo ,nivin
DN 112 T30 DOXY 070w
DN PTG 13T 7 UR

JIW2Y ADIR

13



Student’s
pg. 1

The question is asked, how could Moses have
written thirteen Torah scrolls in one day?
One answer given is that this was done by
employing a Kabbalistic formula to make the

quill write on its own.

We have discussed many times that mitzvot
need to be observed in a natural manner, not
through miracles - unless absolutely necessary.
It is therefore difficult to say that the writing of
thirteen scrolls was done through supernatural
means.

The Rebbe Rayatz related a famous story
about the Alter Rebbe on this theme. While he
was imprisoned by the Czarist government,
he was being transported by boat from the
Peter-Paul fortress to the secret police for an
interrogation. The Alter Rebbe wanted to use
the opportunity to recite the blessing on the
new moon, so he asked the officer to stop the
boat for him. When the officer refused, the
boat came to a sudden stop on its own. But
the Alter Rebbe didn’t go ahead and say the
blessing until the officer agreed to stop the
boat himself. The reason was that the Alter
Rebbe wanted the boat to stop for the blessing
in a natural manner.
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, known as the Alter Rebbe, was the founder of the Chabad branch of
Chassidut. He was falsely accused of rebelling against the Czar and was incarcerated in S. Petersburg.

When the government officials wanted to question him, an officer would escort him by boat from the

prison to the appropriate government building.
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Once, while crossing the river by boat, the Alter Rebbe wished to recite the blessing for the Sanctification
of the Moon, and he asked the officer to stop the boat. The officer refused. Miraculously, the boat froze
in its place, and the Alter Rebbe recited the psalm said before the actual blessing. When he concluded
the psalm, before beginning the blessing, he paused.

The boat began to move, and the Alter Rebbe once again asked the officer to stop the boat. Having
witnessed the miraculous occurrence moments earlier, the officer asked the Alter Rebbe to give him
a blessing in writing, and he would gladly stop the boat. The Alter Rebbe agreed. Upon receiving the
note with the blessing, the officer stopped the boat, and the Alter Rebbe recited the blessing.

It is told that the blessing was indeed fulfilled, and the officer lived to a ripe old age amid much wealth
and honor.

This story was related by Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn, the sixth Rebbe of Lubavitch. He added:

“When I was a child, I wondered: Why didn’t the Alter Rebbe recite the blessing the first time the boat
stopped, without needing to rely on the officer’s goodwill? However, when I grew older and studied
Chassidut, I understood the reason: Mitzvot must be performed via natural means, without relying
on supernatural miracles.”

*

The goal of mitzvot is to refine the physical world and permeate it with sanctity, not to get rid of it.
If you encounter difficulty when performing a mitzvah, it should be viewed as something positive.
Unnatural means should not be employed to remove it, as that would diminish the mitzvah’s potency.

The same is true for outcomes that naturally arise from doing a mitzvah. Miracles should not be used
to remove them, as that would mitigate the mitzvah’s effect on nature.

>> The Rebbe

Writing In Installments

Based on the above explanation regarding M277 1M 7 PYY NRD D Yy Pav
the Jewish people writing Torah scrolls in  339% 999% 1717 X 1°37 wn :Mvwna
a short period of time, we can resolve this v9,97X3 Y3 37907 210 370 93 DX
question as well. Moses didn’t have to write T Twna ANWYI 07000 21 NN
thirteen full Torah scrolls from beginning to NX 0705 K9X 15 9NN XYY 7T 1050
end on a single day. Most of the scrolls had
been written already, and all that remained
was to complete them, from the verse “now
write down this song” until the end of the
Torah.
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Moses’s Incredible Love For The Jewish People

Source 10 rorat Menachem 5744, vol. 3, p. 1724

While Moses was writing these Torah
scrolls he certainly wasn’t able to do other
things. Writing a Torah, and specifically
the Divine names it contains, demands
full concentration. This is true about
any scribe and any Torah, and is all the
more true regarding Moses and the Torah
scrolls designated to teach and guide the
Jewish people for all future generations!

Nevertheless, Moses put everything aside
in order to write these Torahs himself,
and didn’t delegate the task to Joshua,
Aaron, or Aaron’s sons. He insisted on
writing these scrolls himself because of
his incredible love and care for the Jewish
people.
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D. Why Don't We Write Torah Scrolls?

On the theme of writing Torah scrolls, there
is a major question:

Maimonides rules that “there is a positive
mitzvah for every Jew to write a personal
Torah scroll, as the verse states, “now write
down this song” The Code of Jewish Law
also cites this obligation. Yet, we don't see
this mitzvah being fulfilled by every Jew.

This includes the greatest Torah authorities,
who were very particular in their observance
of every major and minor detail of Jewish
law. But they too weren't particular to write
a Torah themselves, or even just to repair a
single letter in a Torah scroll.

I can speak from personal knowledge. My
father and teacher was extremely meticulous
in his observance of every detail of Jewish
law. But he never instructed me—not when I
became Bar Mitzvah and not years later—to
make an effort to fulfill this positive mitzvah
of writing a Torah.

An explanation for this: In addition to private
Torah scrolls, there are also publicly owned
Torahs. The Talmud and later authorities
mention this concept a number of times, and
we see it in practice as well.
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This is similar to what the sages teach us
about Moses, that he wrote thirteen Torah
scrolls—one Torah for each tribe, and a
thirteenth that was kept in the courtyard
of the Temple. We see that Moses wrote a
Torah for an entire tribe - a public Torah.

The law is that the authority over a public
Torah scroll is in the hands of the Rabbinic
court. As a result, the court can stipulate
that the writing of a public Torah should be
done on behalf of every Jew.

Through the writing of public Torah scrolls,
every Jew fulfills the mitzvah, because the
court stipulates that the writing is done on
his behalf as well.

We find an example of this concept in the
mitzvah of the Lulav bundle.

The verse states that on the first day of
Sukkot we must “take [the four kinds] for
yourselves” This is interpreted as a special
requirement that on the first day of the
festival one must personally own the Lulav
and Etrog that are used to fulfill the mitzvah.

Historically there were many Jewish
communities where the entire community
used a public Lulav set. Circumstances
often didn't allow for each member of the
community to be able to afford their own
set, so everyone would use the public one.
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St“dep"gt'lg To satisfy the requirement of personally owning

the Lulav set on the first day, the community—
through its appointed representative—would
gift each person full ownership over the set for
the time it took for them to fulfill the mitzvah.
It was a gift, conditional on it being returned to
the community, and in this way the community
was able to then gift the same set to the next
person, and so on.

In other words, the Rabbinic court stipulated
that when each Jew picked up the Lulav set in
order to make the blessing, it was considered
his personal property—even though the same
set was the personal property of someone
else a minute earlier, and would belong to yet
another person a minute later.

The same applies to Torah scrolls. The court
stipulates that when a person is called up to
the community Torah and makes the blessing
on reading it, the Torah is considered their
personal property.
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(Note: In the sichos of this period the Rebbe discussed at length the precise halachic mechanism under

which the communal Torah belongs to each individual. The details are beyond the scope of this class,

so we have just explained the general concept.)

Related to the above discussion, this is the
time to make mention of the idea of uniting
the Jewish people through the writing of
public Torah scrolls in which every Jew should
purchase a letter.
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When a person purchases a single letter in the
Torah they have an association with the entire
Torah scroll. This is similar to repairing a letter
in a Torah scroll which is considered akin to
writing the entire Torah.

2"nwn’ 1905 v NNYn

,T9°RY 529 'Y ‘A Phn anin NN
2"Awn’,A91AT 2 %% nnwn
,T2°R1 601 'Y ,0W

3 °N3 DYYMWwR N

DAR MIR W17 "7 IWROY ,12100
990 3% N15»w 1 w7700 1903
MR 7°307 DRMTA - 9D ann
nawni 1 3anY ,77IN0 9503 NN

915 791057 9907 95 Navnad

20



