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Torah Book

Dear Reader:

One of Charles Schultz’s famous Peanuts cartoons portrays Charlie Brown facing a history test. The single question reads, “Explain World War II. Use both sides of the paper if necessary.”

Providing “Every thing Torah” in several hundred pages is a similarly daunting task. According to traditional Jewish thought, the Torah is nothing less than “the Blueprint of Creation.” The Written Torah is merely the beginning; the full Torah tells us why God Created the world, and what we should hope to accomplish now that we’re here. In a way, “Everything Torah” is redundant—for Everything is in Torah.

As a broad introduction to the Torah Path, I do hope that every reader finds this book a valuable source of insights and understanding. For those Jews unfamiliar with the idea of ongoing Torah study and discovery, I hope this will be a starting point in your Jewish learning, and lead to much more—because it is critical to our Jewish future.

Torah study is a never-ending process. I look forward to meeting you, receiving your feedback, and corresponding with you, at www.everythingtorah.com!
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Top Ten Torah Aphorisms for Life



	Love your neighbor as yourself. —Leviticus 19:18


	Serve God with joy. —Psalms 100:2


	In accordance with the effort, is the reward. —Fathers 5:23


	The past is gone, the future is yet to come, and the present is like the blink of an eye—so why worry? —Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra


	Look not at the vessel, but at what it contains. —Fathers 4:20.


	Who is Wealthy? He who is happy with his lot. —Fathers 4:1


	Fix your own problems first, before you correct everyone else. —Talmud Bava Metziah 107b


	Educate Each Child According to His Way. —Proverbs 22:6


	Silence is an aid to wisdom. —Fathers 3:13


	The entire world is but a narrow bridge—and the key is not to be at all afraid. —R’ Nachman of Breslov






Introduction


[image: ] A NON-JEW once came to the master teacher and Sage, Hillel, and said, “Convert me, on condition that you teach me the entire Torah while I stand on one foot.” Hillel told him, “That which is hateful to you, do not to your fellow man. This is the entire Torah; the rest is commentary. Now go and learn!”

It seems almost inconceivable that this Torah, which has had an unequaled impact upon the entire world, should come from a people that is, even today, tiny among the nations. But it’s true: the Jewish Nation, who—according to the Book—received the Torah 3,300 years ago, represent barely 0.2 percent (merely 2 in every 1,000) of the world’s population.

Not only is this the case, but most Jews today don’t observe the Torah’s laws as did the Prophets and Sages. While most Jewish people followed the Torah 200 years ago, that is much less common now. So while many people are familiar with the text itself, far fewer know much about the beliefs of those who revered, studied, and argued about Torah for millennia.

If you are Jewish, you will probably be surprised to learn how different the Torah’s traditional philosophy and worldview is from what you may have learned as a child, or through classes taught by those with a more liberal perspective. Not only are many of the practices of traditional Judaism foreign to many Jews, but the beliefs themselves are often very different—and in many cases, you may recognize in yourself, your synagogue, or your community a search to recapture what, in fact, was always yours.

For those who are not Jewish, understanding the Torah’s religious worldview—as traditional Judaism understands it—may give you a better understanding of your own faith, even if you have never so much as met a Jewish person, much less entered a synagogue. Jesus learned from the early Sages of the Mishnah, while Mohammed encountered post-Talmudic Judaism. The Seven Universal Laws given to Noah were known to many scholars, and were quoted by Sir Isaac Newton—but if you are like most people, you’d probably never heard of them before picking up this book.

But above all, in The Everything® Torah Book you’ll be asked to think and to probe, and—quite possibly—to argue. As you will discover, the Talmud encourages the reader to question and challenge every statement, and every premise, in the search for understanding. That’s why the Everythingtorah.com Web site is intended for you, even more than for those who haven’t yet bought the book. On the site, you’ll find opportunities to ask your questions, pose your challenges, and read the thoughts of others.

Jewish Sages taught, thousands of years ago, that the Torah is what preserves the Jewish Nation. Today many Jews have lost their attachment to Torah, and a corresponding weakness in Jewish identity has followed. So if you are Jewish, but have not had much of an opportunity to learn Torah, this is a special—and very important—opportunity.

So dive in—a wide “sea of Jewish learning” awaits you!



[image: ] Chapter 1
What Is Torah?

What’s the Torah? Why, the Torah is the Five Books of Moshe, the first five books of the Tanach (the Jewish Bible, which Christians call the Old Testament). But if that were the whole answer, you wouldn’t need an entire book about Torah. You could just read the Bible.

Torah simultaneously refers to something far greater than a single written document. Torah, which means “instruction” in Hebrew, is the totality of God’s directions to the Jewish People, and includes all areas of Jewish religious knowledge.

God, Torah, and the World

Torah has given birth to religious views that now cover most of the globe. Two thousand years ago, every European worshiped a panoply of gods, from Odin in the north to Zeus in the south. The earliest Americans, from Native Americans to the Mayans of the Yucatan Peninsula and the Incas of Chile, similarly bowed to a range of gods great and small. But today, the majority of the world’s population shares a faith in One God, the God of a band of early Hebrews in the Middle East.

Do you believe that the One God, too, is but a myth? Or do you believe that perhaps there is a God, but He is not directly involved with the world, and certainly doesn’t care about little ol’ you? This book may challenge your assumptions, and have you probe inwardly to think about those beliefs. You will see a vision of history in which God’s role is ever-present, and encounter a rich theology that answers many of the questions people have about why we’re here in the world.

Torah Today

The past several decades have seen an extraordinary revolution in Torah learning and living. Everywhere you turn—in the Torah-observant Jewish community, among the more modern, liberal Jews, or even among non-Jews—there is renewed interest in studying the Torah, as well as a desire to examine or even to observe its many Commandments.

The Growth of Yeshivos

The study of Torah has grown dramatically within the traditionally observant community. Over the past two decades, the number of adult students in yeshivos, traditional Torah academies, has doubled. Whereas the largest such academies just twenty years ago might have had 1,000 students, today the Mirrer Yeshiva in Jerusalem is home to over 5,000, equivalent to a midsize private college.

These numbers are bolstered, in part, by the Ba’al Teshuvah movement. The term Ba’al Teshuvah, or “Master of Return,” was previously used in reference to someone who abandoned Torah practices and then readopted them.

In modern times, however, it is used to refer to those raised in nonobservant families who, as adults, took upon themselves the obligations of Torah observance. Before the 1950s, this was almost unheard of. Today, however, the population of Ba’alei Teshuvah in both the United States and Israel is adding significantly to the size of Torah academies and observant communities.

Torah Learning Across the Spectrum

While traditional Jews have always emphasized Torah learning and observance, other Jewish groups now recognize the importance of Torah study to the Jewish future. The most recent platform of the Reform movement, adopted in 1999, encouraged “the ongoing study of the whole array of mitzvot [Commandments].” The Conservative movement also called for all members to begin reading a chapter of the Bible every day—an obvious duplicate of the successful Daf Yomi program, in which Orthodox men worldwide cycle through the Talmud at the rate of one page per day.

The Noahides

Outside the Jewish community, some non-Jews have gone so far as to reject any other religious affiliation, in favor of classifying themselves as “Noahides,” followers of the Torah’s Commandments for non-Jews, originally given to Noah upon his exit from the Ark after the Flood. Noahides may observe some Jewish holidays, but otherwise worship together and study those portions of Torah relevant to their observance of the Seven Universal (or Noahide) Laws.

Something for Everyone

Most religions teach that everyone should adopt that religion. The religion of the Torah is very different—it spends most of its time describing how God gave the Jewish Nation a special job to do, and outlining the rules that the Jewish People should follow. But at the same time, the Torah also tells us that every human being was created in God’s image. The Torah says that God spoke to Noah, the father of everyone alive today, and gave him his own set of rules to follow after exiting his famous Ark.

The Torah Speaks to Non-Jews, Too

That means that when it comes to faith and belief, the Torah says that everyone should believe in the One God who Created us all. But when it comes to practice, it says that most people—the overwhelming majority of the human race—don’t have to follow all the rules of the Torah. If they want to, they can join the Jewish Nation, but they don’t have to do that in order to be God-fearing people.

The Unique Mission of the Jewish Nation

At the same time, the Jews do have a unique mission—to spread knowledge of God throughout the world. According to the fullness of Torah thought, this isn’t merely a general call for tikkun olam, “Repairing the World,” however you might define that. No, the Torah calls for something much more difficult: tikkun atzmo, “Repairing the Self.” As the Talmud says, “Correct yourself, and then correct others.”

Being “a light unto the nations” doesn’t mean to lead demonstrations, get A’s in all your classes, or excel at sports. It means to be the best human being you can be—and the Torah claims that it can help you to reach that goal. When you read above about people who don’t believe in God, did you say, “Well, that’s not me”? Okay then! If God Created you, and Created the Torah, and the Torah claims it can help you to perfect yourself … you have to believe it. God’s more reliable than people are, right? God always keeps His promises.

A Tapestry of Customs, but Unified Beliefs

When people see the different customs of Chassidic Jews with their long caftans and round fur hats, Ashkenazic Jews (from Northern Europe) in business suits, and Sephardic Jews (from Spain and Northern Africa) with long white robes, they tend to focus upon the external differences of custom. They will point to these obvious differences, and tell you that this isn’t the Judaism of 2,000 years ago. But—as Jewish communities around the globe are realizing today—Judaism doesn’t depend upon lox and bagel, or kibbeh and felafel.


Different Customs

Each community has its own customs, the result of living apart for hundreds of years—and the differences may seem profound. It is customary, for example, for a Torah-observant person to not merely avoid mixing meat and dairy in the same meal, but to wait after a meat meal to allow the meat to digest, or after hard cheeses to allow the dairy products to be consumed. But while the observant person from Eastern Europe might wait six hours between one and the other, a sincere and pious individual from Germany might wait only three—and one from the Netherlands, a mere seventy-two minutes!

On the holiday of Passover, the law demands that one not eat leavened products, breads made from wheat, barley, rye, spelt, or oats. In the Ashkenazic community, a well-established custom bars legumes and rice as well—either to prevent confusion or because of a concern that wheat or barley kernels might have gotten mixed in at the market. The Sephardic authorities never made any ban on these products, so even the most devout person from Sephardic lands will happily eat a meal with rice, lentils, or peas during Passover, while an Ashkenazic follower of Torah never would. So it may seem strange to say that the two are both observing the same Torah.

The Ties That Bind

In this book, you’ll learn about the core beliefs and history that have tied the observers of Torah together, regardless of geographical location, the type of government, and the circumstances where they live—and even what era they live in. These beliefs have survived and held the population of exiles together; according to tradition, they’ve held the Jews together ever since Sinai.

Faith and Reason

Most religions teach that religious faith is something that either you’ve got or you don’t. “Faith” is belief in something that can be neither proven nor disproven, so it is immune to the sort of critical analysis that we apply to other decisions that we make in our lives. In this view, “theological truths” are not things that we determine to be true by using the standard tools of rational decision-making, but rather are arrived at by liberating oneself from the limitations of rationality.

The Torah, and Judaism in general, do not support this distinction. On the contrary, Jewish literature consistently suggests that belief in Torah is based upon facts and rational arguments. The Torah appears to argue that one can arrive at these beliefs using the same decision-making process that we use in every other area of our lives.

Maimonides begins his legal code by saying, “The foundation of all foundations and pillar of wisdom is to know that there exists a First Being.” He does not say that this is a belief, or a faith, but rather a fact that one should know to be true.

This being the case, the Torah subjects itself to an extremely high level of critical analysis. If faith cannot be proven or disproven, there is nothing to argue. But traditionally, Judaism never shared the view that the Torah is merely poetry of faith. If these are alleged to be facts, then one can attempt to prove them wrong.

Names, Languages, Pronunciation, and Perspective

As you read this book, some of the familiar names you recognize from the Bible may look, well, unfamiliar. For those who have seen Hebrew before, the transliterations may also look different. And even the ideas expressed may be dissimilar from what you’ve learned from other sources—even Jewish ones. So a few notes of explanation will help get you oriented toward the rest of this book.

What’s in a Name?

Those reading the Bible in English are usually more familiar with the translated names of Biblical figures: Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob rather than Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov. Today, however, we live in a multicultural society, and it is worthwhile—for any number of reasons—to become conversant with the original names. Many names you find in the Bible have meanings, and were chosen on that basis: Yaakov, for example, was holding onto the akev, heel, of his brother Esav (Esau) when he was born. The original Hebrew names are emphasized throughout this book; often the translation is provided alongside, and in any case it is provided in the Glossary.

Languages of Torah

When studying a text, reading in translation is always inferior to reading it in the original. Nuances of language in the original text can be lost, as well as relationships between two words that have no connection once rendered into another language. There are literally dozens of different English-language translations of the Torah from Jewish and Christian authors—but there is only one original Hebrew version.

Torah study is so complex in part because only the Written Torah, as well as most books of the Jewish Bible, are written in ancient Hebrew. In order to be a Torah scholar, one must be able to read the Mishnah, Talmud, and commentaries, so one must know several different dialects of at least two different languages:

• Biblical Hebrew: This is the language of the Torah and most of the Jewish Bible.

• Mishnaic Hebrew: This is the Hebrew of the Mishnah, which, though very similar, shows that the language developed over time and was influenced by other languages, such as Aramaic.

• Aramaic: This is the language of the Babylonian Talmud, though a fair amount of Aramaic is also found in the Book of Daniel and other Biblical texts. It is closely related to Hebrew, but is a different language nonetheless.

• Rabbinic Hebrew: This is the language of the commentators, from the time that the center of Torah scholarship moved from Babylonia to Europe and Northern Africa. The change back to Hebrew can probably be attributed to the fact that many of the earliest Jewish occupants of these lands came from Israel rather than Babylonia. For the past thousand years, this has been the primary language of Torah scholarship, with generous use of Aramaic terms and phrases from the Talmud.

Interestingly enough, the Modern Hebrew language isn’t quite any of the above. Modern Hebrew was created primarily by an early Zionist named Eliezer Ben-Yehudah, early in the twentieth century. His sixteen-volume Dictionary of Ancient and Modern Hebrew omits Aramaic and other foreign words used in Rabbinic texts, and adds new words that he coined to meet modern needs.


[image: ] 
Ben-Yehudah’s goal was not the revival of rabbinic Hebrew—on the contrary, biographers describe him as openly anti-religious. Some argue that the usage of Modern Hebrew by Israelis causes problems in studying their Torah and Talmudic texts since many of the words in Modern Hebrew don’t mean precisely the same thing in earlier literature.



Dialects and Pronunciation

To further confuse matters, 2,000 years of exile have brought with them vastly different pronunciations of the same Hebrew and Aramaic. Usually one community or the other has lost the ability to distinguish between two consonants or vowels, and now pronounces them the same way. Originally, six letters of the Hebrew alphabet were pronounced differently depending on where in a word they appeared. Today, only Yemenite Jews have preserved two different pronunciations for all six letters. Ashkenazic Jews retain them for four letters, and Sephardic Jews for three. Within Ashkenazic Jewry, those from Galicia and Hungary pronounce vowels differently from those who stem from Poland or Lithuania, while German Jewry’s dialect is slightly different from the latter.

In this book, you will find transliterations (English-letter renderings of the Hebrew words) that follow the standard Ashkenazic pronunciation—so the word for house will be transliterated as bayis, rather than the Sephardic bayit or Yemenite bayith. It’s all the same word, and even those familiar with one of the other pronunciations will most likely not be confused.


A Matter of Perspective

What may confuse some readers—particularly Jewish readers exposed primarily to more liberal views on the Torah and tradition—is the perspective you will find in this book. You won’t find “but we don’t really believe that” in these pages, or “those thoughts came from a more primitive time.” On the contrary, you may find material here that challenges those viewpoints.

The Torah, as traditionally taught and observed, has much to tell you about life, God, and Judaism. Prepare to learn about the beliefs and history of Torah, and about the scholars who brought the wisdom of Torah down to us today. Read on, for there’s much to discover!



[image: ] Chapter 2
Receiving the Torah

According to Torah thought, the existence of the Torah, in human hands, helps fulfill the purpose of Creation. The Torah says, “Moshe commanded us the Torah, an inheritance for the Congregation of Jacob” (Deut. 33:4). Ever since Sinai, it has been treated like an inheritance. Each generation reads it, studies it, and transmits it on to the next with the utmost precision and care. Although the Torah is thousands of years older than the printing press, you can be confident that what you are reading is almost exactly as it originally was.


Torah Before Sinai

According to Jewish tradition, the Torah not only existed before the Jews came to Mt. Sinai; it preceded the universe itself. It even preceded the creation of time—for the entire world was created in accordance with the Divine Plan, and this plan is found in the Torah. The Medrash (Beraishis Rabba, 1:2) says, “He looked at the Torah and created the world.” Like any good architect who creates the blueprints before starting work on a building, God first created His blueprint before Creating the world.

The Talmud teaches that the forefathers of the Jewish People, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (or, in the original Hebrew, Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov), all followed the precepts of the Torah. This was possible only because Avraham correctly identified not only who God is but what He wanted human beings to accomplish during their time on earth.

Rabbi Shlomo Ibn Aderes, the Rashba, explains that the Torah’s guidance enables a person to perform acts that have a spiritual impact, even without a full comprehension of Kabbalah and the spiritual realms. The forefathers, in their tremendous wisdom, achieved the necessary level of spiritual awareness to recognize the appropriate deeds on their own, and performed them correctly.

Not only did the Jewish forebears observe the Torah, the Medrash says that they initiated several practices that later became Rabbinic decrees. For example, Avraham initiated the practice of praying every morning. Yitzchak added an afternoon prayer, and Yaakov followed with an evening service as well.
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Early commentators wrote that the forefathers even observed the Jewish festivals, eating Matzah (unleavened bread) on Passover and building a Sukkah (booth) on Sukkos. Even before the Jewish people experienced the events now tied to these holidays, they detected and responded to the unique spiritual energies present during those seasons.



This is not to say that all of their descendents were saintly people—in fact, we know that the opposite was true. The long years of Egyptian slavery caused most of the Jews to worship idols and engage in all the immoral practices of their taskmasters. In fact, mystical sources teach that there are fifty levels of spiritual impurity, and the great-grandchildren of Jacob descended through forty-nine of them—the Medrash says that if God had not taken them out right when He did, it would no longer have been possible to redeem them.

It was at that point that God intervened more obviously in human history than at any other time since Creation itself. Remembering His promises to Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, He pulled their descendents from Egypt to create an entirely new nation.

A Nation Hears the Voice of God

In the beginning—no pun intended—the Torah’s revelation stories are similar to all the others. You’re told that God spoke with Adam, Noah, Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, but you have no way to verify these stories. How do you know that they happened? The source of those stories is the Torah—so generally speaking, only those who believe that the Torah is the Word of God believe that these revelations of God actually transpired.

Once the Ancient Israelites arrive at Sinai, however, something entirely different takes place: Over a dozen different Biblical passages refer to a prophetic experience shared by the entire Jewish Nation. This was no private ceremony! Approximately three million people reportedly saw the mountain on fire—and heard not thunderclaps or mere rumblings, but the clear voice of God. Furthermore, these witnesses were not some unnamed group in a far-away nation; they were the grandparents of the Jewish people holding onto the document.
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The Torah often emphasizes that the Jewish faith does not rely upon miracles performed by Moshe or other Prophets—in fact, the Torah even speaks of false prophets who will perform miracles and try to lead people astray. On the contrary, the Torah relies upon the Revelation at Sinai for its credibility.



This is a story like no other. While a thorough examination of all the details could be a book unto itself, a careful study of human history shows that this story is unparalleled.


When you will please ask about the earliest days that came before you, from the day that God Created man upon the earth, and from one end of the heavens to the other, has there been anything like this great thing, or has anything like it been heard? Has any nation heard the Voice of God speaking from inside the fire, like you heard, and lived? Or has God ever undertaken to come and take to Himself a nation from the midst of a nation, with trials, signs, and wonders, with war, a strong hand, and an outstretched arm, and with great and awesome deeds, like all that HaShem your God did to you in Egypt, before your eyes? (Deut. 4:32–34)



Why is this story unique? If a revelation story is an obvious benefit—if not an outright necessity—for a new monotheistic religion, it is equally obvious that a public revelation is better than a private one. So if this story could have been created by just anyone, you have to wonder why “just anyone” never did.

The Chosen People?

One Torah concept that can cause misunderstanding is the idea of a “Chosen People,” selected by God. Notions of racial superiority come to mind, with all their sorry and bloody history. So it is important to clarify what this concept means in Torah.

Two Kinds of “Chosen”

Sometimes to be chosen means to be preferred: a “select” wine is one considered of superior quality to the others. At other times, however, the selection is based upon suitability to task rather than inherent value—while red wines are chosen to accompany meat dishes, this does not imply that red wines are superior to white.

When soldiers are chosen for a dangerous mission, it is true that they will be deemed heroes if they are successful. The potential consequences of failure, though, may leave their bunkmates quite happy to have been left out.

The Mission

In this case, God chose the Jewish nation for a mission. This mission involves changing their daily lives, and abstaining from ordinary worldly behavior in many different ways. Yes, it is an honor and a privilege to be chosen, but it is hardly free from costs—and being chosen in this fashion also presents new opportunities to stumble that otherwise would not exist.

Or, as Rabbi Kalman Packouz writes, “The concept of Chosen People means both chosen and choosing. Chosen for the responsibility to be a light unto the nations, to be a moral signpost for the nations of the world. Choosing means that the Jewish people accepted on Mt. Sinai to fulfill this mandate and to do the will of God. We are not chosen for special benefits; we are chosen for extra responsibility.”

Anyone Can Join

Any individual can come close to the Almighty, and everyone can participate in the divine mission in accordance with the way that God has provided for him or her. In the words of the Talmud, “the Righteous of All Nations have a share in the World to Come.”

At the same time, the ultimate relationship with the Divine comes through entering the Covenant of Abraham and fulfilling God’s Torah. This special relationship is open to any member of humanity who wishes to enter the Covenant, irrespective of race, gender, or national origin.

The Written Torah

The Five Books of Moshe are frequently referred to as Torah Shebichtav, or the Written Torah, in order to specify the document itself. The unique claim of this document is that unlike even the Books of the Prophets, which were written by Divinely Inspired human beings, the Torah declares itself to be the literal word of God.

Concerning Moshe, the Torah says, “And God spoke to Moshe face to face, like a man speaks to his friend” (Exod. 33:11). During the forty years of the Exodus, God told Moshe what to write in the Torah, word by word, and Moshe wrote as instructed. While the Prophets wrote by Divine Inspiration, Moshe wrote by Divine Dictation.
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The Book of Deuteronomy is devoted primarily to the teachings of Moshe shortly before his death. “These are the words which Moshe spoke to the entirety of Israel on the far side of the Jordan …” (Deut. 1:1). Nonetheless, the Torah teaches that what material was written, and how it was recorded, was determined by God alone.



Because of this important distinction, Jewish scholars subject the Torah to a far higher level of scrutiny than that accorded to the Prophets, Writings, or any other text. No letter is deemed superfluous; even what might appear to be the most trivial choice of phraseology is plumbed for hidden meaning.

Preservation of Torah

The Torah has always been written by hand, and passed down for thousands of years—according to Jewish tradition, ever since God gave it to Moshe in the Sinai desert. So it is logical to question how closely the version used today matches the original work. A number of factors, however, have worked together to preserve this document, and it most probably remains nearly identical to its original form.

Writing a Torah Scroll

Every synagogue must have one or more Torah scrolls for regular use. A Torah scroll is a series of panels made from the skin of a Kosher land animal, such as a cow, sewn together in a single long scroll (see Appendix for an explanation of Kosher). Both ends are wrapped around wooden posts, and then the scroll is covered in a cloth cover or wooden box. The scrolls are stored in a special Aron Kodesh, or Holy Cabinet, at the front of the synagogue.

The scribe who writes such a scroll must be specially trained for the task. He must use only certain varieties of ink and a quill pen. In order for a Torah scroll to be valid for public use, the scribe must work directly from an existing text, reading and copying each word exactly. No deviation in the text is tolerated. If a single letter is written incorrectly or broken by chipped ink, the entire scroll is rendered invalid and cannot be used for public readings until it has been repaired.

It goes without saying, then, that even a single misspelled word renders the entire scroll invalid. This applies even to Hebrew letters that merely indicate how a word should be pronounced, without any change in form or meaning. Even with regard to these, the scholar Maimonides writes in his Code that “this document is invalid, and it does not have the holiness of a Torah Scroll at all; rather like any copy of the Pentateuch from which children are taught” (Laws of the Torah Scroll, 1:11).

Constant Duplication

According to the Talmud and as codified throughout Jewish legal works, every individual is commanded to write or obtain a copy of the Torah. Today a Jewish person can fulfill this obligation with a printed text, but before the era of the printing press this meant an extraordinary number of copies of this one work. The volume of texts available for comparison meant that when discrepancies were discovered, it was easy to find many other copies in order to determine which reading was accurate.

Torah Readings

The reading of the Torah remains a constant feature of synagogue life. On at least three days out of every week, and often more, one will find the Torah read in any traditional synagogue. Combined with individual study, this annual repetition keeps the text of the Torah familiar to every regular synagogue attendee.

The Torah is divided into fifty-four portions: twelve in Genesis, eleven in each of Exodus and Deuteronomy, and ten in Leviticus and Numbers. One or two of these portions is read on each Sabbath throughout the year, so as to finish (and begin again) during the “Gathering on the Eighth Day,” a holiday at the conclusion of Sukkos, the Jewish Festival of Booths. There are special readings designated for all Jewish holidays; those for major holidays interrupt the regular order, but the following week the regular cycle will resume from where it left off so that every portion is read each year.
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Sukkos, the Festival of Booths, is mandated by the Torah itself, “In order that your generations know that I placed the Children of Israel in Booths when I took them out of Egypt, I am the Lord Your God” (Lev. 23:43). The Talmud says that the “Booths” were the Clouds of Glory that surrounded Jewish People during the Exodus.



The greater the sanctity of the day, the greater the number of people called to read from the Torah during that day’s morning service. We find this in the Mishnah, the earliest written record of Jewish Oral Law:


On Mondays, Thursdays, and Sabbath afternoons three people read; one may not subtract and one may not add to them … On the New Months and the Intermediate Days of Festivals four read … On holidays, five read; on Yom Kippur, six read. On the Sabbath seven read; we do not subtract from this number, but we may add to it. (Mishnah Megillah 3:1–2)



Although each person is called to “read” the Torah, common practice is to have a specially trained reader—the individuals called merely follow along with him. One consequence of this is to subject the Torah scroll to constant scrutiny. A well-trained reader has carefully reviewed the text in advance; many, in fact, know it by heart. As a result, they are likely to immediately spot errors in the scroll that may invalidate it, at which point the scroll must be sent back to a scribe for repair.


Preservation

Because of the level of care, precision, and re-examination of the Torah text used every time it is copied or even read, there is every indication that the text we have today remains remarkably true to the original. This is further demonstrated when we look at the existing variations in different Jewish communities.

For hundreds of years, the Jewish communities of Europe interacted only rarely with those in Northern Africa and the Middle East. Yemenite Jewry has been a separate and distinct community for at least 1,500 years, with its own prayer book and unique customs. Yet in all of these communities, there are no more than fifteen tiny variations in the Torah texts they deem authentic.

What qualifies as a variation? Many of the differences are mere spaces between words: in English, an example would be “wellbeing” in one text versus “well being” in another. Other changes are letters used merely as pronunciation guides, as mentioned earlier. The Ashkenazic community writes one word in Deuteronomy ending with a letter “aleph,” while the Sephardic community ends it with a “hey.” But both letters are silent at the end of a word, so both pronounce the word the same way.

It may seem impossible, but even today, after thousands of years, no community accepts a Torah text with even a single word transposed, added, or subtracted from that used by any other. No word has a different meaning, or would even be pronounced differently were the same person to read both texts—although at the same time, the various Jewish communities have developed very different dialects.
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The Oral Law

According to Jewish tradition, the Oral Torah is as much a part of Torah as the Written one. It, too, was given to Moshe on Mt. Sinai, and has been studied, shared, and transmitted from generation to generation for thousands of years. It enables a much deeper and more profound understanding of the Written Torah—and beyond that, most of our understanding of the Torah belief system, holidays, and daily observance comes from outside the written text.


The Missing Link

Despite its greatness and its profound spiritual teachings, it is clear that in the Written Torah alone, something is lacking. As you will see, the Torah’s Commandments have a profound effect upon the daily life of one who observes them. From arising in the morning until going to bed at night, the teachings and practices of the Torah have a constant impact on the life of the Torah-observant individual. All the details necessary for following a system of this nature, even in one era, could not be contained in just five short books.

Throughout the Torah, you find hints that something has been left out. Many times it refers in passing to a commandment or instruction, but never fills in the details. At other times, two passages apparently contradict each other. And in some cases, even the meaning of the words cannot be understood except with the help of a teacher.

Words Without Vowels


Our Rabbis taught: there was a non-Jew who came in front of Shammai, and asked “how many Torahs do you have?” And he answered him, “Two: the Written Torah, and the Oral Torah.”

The Non-Jew said, “concerning the Written, I believe you, but concerning the Oral, I do not believe you. Convert me on condition that you will teach me the Written Torah.” Shammai rebuked him and pushed him out with anger.

He came to Hillel, and he converted him. On the first day he taught him the Hebrew alphabet: Aleph, Bais, Gimmel, Dalet; but on the next day he reversed the order. The non-Jew protested, “but yesterday you did not teach it to me like this!” Hillel said, “so were you not relying upon me? Concerning the Oral Torah also, rely upon me.” (Talmud Shabbos 31a)



Hebrew is an unusual language, in that it was originally written without vowels—the vowel markings are a relatively modern invention. Torah scrolls are always written by hand, without vowels. Sometimes the lack of these markings makes it impossible to accurately know the meaning of the text without someone to teach you the correct pronunciation.

For example, in three places (Exodus 23:19 and 34:26, Deuteronomy 14:21) the Torah says that “you shall not cook a kid in its mother’s milk.” Yet the word for milk is spelled precisely the same as the word for animal fats, which are entirely prohibited, as in “all the fats of an ox, sheep or goat you may not eat” (Lev. 7:23). We only know that dairy consumption isn’t prohibited, while fats are only prohibited when served with the meat of that animal’s child, because someone explained the words to us.
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Not having vowels is often not a problem. n mst css, t s nt ncssr t hv vwls t ndrstnd th sntnc! Today, both Rabbinic texts and Modern Hebrew books and newspapers are usually printed without vowels. Prayer books, as well as study versions of the Torah and other Biblical works, are the exceptions—they almost always have vowels, at least for the text if not the commentaries.
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