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A Sefer Torah (Torah scroll) embodies holiness and we relate to it as a holy object. We stand up
in its presence, we kiss it when it passes us and we provide a proper way to escort the Sefer Torah
as it moves from place to place. Additionally, we protect it from acts that are not befitting of a
holy object: we store it in an upright position, we make sure that it is never placed on the floor
and when the Torah is no longer usable, and we provide it with a proper burial.

In this study guide, we will explore the notion that each and every Jew represents a walking Sefer
Torah. This idea, which is alluded to in a number of Talmudic statements, was developed by a
number of commentators.

The Talmudic Sources

The most explicit source comparing a Jew to a Sefer Torah is found in two places in the Talmud
in a statement by R. Shimon ben Elazar. In the midst of a discussion about when one tears one's
garments over death or other tragic events, the Talmud states:

R. Shimon ben Elazar states: If someone is present when a 2¥ TV MR MYOR 12 YR 220
person dies, he is obligated to tear (his garments). What is this YIPY 20 IRwI RO YW Nnn
similar to? It is similar to a Sefer Torah that tore, where there is WY 77N 902 T AT

(also) an obligation to tear (one's garments). I1P7 1MW
Mo'ed Katan 25a 12 JUP TR

The Talmud clearly compares the loss of an individual to the tearing of a Sefer Torah.”> The
commentators offer a number of explanations as to why a person is comparable to a Sefer Torah.
The most poignant explanation is offered by Ramban (Nachmanides 1194-1270) who states:

It seems to me that the soul in the body is like the names of God NNDTR A2 WHITW 7RI N
(written) on the parchment. It is merely a parable to convey the | KWW 12 X177 Xn2v2 2w, 7952
message that it is a great loss and cause for alarm and a person 07X 27 727 777M 273 7097
must tear his garments as if a Sefer Torah was burned before him. 7397 00 AW NPRD Y R
Ramban, Mo'ed Katan 25a 1D JUR 7Y 7''ane

* Regarding the practice of tearing one's garments upon witnessing a death, see Gesher HaChaim 4:9.
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All parts of a Sefer Torah are holy. Yet, it is the names of God that are written in the Sefer Torah that

infuse the entire Sefer Torah with its holiness.> If we follow the analogy, the entire body is holy and
should be treated with holiness. The body is infused with holiness when the soul enters the body.

R. Yosef Shaul Nathanson, Divrei Sha'ul 340:S, notes that there is a story recorded in the Talmud
about how the Romans killed R. Chanina ben Tradyon that supports Ramban's analogy:

They found R. Chanina ben Tradyon who was sitting and learning
Torah and gathering crowds publicly, and there was a Sefer Torah
in his arms. They took him and wrapped him in the Sefer Torah,
surrounded him with branches and lit the branches. They brought
sponges of cotton, soaked them in water and placed them on his
heart so that he would not die quickly. His daughter said "Father,
this is how I should see you?" He said to her "If they only burned
me, it would be difficult for me. Now that I am being burned with
a Sefer Torah, He Who will seek retribution for the desecration of
the Sefer Torah will also seek retribution for my desecration.” His
students asked him "Rebbi, what do you see?” He said to them
"The parchments are being burned, but the letters are flying away.”
[They said to him] "You too should open your mouth and allow
the fire to enter you.” He responded "It is better that the one who
placed it remove it, but one may not destroy himself.”
AvodaZara 18a

W P70 12 R1IT 0277 FIINEN
M>ap 2pn) 7702 PO awY
IR PN 2 mva N'oY 2’202
2°2M2 1719 002 YN0
NP2 NNT DR 72 N DT
D°N2 DRI WA YW PAD0

AW REN ROW °72 122 ¥ 217
792 RN R2AX N2 YD 7K T
5727 "NDIW1 IR NN 177 AR
AW IRW PWOY 29 AWp 2T 0
QW FI12%Y Wpanw v ny n''o

17 17K 1125V w2 X N0

7777 AR IR 70X 7772 927 170N
A% MTND NPMIRY PO 11993
TR WRT [72] ©12M 79D 1ND ANX
5R) TN M TIP0W 20N 10
Riaksymi b iilye

JT I T

R. Shmuel Eidels (1555-1631) Maharsha ad loc., explains further:

The students asked him "what do you see” etc., they also saw
the same thing, but they inquired about it to give him
perspective so that he wouldn't cause himself more suffering,
but rather allow himself to die quicker. Their message was
that just as you see the parchment burning which is the
physical embodiment of the Torah, but the spiritual (essence)
which are the letters, are flying up, so too, you should open
your mouth and allow the fire to enter so that your body will
be burned internally and your soul will ascend and fly upward.
Avoda Zara 18a

anw "o IR 0RO 17NN R

372 92 DY 1HRW 2R 19 1R 2"3 RN
nIN™Y T2 92 WwuR° XOW 117 17 NN

ORI 123 %219 [1]nRw 1 0
1M N0 A AW AW 11003

TNR AR 797 M9 NPNIRG oW

770 WRT D10 T7°H N9 10 nwY
MM TNAYN 2°192 AR W1 TN
77912 070 AW R0 Jaw
JTT TR RN

* Ramban seems to be consistent with his own opinion in Milchamot HaShem, Sukkah 4b, that the parchment of the

Sefer Torah only receives its holiness from the letters that are written on it. His comments in Milchamot HaShem

imply that even if the name of God is not written on the parchment, but there are eighty-five letters of the Torah

text on the parchment, the parchment is infused with holiness.
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R. Nathanson notes that the dialogue between R. Chanina ben Tradyon and his students
(according to Maharsha's interpretation) is based on the assumption developed by Ramban that a
person is comparable to the parchment of a Sefer Torah and the soul is comparable to the letters.

R. Moshe Sofer notes a halachic ramification of the comparison of a person to a Sefer Torah.
The Gemara states:

Mar Zutra stated: The worn out covers of the Sifrei Torah are 0°790 MDA XV I MK
converted to burial shrouds for a neglected corpse* and that is their nn? 127750 IR PR 19w
proper disposal. NI RTIN MR
Megillah 26b 12 TR

R. Sofer wonders why it is permissible to use the cover, which is imbued with holiness, for a
seemingly mundane act: He writes:

One must understand why they allowed using covers for burial 17N RAYY RN PATD I T
shrouds for a neglected corpse. Granted that this is the method ;18 N7 127750 Mndn MWy
of disposal, nevertheless, they are still accessories of holiness WRwn 2" NP1 R T T
and how can one use them for the mundane? One must 2" m 2w PR ,IWTR

QIRT ,AWITP SWIAWN 1 ORAT
.n"oo M BRI
212 79531 990 ann

conclude that the corpse is also considered an accessory of
holiness because a Jewish person is compared to a Sefer Torah.
Chatam Sofer, Megillah 26b

According to R. Sofer, a person can be treated as an accessory of holiness (tashmish kedusha) for
certain purposes. R. Yosef D. Soloveitchik of Brisk (1820-1892) adds that when a person
reaches a certain level, he is not simply treated as an accessory of holiness, but rather as an actual
object of holiness:

A Torah scholar is not categorized as an accessory of PO IWITR WONwN N2 M RY 0'NnT
holiness but rather as actual kedusha. STTRT XY D22
Introduction to Teshuvot Beit HaLevi Y977 N2 N anTRn

R. Soloveitchik's comments give a deeper insight into a statement of the Gemara:

Rava stated: How foolish are people who stand up for a MPRT OWIR IRW ORWOHL 703 X2 NN
Sefer Torah but don't stand up for a great person. 1727 K123 °npn M K91 77N 190 npn
Makkot 22b a2 M2k

There is a verse in the Torah (Vayikra 19:32) stating that one must show honor to a Torah
scholar by standing up for him. Rava doesn't understand why people would choose to stand for
a Sefer Torah, but not for a Torah scholar. One can question Rava's statement: If we are all
compared to a Sefer Torah, why should these people be motivated to specifically honor a Torah
scholar on the basis that he is compared to a Sefer Torah? What special honor is due to him?

* A meit mitzvah is a corpse that is discovered and there are no relatives to take responsibility for the burial.
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Based on the comments of R. Soloveitchik, one can answer that there are two levels where one
can be compared to a Sefer Torah. On a basic level, every Jew is compared to a Sefer Torah, but
the holiness is only on the level of an accessory of holiness. Just as we don't stand up when the
cover for a Sefer Torah is brought into the room, there is no obligation to stand for every
individual. However, a Torah scholar is compared to a Sefer Torah on a level where he is
considered an actual object of holiness. For this reason, Rava questioned the logic of those who
stand for a Sefer Torah because of its status as an object of holiness and not for a Torah scholar
who attains the same level of holiness.

There are many other allusions in the rabbinic sources comparing a Jew to a Sefer Torah. In the
next few sections, we will explore some of those comparisons and what we can learn from them.

Relating to Ourselves as Sifrei Torah

Viewing ourselves as representations of Sifrei Torah bears a certain responsibility. R. Yechezkel
Levenstein (1895-1974) notes that we must treat our minds as if they are Sifrei Torah:

As much as we must guard our mind, we must sanctify it with ,20Wi Py MAWY TPIXW 1 T
the holiness of a Sefer Torah since the mind is truly like an 990 DWYTRI NI WIPY 0920
actual Sefer Torah ... If a person uses his mind for nonsense it | 71N 71903 MR 22WAW 10 ,7MN
is similar to throwing a Sefer Torah into the street. The mind 190w WHnwn DTN D) ... Wi

770 D0 PR XIT AT R D270
NI 27 KIT WITR 2ows 200
77279 ,R021 WY TR wpn
DR 9721791 NEmY 77102 0w

QP 1IN 1O NO0RY DIRA

is holy and it must be dedicated to the purpose for which it was
created- to understand and internalize the Torah and the
mitzvot and to lead a person to a purposeful life and to
everlasting and eternal happiness.

(as recorded in Chochmat HaMatzpun, Vol. 16, p 303) 3 N7 T8 POR JIBERT MRS

There are a number of components included in using our seichel (mind) properly. First, there is
the intellectual component. God gave humans the intellectual capacity to understand, analyze,
reason, imagine, and solve problems. We are expected to do our part and use our intellect in a way
that we represent a Sefer Torah. Second, there is a behavioral component. God gave us the ability
to choose between right and wrong, between good and evil. We are expected to make choices that
reflect our status as walking Sifrei Torah. This is not limited to choosing to perform mitzvot. It
also includes choices to improve our character traits.

The Preparation Process of a Sefer Torah

Rabbi Yosef D. Soloveitchik (1903-1993)° comments that just as producing a Sefer Torah requires
a certain process, developing oneself as a Jew requires a certain process. He notes that there is an
interesting comparison between the preparation process of a Sefer Torah and the development of

3 R. Soloveitchik developed this idea in a lecture that was originally given on the Shevat 3, 5719 in Yiddish. The
Yiddish notes were compiled by Dr. Hillel Zeidman and was translated to Hebrew by R. Shalom Carmi. The article
appears in Beit Yosef Sha'ul Vol. IV (1994).
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a person during childhood and adolescence. There are two stages to the process of producing a
Sefer Torah. The first stage is called ibud, processing, where the skin of the animal is softened in
order to prepare it for writing. The next stage is the actual writing of the Sefer Torah.

Rabbi Soloveitchik remarks that there are two mitzvot that relate to the development of a child.
First, there is the mitzvah of chinuch, training. This mitzvah only applies before the child's
bar/bat mitzvah. The second mitzvah is the mitzvah of Talmud Torah. This mitzvah does not
only include the intellectual pursuit of learning Torah, but it also includes the study of how to
perform mitzvot, the study of the fundamentals of faith and participation in an educational
program that leads one to become a God fearing Jew. Regarding this mitzvah, the father's
obligation does not stop at bar/bat mitzvah. Rather it continues until the young-adult can take
responsibility for his/her own education.

The chinuch stage is a preparation for the Talmud Torah stage. Just as one cannot write on a
Sefer Torah if the skin is not softened and purified, a child cannot become fully engaged in the
Talmud Torah process until he is softened and purified. His character traits must be refined, he
must learn certain skills and he must be acquainted with the basic concepts of Judaism.

R. Soloveitchik also notes that a Sefer Torah does not acquire its holiness automatically. The
sofer (scribe) who prepares the Sefer Torah must imbue the Torah with holiness. In applying
our analogy to a person, we are left with the following paradox: Ifa person is compared to a
Sefer Torah, he must imbue himself with holiness. However, if he is not already imbued with
holiness, how can he impart holiness onto himself? Where does the holiness come from?

Rabbi Soloveitchik suggests that each person is born with a certain internal holiness. Each
person has a responsibility to transfer that holiness so that it is apparent externally. Rabbi
Soloveitchik comments that this idea appears in the laws of writing a Sefer Torah:

The sofer must have another Sefer Torah (or its text) in front 117 PPNV MR 990 P PTW TN
of him to copy from for it is forbidden to write a single letter | "X 20277 T2 ROW NAX MK 21N27 MOXRY
by heart and he must recite each word orally before writing. 33N>’ DT 1D 12N D KWW
Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De'ah 274:2 2:7PT AT AN W R

When the sofer recites the words that he is writing, it symbolizes the transference of holiness
from the internal to the external.

The Letters of the Torah

A number of Kabbalistic and Chasidic sources present a variation to the idea that a person is a
walking Sefer Torah. According to this variation, the Jewish people as a whole are representative
of a Sefer Torah with each person comprising one letter. The acronym used to express this is
77IN% NPMIN K12 2w W = YW (Israel= There are 600,000 letters in the Torah). The
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number 600,000 represents the entire Jewish people. The Jewish people as a whole is compared to

a Torah which also has 600,000 letters.°

The Radomsker Rebbe (R. Shlomo Chanoch HaKohen Rabinowitz, 1801-1866) suggests that
one of the messages that we can derive from this idea is how we treat our fellow Jew. His

suggestion is based on the concept of mukaf g'vil, the concept that dictates that every letter of the

Sefer Torah must be surrounded by parchment on all sides. Therefore, if two letters touch each

other, the entire Sefer Torah is invalid.”

Every Sefer Torah has 600,000 letters which corresponds
to the 600,000 souls of the Jewish people that stood on
Har Sinai ... In each generation, the root of the souls that
accepted the Torah at Har Sinai are still apparent. From
this we learn an important lesson that each person must
guard himself from inappropriately encroaching on one’s
friend regarding his business and he should not be jealous
if he sees his friend with something he doesn’t have. (The
reason for this is) that just as regarding a Sefer Torah, the
Torah is invalid if two letters touch each other because of
the mukaf g'vil concept, so too every Jew must guard
himself from encroaching on anyone else, for if not, his
portion in the Torah is invalid.

Tiferet Shlomo, Shavuot, pg. 141a

NPNIR X127 2WW 72 ww 0"on 93 0D
*"'12 MAWI K120 DWW WNIWn O 700
TNT WY 0MY 210 77 DY 1Tavw
WY " 0" DRI 1R 2"'wnd
WO MM 20 191 ... NP NIR X129
7707 TR 122pW NI WY o2
DOWT N0 KXY 7MY 10 0 THAvaa

12 77070 927 V'R MWL QTR 9D IR
POV 17°2M2 2123 NAWT VOA 7Y 2w
79V T9XR X7 OX 12 RIPN° XYY IN017D
TY°A1 72 WP R 002 M2 %D 1m0
19 9793 AP DAY X 0D 77109 RO

5D YOA TX 901 INwH 70 0"1an KMIND
NIPNIR2 AW W P17 9001 10 K7 OX
bt

NP 07 NP abR naNen

R. Tzadok HaKohen (1823-1900) also addresses this idea and explains how this idea is
significant both on an individual level and for the Jewish people as a whole:

But the merit of Torah (study) does not come to (fruition
the same way as) prayer does with an increase of
influence. Rather, its merit increases automatically
through Torah study for it is the root of potential
abundance for all Jewish souls, for it is known that their
root is in Torah because there are 600,000 letters
representing the 600,000 souls. While each letter is
different from the rest, and each person has his own
portion in Torah, nevertheless, his portion does not limit
him (to other areas of Torah) ... and learning Torah
serves to unite all portions of Torah.

Resisei Leilah no. 43

127 H¥ 179502 K2 IR 7707 M7 DA
"'V 092907 R0 ROIW P vowaa

92 5w ¥OWn NYap W RIT QW 0IN7
702 QWWT T ORI Mwoin
Y710 MWD1 X127 '0 TAI NPNIX X127 '07
'R 921177207 AT MR 92 PR A"RT 0am
PRIPOT TN A" TN T PR W
9590 992 Y11 T 127w M7 M2 1R
NPT W POV YOAWD MARY PO
"Y1 593 912317 PRW 937 nTn 00 902
.902 PHIA NITNRNT R N7

2 NIR T9Y% 99en

¢ In reality, there are only 304,805 letters in the Torah. There are also many more than 600,000 Jews. See R. Moshe
Sofer, Chatam Sofer, page 72b of his Commentary to Masechet Chullin, who deals with this question.

7 Menachot 34a.
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R. Tzadok expresses two aspects of this idea. First, each person has his own portion in Torah.
Each person has his own insights in Torah that nobody else will discover. Whether itis a
question that has not yet been asked, a new way of understanding an idea, or a different way of
organizing information, each person has the ability to discover his own personal portion of
Torah. Second, the Torah serves to unify the Jewish people. Each person represents one part of
awhole. Each person's share in Torah is available to everyone else.

As we celebrate Shavuot, we should keep in mind the lessons we learn from the Sefer Torah. We
should constantly remember that we represent a walking Sefer Torah, both as individuals and as
members of the Jewish people.

17

YESHIVA UNIVERSITY « SHAVUOT TO-GO * SIVAN 5769



I SPEND YOUR SUMMER witk YESHIVA UNIVERSITY I

THE SUMMER LEARNING INITIATIVES...

* Bring the resources of Yeshiva University into your own backyard.
*Feature rigorous Torah learning and daily shiurim which serve as an incubator for Torah scholars.
*Include a full array of community classes taught by master educators.

* Offer participants formal and informal workshops with top educators, physicians, psychologists, and
other professionals on a wide variety of topics with which Rabbis and communal professionals are
confronted.

For more information, please visit www.yu.edu/cjf

The Summer Learning Initiatives are a project of Yeshiva University Center for the Jewish Future — Rabbi Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary

TEANECK LOS ANGELES ISRAEL DENVER MANHATTAN
SUMMER KOLLEL SUMMER KOLLEL SUMMER KOLLEL SUMMER KOLLEL BEIT MIDRASH
Congregation Congregation Yeshiva University East Denver FOR WOMEN
Keter Torah Beth Jacob Israel Campus Orthodox Synagogue Lincoln Square
& DAT Minyan Synagogue

YU Torah Onlin“e
act of Yeshiva University !
\e:r.'. of -..t\« :1'.:!!7 Future 'Tl-le Marcos a_nd Adlna Katz

B i :; About Us
J— = 1 vu’.arahon:d 0 a O
: | WMarces and £
I g I I ® ]:
15 2009

| ' Sunday Fetruan A Project of Yeshiva University Center for the Jewish Future

F
- ﬁ m&;ﬁrm;ﬁu Theory and Practice
2" 2508
| Tuesday March 287, 2006

i Eliakim Koenigsherg
: | 2:2::::':: Matza - What is it and how much should 1

| order?
191 2006

a ! gunday Warch 15

f | Rabbi Zvi Sobolofsky
e rg P:rdh 5766- Tumas Meis Akkum
‘ | Wednesday March 157, 2008
: Al

a | | Rabbi Josh Blass
va B; Mednmst:hamell

_____-——-—'—'_'___-__-_ / 1 e i g ¥ - 2
WosRecentyViewes S All materials available for download completely free.
Subscribe to a podcast or e-mail subscription of your

Daily Shiur - Daf Yomi - Parshat
HaShavua - Halacha - History -
Machshava - and much more!

Updale New

Over 25,000 shiurim and articles and growing every day.

favorite speaker or series. There’s something for everyone

on the largest web site for Jewish learning online.



