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Abstract

This thesis, Rejoicing in Torah; Dancing with God: Hakkafot and Dance on Simchat
Torah throughout the Ages, traces the role and significance of hakkafot and dance on
Simchat Torah through several periods of Jewish history. The first chapter traces the
development of Simchat Torah as a holiday with its own name and distinct practices.
Chapter two follows the history of hakkafot and dance on Simchat Torah, starting with
the hakkafot around the Temple altar on Sukkot and continuing through the Geonic and
Rishonic periods until the codification of Aakkafot in the Shulchan Aruch. Chapter three
closely examines the meaning of hafckafot and dance in the Zohar, Lurianic kabbalah,
and Chasidism. Chapter four discusses the Reform movement’s treatment of hakkafot and
dance, from early German Reform through the Reform movement in the United States
today.

In my research, I made use of a wide range of primary sources including Mishnah,
Babylonian Talmud, Shulchan Aruch, Zohar, and Reform prayerbooks. Chapter four
incorporates field research personally undertaken at the annual conference of NAORRR
(National Association of Retired Rabbis). For secondary sources, I relied heavily upon
Avraham Yaari’s work, Toldot Chag Simchat-Torah: Hishtalsh'lut Minhagav ba-T 'futzot
Yisrael L’ doroteihen. 1 also made extensive use of background material on Lurianic
kabbalah as well as Reform Jewish history.

The main contribution of this thesis is its focused study of the development of
hakkafot and dance on the festival of Simchat Torah. This thesis adds a new layer to
already extant research by incorporating material from the Reform movement. Not only

does the thesis examine the historical development of these practices, but it also



highlights how the role and meaning of the practices have changed, depending on the

worldviews of particular Jewish communities in particular times and places.
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Introduction
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Rabbi Eleazar said: The Holy Blessed One will lead a dance of the righteous in the
Garden of Eden with God at the center, so that each of them may point his or her finger
and say, as it is written, “This is our God, for whom we waited, that He might save us,

this is the Eternal, in whom we trusted. Let us be glad and rejoice in God'’s salvation
(Isaiah 25:9).” --Babylonian Talmud, Ta'anit 31a.

The above aggadah sets a scene in the “world to come” in which God will lead
the righteous in a circular dance around Godself. While this midrashic scene depicts an
ideal moment of redemption in the future to come, Jews experience that dance with and
around God every year, in this world, through ritual. On the festival of Simchat Torah,
Jews initiate their own circular processions, or hakkafot, as they celebrate the completion
and the resumption of the Torah-reading cycle. Jewish communities gather on this day to
move around and with the Torah scroll, in circles. Some communities circle in solemn
procession while others break out into raucous, spontaneous whirling. The Torah scroll
travels with the community during the processions, and often, community members hold
the scroll in the center of a circle of dancing congregants. We might argue that Jews
physically symbolize their relationship with God and Torah through hakkafor and dance.
God stands at the center and dances with the people as they dance with and around the
Torah scroll.

The practices of hakkafor and dance on Simchat Torah have a complex history
and have acquired a wide range of meanings over the centuries and in various Jewish
communities. In the following chapters, we will trace the origins and the development of

these Simchat Torah rituals -- rituals which artfully weave together the three basic
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elements of Jewish existence: God, Torah and Israel.
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Chapter One

The Origins of Simchat Torah

Introduction

The holiday of Simchat Torah (literally, “rejoicing in the Torah™) culminates the
Jewish New Year’s season of reflection, repentance and celebration. Simchat Torah falls
on the final day of the Sukkot festival which begins on the 15th of Tishrei and lasts for
cight days in Israel and nine days in the Diaspora. The first and last days are considered
holidays, with all of the restrictions that accompany a holiday in Jewish tradition. In the
Diaspora, these holidays are celebrated for two days each. The intervening days of
Sukkot are called Chol Hamoed and do not carry the same restrictions as the first and last
days. The seventh day of Sukkot (21st of Tishrei) is called Hoshana Rabbah and the
eighth day is Shemini Atzeret (22nd of Tishrei). In diaspora communities which celebrate
two days of a holiday, Simchat Torah falls on the 23rd of Tishrei, the second day of
Shemini Atzeret. In Israel, the holiday falls on the 22nd of Tishrei, the same day as
Shemini Atzeret. For the most part, Reform congregations in the United States do not
observe the second day of holidays and therefore celebrate Simchat Torah on Shemini
Atzeret, the eighth day of Sukkot.!

Today, Simchat Torah is characterized by a whole host of practices. Primarily,
Simchat Torah marks the day when Jews complete the cycle of Torah reading for the year

and then begin the cycle again. In the synagogue on Simchat Torah day, the last portion

of Deuteronomy and the first portion of Genesis are read from the Torah, marking the end

1. EJ “Simhat Torah.”
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and the beginning of the cycle. In some communities, the last portion of Deuteronomy is

also read the night before.2

The haftarah comes from the Book of Joshua, chapter one, verses one through 18,
beginning with the words, “After the death of Moses. . .the Lord said to Joshua son of
Nun, Moses’ attendant: Prepare to cross the Jordan, together with all this people, into the
land that I am giving to the Israelites.”? The verses that follow describe how Joshua
orders the people to cross the Jordan and how people respond that they will obey him as
they obeyed Moses before him. This selection from Joshua is not the original haftarah for
this day and comes about in the geonic period. The original haftarah comes from I Kings
and describes Solomon’s dedication of the ark in the Temple. We will further explain this
issue of the change in haftarot below.

Upon taking the Torah scrolls out of the ark on Simchat Torah, participants? make
seven hakkafot, or circuits, around the bimah (“pulpit” or “raised platform™) or around
the entire interior of the sanctuary, carrying the scrolls. In many places, the hakkafot
occur indoors and continue outside in the street. Also, the hakkafot, which usually begin
as a formal procession, often develop into less formal celebratory dance with the Torah
scrolls and encircling the Torah scrolls.

During the hakkafot, participants chant hoshanot, liturgical poems which plead

with God, “Hoshia na,” “Save, | pray!” Hoshanot represent a liturgical genre which dates

2. EJ*“Simhat Torah.”
3. JPS Tanach.

4. In most non-Orthodox congregations, both men and women participate in all of the rituals described.
The Orthodox norm would be for only the men to participate in hakafot, and only men would carry the
Torah scrolls and receive aliyot. However, with the rise of more egalitarian Orthodox communities, the
level of participation of women today differs from congregation to congregation.
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back to the Temple ritual on Sukkot and Hoshana Rabbah.5 Hakkafot may take place on
Erev Simchat Torah as well as the next moming, depending on the type of community.
Hasidim, for instance, hold hakkafor on Shemini Atzeret eve.6 As the ritual of hakkafof is
the central concern of this thesis, they will be given thorough treatment in the chapters to
follow.

As part of the principle of simchah y ‘teirah, (“increasing the joy”), all adult
participants? are called up for alivor. In order to provide for everyone, the final portion of
Deuteronomy is repeated until all have had an aliyah. The person who recites the
blessing over the final portion is called, Chatan Torah or “bridegroom of the Torah,” and
the one who recites the blessing over the portion from Genesis is called, Chatan
B’reishit, or “bridegroom of Genesis.” Reflecting children’s special role in this holiday,
all of the children who have not yet become bar or bat mitzvah are also called up for an
aliyah called kol han’arim (“all of the children™.)8 Children also typically take part in the

hakkafot, carrying things such as flags and miniature Torah scrolls.

Origins and Development of the Holiday

Torah, Mishnah, Talmud

5. See, Joseph Heinemann. Prayer in the Talmud: Forms and Patterns. (Revised version of the Hebrew
original, ha-Tefilah bi-tekufat ha-Tana'im veha-Amora'im Jerusalem: Hebrew University Press, 1st ed.
1964, 2nd ed. 1966. English Trans. Richard S. Sarason New York, 1977) 139-155.; According to
Heinemann, the Hoshanot type of piyutim, of which this is an example, belong to the genre of
“litanies.” Litanies generally follow a pattern in which the leader offers prayers which are “made up of
strings of brief cries or petitions, all similar, each of which is followed by a stereotype congregational
response.” He writes that this form of prayer arises in Temple ceremonies and is therefore a very early
form of Jewish prayer. Heinemann concludes that the Hoshanot that we now associate with Simchat
Torah began as litanies accompanying the hakafot around the altar on Sukkot and Hoshana Rabah.

. EJ“Simhat Torah.”

See footnote #3.

. EJ“Simchat Torah.”




Whereas the festival of Sukkot, including the eighth day, Shemini Atzeret, clearly
finds its roots in Torah, Simchat Torah? develops in stages, eventually becoming a
distinctive holiday with its own name, scriptural readings and practices. The practices
which characterize Simchat Torah have their roots as early as the Bavli, whereas the
name of the holiday comes much later, as we will see.

In Torah, Leviticus chapter 23 designates the first and eighth days of Sukkot as
“sacred occasion[s]” of “complete rest” and outlines the observances of dwelling in
booths and offering daily sacrifices. The origins of Shemini Atzeret lie in Leviticus
23:36, which calls the eighth day, “atzeret.” The new JPS translation of the Tanach
renders, atzeret as, “solemn gathering,” noting that the “precise meaning” of the word is
“uncertain.”!?® Hence, the eighth day of Sukkot already appears in Torah as a distinct
holiday.

Neither the Mishnah nor the Bavli mentions Simchat Torah. However, the second
day of Shemini Atzeret, with its own scriptural readings, slowly begins to take shape in
the Bavli. Mishnah Megilah 3:5, which lists the Torah readings for the holidays, indicates
that on the first day of Sukkot, one reads the portion about the holidays from Leviticus,
chapter 23. On each of the remaining days of Sukkot, one reads the portion from
Numbers about the sacrifice given on that day. The Mishnah does not refer to a special
reading for Shemini Atzeret,

However, the Bavli on the above Mishnah introduces a Baraita which assigns

special Torah and hafiarah readings for Shemini Atzeret as well as for the day after

9. From this point onwards, I use the terms “second day of Shemini Atzeret” and “Simchat Torah”
interchangeably. The term “Simchat Torah” does not come about until the rishonic period, in Spain,

however [ use the term for the sake of ease and clarity.
10.JPS Tanach, Lev. 23:36, note “d.”




Shemini Atzeret.!! The Bavli assigns the last portion of Deuteronomy, V' 'zot Hab 'rachah
as the Torah portion for the second day of Shemini Atzeret and designates the haftarah as
I Kings 8:22, which begins with the words, “and Solomon stood before the altar of the
Lord in the presence of the whole community of Israel.”!2 Although the Talmud does
specify scriptural readings for the second day of Shemini Atzeret, it designates that day
as the concluding day of Sukkot; not as a separate holiday with its own distinct meaning.

According to Moshe Yaged, “It seems quite conclusive that the final day of Sukkot
was not celebrated as a Simhat Torah, a day celebrating. . . the conclusion of the Torah in
the Talmudic era.”!3 He posits that on the last day of Sukkot in Talmudic times, only
excerpts from V'zot Hab 'rachah were read in order to conclude the festivals “on a note of
brachah (blessing).”14 Girding his argument, he points out that the Talmud assigns a
haftarah for that day which describes Solomon’s blessings to the people who had
gathered for the holiday. This theme parallels the Torah portion for the day, which
describes Moses’ blessings to the people before he dies.!5 Yaged speculates that the
entire portion of V'zot Hab 'rachah, specifically the actual account of Moses’ death, was
not read on the last day of Sukkot in the Talmudic era. Rather, the whole portion was
probably read on a separate Shabbat.

Following Yaged’s argument, the second day of Shemini Atzeret did not become a

celebration of siyyum of the Torah reading cycle until the time of the geonim. However,

11.BT Megilah 31a. The Baraita discusses the scriptural readings for “y17WN 20 OY” of the”

“aN’referring to Shemini Atzeret. Then it states, “T12733N JNYM PNP NNY,” etc., referring to the day
after Shemini Atzeret.
12,JPS Tanach.

13.Moshe Yaged, “The Biblical Readings for the Festival of Sukkot: Their Influence on Simhat Torah,”

Journal of Jewish Music and Liturgy 10 (1987-1988): 4-5.
14. Yaged 4-5.

15. Yaged 4-5.
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whereas Yaged says that his argument is conclusive, it is not all that clear that the second

day of Shemini Atzeret was not celebrated as a simchat siyyum in Palestine before the
geonic period. The haftarah from I Kings could have served as part of a celebration of
the completion of the Torah reading cycle. Furthermore, there is evidence that some kind
of celebration of siyyum occured in Palestine before the geonic period, as we will further

explain below.

Geonic Period

It is clear that the geonim celebrated the second day of Shemini Atzeret specifically
as a siyyum (“completion”) of the Torah reading for the year.!¢ Because it became
customary in the geonic period to complete the Torah reading every year on the same
day, they could establish a specific date upon which to celebrate the completion in the
Babylonian Jewish community.!” However, the custom of celebrating the completion of
the Torah reading cycle may have begun earlier, in the Palestinian community, even
though they followed the triennial cycle of Torah reading.

In Seder Rav Amram, a piyyut of Palestinian origin was incorporated into the
blessing over the haftarah on the second day of Shemini Atzeret. According to Yaari, this
piyyut, which starts with the words asher biglal avot banim gidel, is from Palestine in the
period before Kalir.'8 He posits that this piyyut was used in the Land of Israel when the

triennial cycle of Torah reading came to a close every three or three and a half years.!9

16.Yaged 3.

17.Avraham Yaari, Toldot Chag Simchat-Torah: Hishtalsh'lut Minhagav BaT ‘futzot Yisrael L 'doroteihen
{Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1998) 15.

18.Yaari 22; According to EJ “Eleazar Kallir,” scholars date Kalir as early as the late sixth century. Others
date him to around the year 750.

19. Yaari 22.
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Ezra Fleischer also quotes a 12th century manuscript which contains this piyyut. 20 It
seems that we have an original Palestinian piyyut that was used in celebration of siyyum
in the Land of Israel. By the time the piyyut makes its way to Bavel, it is written like a
blessing and used on the second day of Shemini Atzeret, also in celebration of siyyum.

Moshe Yaged argues that the change in the haftarah reading from I Kings 8 to
Joshua 1 indicates that the second day of Shemini Atzeret was newly becoming a simchat
siyyum in the geonic period.2! Alternatively, this haffarah from Joshua could simply
represent what began as a second, parallel tradition that became mainstream in the late
geonic period. The ninth century prayerbook, Seder Rav Amram, still indicates I Kings 8
as the standard haftarah for the day and mentions that some communities have started
using the beginning of Joshua.22 In the next generation of geonim, Saadiah Gaon
establishes the new custom of the haftarah from Joshua in his siddur.23

One could argue that since Joshua 1 emphasizes the motif of the death of Moses, the
end of the Torah, and the continuity of leadership through Joshua, it furthers the idea that
although we have finished reading the Torah, we will begin again and continue to learn
Torah in the coming year. According to the Efz Hayim chumash, “reading Joshua 1 after
the end of the Torah highlights the shift from revelation to tradition.”’24 Whereas Moses

experienced direct revelation from God, Joshua received the teaching from Moses and

20.Ezra Fleischer, Eretz-Israel Prayer and Prayer Rituals as Portrayed in the Geniza Documents.
(Jerusalem: The Magnes Press, 1988) 307 n. 59.; The manuscript quoted here is thought to be from the
12th century, at the earliest. It comes from a siddur used by a Jewish community in Egypt, following
the Palestinian rite.; See also Fleischer 26.

21.Yaged 5.

22, Yaari 21.

23.Yaari 21,

24.David Lieber, ed., Michael Fishbane, Haftarah Commentary, Etz Hayim Torah and Commentary (New
York: The Rabbinical Assembly, 2001) 1266.
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will pass it on to those who follow him, including those of us reading Torah today.25 The
chumash also theorizes that on the second day of Shemini Atzeret, it is possible that
communities not only ended and began the Torah reading again but also ended the
reading of Prophets and began again, with the beginning of Joshua.26 Thematically, it
makes sense that one would assign the beginning of Joshua as the haffarah for Simchat
Torah. However, this does not rule out the possibility that in Palestine, before the
geonim, communities celebrated the completion of the Torah reading cycle, using the
original haftarah from I Kings. The haftarah selection from Joshua may simply be
another tradition that was used in some communities and not in others.

In fact, although Simchat Torah had clearly become a celebration of siyyum by the
geonic period, there was not complete agreement as to the correct haftarah for Simchat
Torah as late as the Tosafot. The Tosafot to BT Megilah states, “There are some places
whose custom it is to read the haftarah from ‘And it came to pass after the death of
Moses. . .’[Joshua 1] but this is a blunder because the shas does not say this. And there
are those that say that Rav Hai Gaon established this custom. . .but we do not know the
reason why he changed the ruling of the shas.” These Tosafists were clearly not happy
with the idea that the geonim changed a custom from the Talmud. However, this

displeasure is not connected to any question as to whether Simchat Torah was to be

celebrated as a simchat siyyum. This further supports the possibility that the switch to
Joshua has nothing to do with the second day of Shemini Atzeret becoming a simchat
siyyum.

The custom of a seudat siyyum (“feast of completion”) upon finishing the Torah

25.E1z Hayim Torah and Commentary 1266,
26. Etz Hayim Torah and Commentary 1266.
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reading cycle also finds its roots in earlier Rabbinic sources. For instance, Midrash Shir
HaShirim Rabbah?7, quotes II Kings 3, where, after receiving his wisdom from God in a
dream, Solomon brings offerings and makes a celebratory feast.28 In the midrash, Rabbi
Eleazar learns from the example of Solomon that “a feast is made to celebrate the
conclusion of the reading of the Torah.””2 Here we have evidence of a celebration upon
concluding the cycle of Torah reading. Another source of seudat siyyum comes from the
custom in the yeshivah of celebrating the completion of a tractate of Talmud.? In
Tractate Shabbat, Abaye states, “May [a reward] be given to me, for whenever I see a
young Talmudic scholar who has completed his tractate, I make a yom tov [holiday] for
the rabbis.”3! Hence, the geonim had precedent for their custom of celebrating the
completion of the Torah reading cycle.

It is important to note that Simchat Torah as a yearly celebration of the conclusion of
the Torah reading took longer to establish itself in places that followed Palestinian
custom. Some of these communities would complete the reading once in three years;
others would complete the Torah in three and a half years. Even if individual Palestinian
communities celebrated the completion of their Torah reading with a seudat siyyum, they
didn’t share a universal date of completion or celebration with all communities following
the triennial cycle let alone with Babylonian communities following the annual cycle.

This difference between Babylonian and Palestinian custom continued throughout the

27. According to EJ “Song of Songs Rabbah,” this Midrash contains much tannaitic and amoraic material.
It draws from the Yerushalmi, Genesis Rabbah, Leviticus Rabbah and Pesikta d’Rav Kahana and was
probably redacted in the Land of Israel in the mid 6th century.

28.Yaari 16, quoting Shir HaShirim Rabbah I:9.

29. Yaari 16, quoting Shir HaShirim Rabbah I:9.
30. Yaari 16.

31.BT Shabbat 118a-b.

rore: Pl
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Jewish world until the end of the time of the crusades.

During his travels in Egypt in 1170, Benjamin of Tudela witnessed the Jews from
Babylonia and those from the Land of Israel each finishing the Torah reading on different
days.32 But, Benjamin continues, the Babylonian and the Palestinian communities had the

custom of coming together to celebrate Simchat Torah and Shavuot.33

Beyond Bavel

Just as minhag Bavel won out over minhag Eretz Yisrael, with its custom of an
annual cycle of Torah reading spreading to the Jewish communities of Spain, France and
Ashkenaz, 5o too did the custom of celebrating the completion of Torah spread to these
communities as the ninth day of Sukkot.34 As Simchat Torah spread to the Diaspora,
more customs developed around the holiday. First of all, the term, “Yom Simchat Torah”
first appears one generation after the geonim, in Spain, in the halachot of Ibn Ghiyyat.
The geonim used the terms, “pran-5x ov” (Day of Blessing), “nasy s»nw bv '3 on”
(Second day of Shemini Atzeret), “m>©o 5w »»wn ow” (Ninth day of Sukkot), or “a10 ov
N 2w PN (Final Yom Tov of the Holiday.) Ibn Ghiyyat, an 11th century Rishon, writes
that on the ninth day of Sukkot, the day “in which we complete the Torah,” it is Spanish
custom “to make some adornments for the Torah scroll and say words of praise and

thanksgiving in honor of the Torah scrolls. . . and the day is called Yom Simchat Torah

(the day of rejoicing in the Torah).”3s

32.Yaari 15.
33.Yaari 15.
34.Yaari 16.
35.Yaarj 29,
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As we saw above, the conclusion of Deuteronomy had been read on Simchat Torah
for some time now, either in Bavel, according to Yaari, or perhaps in Palestine as well.
But we have not yet discussed the origins of today’s custom of reading the beginning of
the book of Genesis as well, The custom of reading the first portion of the book of
Genesis on Simchat Torah also develops in the time of the rishonim.

According to Yaari, the reading from B ‘reishit began in the latter part of the 12th
century in Spain and France, although the origin of the custom is rooted in the geonic
period.3¢ Some Babylonian communities in the geonic period had the custom of finishing
the Torah reading cycle on the Shabbat before Rosh Hashanah or the Shabbat before
Yom Kippur.3? In these communities, during Minchah on Yom Kippur, someone would
either read a few verses from B ’reishit from the Torah scroll or recite the first three
verses of the portion by heart.38

In the rishonic period, it became customary to read from B 'reishit on Simchat Torah.
David ben Joseph Abudarham, a 14th century Spanish rishon, summarizes the reasons for
this custom: “so that the Accuser will not have an opportunity to bring charges, claiming
that ‘they have already finished it and they do not wish to read it any more.” The reason
may also be to express the wish that ‘as we have merited its completion may we also
merit its beginning.””’39

In the mid 16th century, The Shulchan Aruch codifies Simchat Torah ritual in the
following way:

In places where two days of yom tov are observed, on the night before the ninth

36.Yaari 37,
37. Yaari 37,
38.Yaari 37.
39.Zevin 359.
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day they say kiddush and zman.4® The next day, they take out three sifrei Torah.
In one of them, V''zot HaB rachah is read, until the end of the Torah. In the
second scroll, B reishit until, “asher bara Elohim laasot” (the work of creation
which the Eternal had done, Genesis 2:3). In the third, the reader repeats the
maftir from the day before and reads the haftarah, which is, “Vay’hi acharei
mot Moshe” (And it came to pass after Moses’ death, Joshua 1:1.)4!

As we can see from the passage, by the time of the Shulchan Aruch, the reading of

B 'reishit was an integral part of the Simchat Torah ritual. The Shulchan Aruch also

doesn’t use the name “Simchat Torah™ to refer to the ninth day. Isserles adds this detail

to his gloss.42

Although hakkafot were already an integral part of the ritual for the week of Sukkot,

and especially for the seventh day, Hoshana Rabbah, they were the last “link in the

chain” of customs on Simchat Torah, in terms of development.43 According to Yaari, the

Minhagim of Rabbi Isaac of Tyrnau, of the late 14th- early 15th century, is the first to

mention hakkafot on Simchat Torah.#4 However, there may be evidence from genizah

fragments that hakkafot took place earlier. Much remains to be said about hakkafor as

well as the role of celebratory dance on Simchat Torah in the following chapters.

Conclusion

Although the name, Simchat Torah, does not appear until the rishonic period in

40. According to Marcus Jastrow's Dictionary of the Talmud, z ‘man refers to the section of the kiddush
which mentions the festive season.

41.Shulchan Aruch, O.H. siman V"0 N,
42.Rema on Shulchan Aruch, O.H. siman V"0 N,
43.Yaari 12.

44.EJ “Hakkafot.”
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Spain, the custom of celebrating the completion of the Torah reading cycle came about
much earlier. Starting out as the second day of Shemini Atzeret in the Diaspora, Simchat
Torah may have originally served to close the holiday of Sukkot on a note of blessing,
with its readings from V’'zot Hab 'rachah and from I Kings. The geonim formally
instituted the second day of Shemini Atzeret as a day of celebrating the completion of the
annual Torah reading cycle. However, there is evidence of some kind of celebration of
siyyum in Palestine, before the geonic period. By the time of the rishonim, Simchat Torah
stood apart as a holiday with its own distinctive name and characteristic practices, such
as the reading of parashat B reishit. Finally, the last layer of ritual, hakkafot with the
Torah scrolls, was added as early as the 12th century and as late as the 14-15th century.
The hakkafot specifically, and dance more generally, came to characterize Simchat
Torah as a whole and came to embody the meanings given to the holiday in each time
and place examined in this study. We have already briefly begun to analyze early
Palestinian and Babylonian customs and have even mentioned early rishonic debates.
There is much more to be said, specifically about hakkafot, in these places already
mentioned and all the more so in places we have yet to discuss. As will become clear in
the chapters to follow, the practice of hakkafot took on meanings specific to the world
views of the geonim, the Circle of the Zohar and the later strata of the Zohar, the Lurianic
kabbalists, and the Chasidim, The early reformers, in Germany and the United States, as

well as the Reform Jewish communities that followed also gave hakkafot their own

meaning, which reflected who they were,




Chapter Two

Hakkafot from the Geonic Period through the Shulchan Aruch

Introduction

Before we discuss the development of hakkafot on Simchat Torah from the geonic
period through the Shulchan Aruch, let us revisit some basic information concerning the
Sukkot calendar. Sukkot begins on the 15th of Tishrei and lasts for eight days in Israel
and nine days in the Diaspora. The first and last days of Sukkot are holidays of complete
rest. Hoshana Rabbah falls on the seventh day of Sukkot and is understood to be a day of
judgment. The motif of judgment may come from the Mishnaic conception that God
decides how much rain the world will receive in the coming year.! Shemini Atzeret falls
on the eighth day of Sukkot. In Diaspora communities which celebrate two days of a
holiday, Simchat Torah falls on the 23rd of Tishrei, the second day of Shemini Atzeret.
In Israel, and in Reform Jewish communities in the Diaspora, Simchat Torah falls on the
22nd of Tishrei, the same day as Shemini Atzeret.

We will recall that the name, “Simchat Torah,” did not appear until the rishonic

period, in the works of Ibn Ghiyyat. Talmudic and geonic texts refer to that date as “the

second day of Shemini Atzeret,” and the geonim also referred to the day as “the ninth day

of Sukkot” or “the final yom fov of the holiday.”
In most Jewish communities today, Simchat Torah is characterized by the practice

of seven hakkafot around the synagogue with the Torah scrolls. Most Orthodox and

1. EJ “Hoshana Rabba.”
2. In this chapter, I use the terms “Simchat Torah” and “second day of Shemini Atzeret” interchangeably.
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Conservative synagogues perform hakkafot both evening and morning of Simchat Torah.
Reform synagogues generally do so at the same times but on Shemini Atzeret, since they
do not usually observe the second day of a holiday.3 The hakkafot usually start out as
formal processions around the synagogue but then often develop into less formal
celebratory dancing with and around the Torah scrolls.

These customs of dance and hakkafot did not arise suddenly. Rather they result
from a long process of evolution which we will trace in this chapter. The practice of
hakkafot developed in the Talmudic period as a ritual specific to Sukkot and Hoshana
Rabbah and made its way into Simchat Torah practice later. Dance was part of the
celebration of the completion of the Torah-reading cycle from at least as early as the

geonic period only to disappear and reappear as part of Simchat Torah practice in various

times and places.

Geonic Period
Hakkafor

Much of the history of these practices has been studied extensively by Abraham
Yaari. He contends that our current practice of making seven hakkafot around the
synagogue on Simchat Torah does not come about until the final third of the 16th
century, in Tsfat, even though in general, hakkafor had been part of the celebratory
atmosphere of Sukkot and Hoshana Rabbah from the time of the Temple.* By the time of

the rishonim, some Diaspora communities do at least one hakkafah on Simchat Torah.

Dance already plays a central role in the celebration of Simchat Torah by the time of the

3. Reform practice will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4.
4. Yaari 261,
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geonim, if not earlier. As Yaari does not discuss the particular role of dance on Simchat
Torah, I will add that element of analysis in this study.

As we see in Mishnah Sukkah, the hakkafot that we associate with Sukkot and
Simchat Torah begin as circuits with the /ulav around the Temple altar: once each day of
Sukkot and seven times on the seventh day.5 The Bavli does not discuss the practice of
hakkafot during the post-Temple period, so it is hard to say precisely what form of the
custom may have prevailed between the time of the second Temple and that of the
Babylonian geonim.6

However, we do know that these circular movements in sacred space do carry
over to Sukkot ritual in the geonic synagogue. To begin with, in his siddur, Saadiah Gaon
describes the custom of circling the reivah? in the synagogue once each day of Sukkot
and seven times on Hoshana Rabbah.#2 He also mentions a practice in his time of doing
three hakkafot every day of Sukkot and seven on the seventh day.? In a responsum on the
same matter, Hai Gaon writes, “It is our custom and the custom of our forefathers that
every day [of Sukkot] we circle the teivah three times, and seven times on Yom Aravah
[Hoshana Rabbah.] It is a widespread custom in all of Israel; we have heard of no place
that does not practice it.”10

These two geonic sources show fluidity in terms of how many hakkafot were

5. M. Sukkah 3:12; M. Sukkah 4:5.

6. EJ“Hakkafot.”

7. While in the Mishnah, the treivah refers to the ark where the Torah scrolls are kept, this term takes on a
different meaning thereafter. For Sephardim, the feivah refers to the bimah, or raised platform from
where the rabbi or cantor reads Torah and leads services. In most of our texts, the teivah generally
refers to a moveable structure which served as a bimah. According the EJ “Ark,” “the scrolls were

originally kept in a movable receptacle which served both as their repository and as a pulpit.
8. Yaari 259.

9. Yaari 259.
10. Yaari 259, quoting Hilchot R. Isaac Ibn Ghiyyat, Hilchot Lulav, siman 244.
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performed on each day of Sukkot. We do find consistency in that seven hakkafot were
performed on Hoshana Rabbah, but as Saadiah Gaon’s description indicates, there were
at least two different traditions as to how many hakkafot (one or three) to perform on the
other days of Sukkot. Notwithstanding the diversity in practice, a basic motif remains.
For Jews in both Temple and geonic times, Sukkot involved making circles around the
ritual meeting place of Israel and God: the loci of sacrifice and of Torah, respectively.
Although our sources don’t mention hakkafot in the post-Templé period, it is likely that
the custom moved from the Temple to the Palestinian synagogue after the Temple was
destroyed. We could then speculate that the geonim continued this tradition of doing

hakkafot in the synagogue.

Dance

By the time of the geonim, the second day of Shemini Atzeret (Simchat Torah)
had already come to celebrate of the completion of the Torah reading cycle.!! Although
there is no evidence of hakkafot then, a geonic feshuvah informs us that dance played an
important role in the celebration. As Yaari says, “Customs frequently raised concern in
their time that they contradicted Jewish law. The sages of that generation were asked
about them, and they responded in various ways. . . . Often these teshuvot are the only
source of our knowledge that these customs existed in a certain community and at a
certain time.”12

According to Yaari, four customs on Simchat Torah are questioned by geonic

responsa literature: lighting coals and incense to create smoke in front of the Torah scroll;

11.See chapter 1 of this study.
12, Yaari 12,
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dancing during the recital of piyyutim; decorating the scroll with jewelry; and taking the
scroll out of its tik (case or holder).!3 Regarding the question of dancing, Natronai, the
Gaon of Sura from 853-858,!4 writes the following responsum:
1IVSN 199929 L 119NN RINY [Ny 2w DY) Nt v 210 DY
NON ,7DIND 1PDIYP DIXIVIRY ONYYA DYIPY DND 100N TPV
7125% Taba Ny DY NN N3 1IN NN MIAY DIVD 1ty
¥ .non
On the second yom tov [of Shemini Atzeret,] which is the last day, we are
accustomed to dance--even some of the elders--during the singing of praises
for the Torah. Even though [dancing] is prohibited by a Rabbinic enactment
[regarding rest on the Sabbath and Festivals,] it is relaxed only on this day,
specifically in honor of the Torah.!6
The Rabbinic enactment or sk 'vut which Natronai Gaon cites in the above responsum
comes from Mishnah Beitzah 5:2: “Any act that is prohibited for the reasons of sh'vut. . .
on the Sabbath is prohibited [also] on yom tov. These are the acts prohibited for the
reason of sh 'vut: climbing a tree, riding on an animal, swimming in water, clapping one’s
hands, slapping one’s thighs, and dancing.”!” A sh'vut is a Rabbinic enactment regarding

refraining from work on Shabbat and holidays. The Bavli on the above Mishnah treats

the last three actions of hand-clapping (ynsvn), thigh-slapping (yp9on) and dancing

13. Yaari 23-26. Originating in 10th century Babylonia, the tik is a cylindrical or octagonal wooden case
for the Torah scroll. It has hinges and opens up for reading. The scroll usually stays in the tik and is placed
in an upright position for reading. See Ellen Frankel and Betsy Platikin Teutsch Encyclopedia of Jewish
Symbols (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson Inc., 1992) 178-179.

14.Probably Natronai bar Hilai, a prolific writer of responsa, particularly regarding liturgy. See EJ
“Natronai bar Hilai.”

15.Shaarei T'shuvah (Leipzig 1858) siman 314.

16.My translation.

17.M. Beitzah 5:2.




(»TPN) as a group, explaining the prohibition of all three as, “lest it be necessary to
repair a musical instrument.”'8 Hence, Mishnah and Talmud prohibit dancing on Shabbat
and yom tov because it might involve the use of musical instruments which one might be
tempted to repair should they break. In his responsum, Natronai Gaon makes an
exception to this rule on one day of the year: the day set aside for celebrating the
completion of the Torah reading cycle.

We might speculate that if the celebration of simchat siyyum originated in
Palestine, !9 dance may have been a part of this day’s festivities from its beginnings. In
fact, looking back at the Mishnah, we might hypothesize that people in that period were
generally engaging in clapping, slapping and dancing on Shabbat and yom tov. Only if
people were already dancing would the Mishnah have found it necessary to explicitly
prohibit it.

Natronai’s responsum shows that dancing was part of normative Simchat Torah
practice at least by geonic times. In fact, for Natronai Gaon, dancing seems to outweigh
other common practices in their importance for celebrating the siyyum. For instance, in
the very same responsum where Natronai allows for dancing on Simchat Torah, he still
follows the Mishnah, prohibiting the practice of lighting incense and coals in front of the
Torah scrolls.20

Unfortunately, we do not know where Natronai directs this responsum. This
information would clarify where, besides Babylonia, Jews were dancing on Simchat

Torah. We do know that Natronai bar Hilai had a close connection with the Jewish

18.B.T. Beitza 36b
19.See chapter | of this study.
20.Yaari 24,
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community of Lucena, Spain, to whom he wrote many liturgical responsa.2! However, if
dance did occur in Spain on Simchat Torah, I have found no evidence to that effect in
other geonic sources or even in the later literature of the rishonic period.

Interestingly, geonic sources reveal no relationship between dance and hakkafot.
Hakkafot were limited to the first seven days of Sukkot, whereas dance may have always
been one of the special customs, if not the central custom, involved in celebrating Sukkot

as well as the completion of the Torah reading cycle.

Rishonim through the Shulchan Aruch and Isserles
Hakkafot on Sukkot and Hoshana Rabbah

The rishonim continue the ancient practice of hakkafot on Sukkot and Hoshana
Rabbah, and they add some elements of their own. Rabbi Isaac Ibn Ghiyyat (11th
century, Spain) quotes Hai Gaon’s reponsum which describes the circling of the teivah
once every day of Sukkot and seven times on Hoshana Rabbah.22 He adds that the
Spanish custom, “for generation after generation, is to stand the Torah scroll on top of the
teivah and to circle it once . . . each day [of Sukkot] . . . and on the seventh day we circle
the Torah scroll with willows . . . seven times.”23

Ibn Ghiyyat adds the element of placing a Torah scroll on the teivah for the
hakkafot. Here he uses the term feivah to refer to a surface upon which one could place

the scroll. He is probably describing the “movable receptacle” which may have been used

both as a bimah and as a cabinet for the scrolls.24 In any event, as is his style, Ibn Ghiyyat

21.EJ “Natronai bar Hilai.”
22.See footnote 12.

23.Yaari 259, quoting Hilchot R. Isaac Ibn Ghiyyat, Hilchot Lulav, siman 244.
24. See footnote 6 above.
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describes the geonic custom as well as the custom of his own community, showing where
they differ.25
Midrash T'hilim26 describes another variation on the theme of circling the Torah:

All the people, young and old, hold /ulavim . . . and etrogim . . . and circle once
[each day of Sukkot.] On that same day [of Hoshana Rabbah] they circle seven
times . . . . So that it might be acceptable in a [future] time when there is a
[Temple] altar, in our time, the chazan of the synagogue stands like an angel of
God with the Torah scroll in his arms while the people circle him as he stands
in place of the altar.27 (my emphasis)

Since Midrash T 'hilim contains material from the third to the 13th century, we do not

know what “our time” refers to, but in the 12th century, Maimonides also mentions the

practice of placing a teivah in the center of the synagogue and circling it every day, “in

the manner that they would circle the altar, in memory of the Temple.””28 In Maimonides’

case, the teivah seems to be a movable structure, which served as a bimah. We may also

speculate that in Sephardi communities, whose Torah scrolls was in a hard metal or
wooden case, they could stand the scroll on top of the feivah. In Ashkenazi communities,
whose Torah scrolls were covered in a soft cloth, a person would hold the scroll in the
center of the hakkafor.29

As we can see in Midrash T hilim as well as in Maimonides, one of the reasons

25.Lawrence Hoffman, The Canonization of the Synagogue Service (Notre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1979) 117.

26. According to EJ, recent scholarship sees Midrash T hilim as developing over many centuries. It
contains material from as early as the third and as late as the 13th century. See EJ “Midrash Tehillim.”

27.Yaari 259, quoting Yalkut Shimoni, T’hilim, end of remez 3"¥n.

28. Yaari 260, quoting Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Lulav 7:23.

29. We will see another example of circling a person holding the scroll in Machzor Vitry, below.
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for performing hakkafot in the synagogue on Sukkot and Hoshana Rabbah was in order to
reenact or symbolize the Temple rituals that took place on those holidays. Maimonides
uses the words, “wTi7n5 9ov,” (remembrance of the Temple), to explain a reenactment of
the Temple ritual in a post-Temple context. Similarly, Midrash T hilim describes the act
of circling the chazan, with the Torah scroll in his arms, as “nawn nnT,” (symbolizing
or exemplifying the altar). In this instance, the ritual strives to transform the chazan with
the Torah scroll into an image or likeness of the original Temple altar. In the post-Temple
ritual, the Torah scroll evokes the original Temple altar and allows the post-Temple
community to observe Sukkot in an authentic way.

Rabbi Aaron ben Jacob ha-Cohen of Lunel (end of 13th, beginning of 14th-
century, Provence) picks up on a different strand of meaning for the hakkafot, from the
Talmud Yerushalmi. The Yerushalmi connects the seven hakkafot on Hoshana Rabbah to
the seven circles that the Israelites made around the walls of Jericho when it says, “On
that day [Hoshana Rabbah] the altar is circled seven times. Rav Acha said, this is in
memory of Jericho.30 In his work, Orchot Chayim, Aaron ha-Cohen first describes the
custom of placing the teivah at the center of the room and circling it as wTpnbd A, as
does Maimonides.3! Then he adds the idea that the seven hakkafot “correspond to the
seven times that the Israelites circled Jericho.”32

Other scholars from 12th and 13th century Spain and Ashkenaz add a mystical

layer to the theme of hakkafot as representing the past victory of the Israelites over

30.Talmud Yerushalmi, Sukkah chapter 4, end of halachah 3; Book of Joshua 6:14-15.

31.In Provence, the Torah scroll was kept in a hard metal case, as in Sephardi communities. Hence, Aaron
Ha-Cohen’s community placed their scroll on top of the feivah, as did Maimonides and Ibn Ghiyyat.

32, Yaari 260, quoting Orchot Chayim 1’Rav Aharon HaCohen m’Lunel, Hilchot Lulav siman 33.




25

Jericho or hastening a future victory of Jews over their oppressors. One of the Chasidei
Ashkenaz, Eleazar of Worms, adds the element of praying for rain to the complex of
symbolism surrounding hakkafot. The next chapter of this study will further investigate
the understanding of hakkafot in kabbalistic literature.

As we have seen above, the two Talmuds and rishonic literature link hakkafot on

Sukkot/Hoshana Rabbah either to the memory of the Temple altar or to the military

victory in Jericho. Yaari contends that the motif of military victory in Jericho specifically
corresponds to the seventh hakkafah on Hoshana Rabbah, because the fall of Jericho
happens on the seventh day and Hoshana Rabbah is the seventh day of Sukkot.33
Therefore, for Yaari, the theme of military victory does not carry over to the eventual
practice of hakkafot on Simchat Torah.3¢ However, hakkafot on Simchat Torah do

continue to stand for the original ritual of circling the Temple altar.

Hakkafot on Simchat Torah

The above examples of hakkafot from Ibn Ghiyyat, Midrash T hilim and
Maimonides, place the Torah scroll at the center of the ritual for Sukkot and Hoshana
Rabbah, in memory of the Temple altar. However neither Ibn Ghiyyat (Spain) nor
Maimonides (Spain and Egypt) mentions taking out Torah scrolls or performing hakkafot
on Simchat Torah. These customs were not present in Spain in the rishonic period, as we

see in the Tur and, later, the Shulchan Aruch, neither of which refer to these practices

taking place there.33

33.Yaari 261.
34.Yaari 261.
35.Yaari 262.

__..———_



26

In rishonic France and Ashkenaz, however, the Torah scrolls did play a central
role on Simchat Torah. Many communities would take all or some of the Torah scrolis
out of the ark on either the evening or morning of Simchat Torah. Beginning in the 14th
century, in some Ashkenazi communities, it became customary on Leil Simchat Torah to
take all of the scrolls out of the ark, make one hakkafah around the migdal (raised
platform), and return the scrolls to the ark.36

In Northern France, during Rashi’s time, communities would take the scrolls out
on Simchat Torah morning, before the Torah reading. Machzor Vitry describes a Hoshana
Rabbah custom of taking out all of the Torah scrolls, not only the ones necessary for the
day’s Torah reading, and of doing the same on Simchat Torah.37 According to Yaari, this
French community did not perform hakkafot on Simchat Torah.38 However, a verb in
Machzor Vitry’s description of Simchat Torah hints at some kind of physical movement
with a Torah scroll. It describes how, before returning the scroll to the ark, the prayer

leader would take slow steps (Vyn VYN ¥©19) while reciting the verses of the alphabetic

Ppiyyut Ana Adonai, hoshia na.3® Then he would ascend the migdal and finish the piyyut
with the verse, a/ hakol.4® From this description, it seems that the prayer leader walked
down from the migdal with the scroll in his arms while chanting the piyyut. He may have
even processed with the scroll, or at least walked with it, as the verb, yv19 (step), seems
to indicate. Only then did he go back up to the migdal.

In Provence, some communities would take all of the scrolls out of the ark affer

36.1n fact, the custom of hakkafor with the Torah scrolls on Simchat Torah may have developed earlier, as
a genizah manuscript shows. We will discuss this further below.

37.Yaari 261, quoting Machzor Vitry.

38.Yaari 261.

39.Yaari 262, quoting Machzor Vitry.

40. Yaari 262, quoting Machzor Vitry.
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the Torah reading on Simchat Torah day. According to the Tur, these French
communities would say a separate piyyut as each Torah scroll was removed.4! Among the
many piyyutim they would sing was, Asher biglal avot banim gidel.4? Aaron ha-Cohen of
Lunel (latel13th, early 14th century-Provence) goes into more detail: after the haftarah,
the prayer leader would chant Ashrei while standing on the migdal with the Torah
scroll.43 Then, each elder of the community would take a scroll from the ark, stand on the
migdal, and recite verses lamenting Moses’death.44

Sefer Minhagim, from the school of Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg in the Rhine river
valley, is the first to describe the custom of taking out (but not yet processing with) all of
the Torah scrolls on Leil Simchat Torah.4S Between the minchah and maariv services, the
prayer leader would recite Atah hareita and take all of the scrolls out of the ark.
According to Yaari, this Ashkenazi custom dates back to the 14th century.46

According to Yaari, Rabbi Isaac of Tyrnau (late 14th-early 15th century, Austria)
is the first to describe the custom of a hakkafah with the Torah scrolls on Leil Simchat
Torah. However, a genizah manuscript seems to date this practice much earlier. Ezra
Fleischer quotes a 12th century manuscript which describes how the Jewish community
in Fustat, Egypt celebrated the second day of Shemini Atzeret. After completing the
reading of Deuteronomy, “They would circle the synagogue with the scrolls, making

three hakkafot. . . .”47 Fleischer places this practice in a Babylonian synagogue, he does

41. Yaari, quoting Tur O.H. siman N0,

42.See chapter | of this study for a discussion of this piyyur.

43.Yaari 262.

44.Yaari 262.

45.Yaari 262.

46.Yaari 262. Whereas R. Meir of Rothenberg died in 1293, his followers continued to record and pass on
his teachings after his death.

47 Fleischer 307.
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not explain why his manuscript led him to this conclusion.48 While we do not have clear
evidence as to the origins of the practice, this manuscript does show that hakkafot on
Simchat Torah had developed by the 12th century and was not limited to Ashkenaz, but
was practiced in Egypt too.

The next account of hakkafot on Simchat Torah does come from Isaac Tyrnau, in
14th century Ashkenaz. According to Yaari, Tyrnau is not describing his own community
in Austria, which did not observe this custom.4 Rather, he is referring to the same
Rhineland communities whose practice the school of R. Meir of Rothenberg describes
above. Tyrnau first describes how the piyyut Atah Hareita is recited before taking out the
scrolls during the day, and then adds:

,NIN 90 ARSIN Y380 NDY1 03 NNIR 2 IMIN AIIPR VA
JONIWY YPY ININ TIIN MOIYYY 1I1IWNAY 7N 1700 DD 1) pom
P ,UDND XY NYIWIN Y NIN IMINY DTIND ISR TMI¥Y L IDTY ,TNN
¥ . . J9Tann 2a0n )ONY
There are some places which say it {atak hareita] also at night, before taking
out the Torah scroll. They take out all of the Torah scrolls that are in the ark
and the prayer leader says, Sh'ma Yisrael, Echad, Gadlu, and stands by the

migdal and says, Ana Adonai Hoshia Na like the night before, only he does not

48.Fleischer 307-308, notes 58 and 62; According to Fleischer, the custom described in this manuscript
comes from Bavel and not Palestine. However, we don’t know how he knows this. He refers us, in note
62, to responsa by Hai and Sherira Gaon as quoted by R. Isaac Ghiyyat as well as the Mavo to Machzor
I’Sukkot by Goldschmidt-Frankel. However, neither of these sources describes hakkafot on the second
day of Shemini Atzeret. Rather, they only escribe hakkafot with the lulav and aravah on only Sukkot
and Hoshana Rabbah. Perhaps Fleischer only means to indicate that the general custom of hakkafot
around the synagogue on Sukkot comes from Babylon and not Palestine. That said, we don’t know if,
in the period between the second Temple and the geonim, Palestinian communities were or were not
doing hakkafo.

49.Yaari 263.

50. Yaari 263, quoting Minhagim I’Rav Isaac Tyrnau, Halachot Shemini Atzeret.
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circle the migdal 5!

Here, Tyrnau describes the ritual on Simchat Torah morning. By way of contrast, he
mentions that in the morning service, the people holding the scrolls do not circle the
migdal as they did the night before. Thus, we conclude that on Lei! Simchat Torah, the
Jewish communities of the Rhineland remove all of the scrolls and walk around the
migdal before returning the scrolls to the ark. According to Yaari, they would not do a
hakkafah around the migdal on Simchat Torah morning because three of the scrolls were
kept out for the Torah readings and the others were spread throughout the congregation
so that all of the men could have an aliyah.52
As stated above, the practice of a hakkafah on Simchat Torah was not present in

Spain and does not appear in the Shulchan Aruch, Joseph Caro’s code of the mid 16th
century. However, Moses Isserles adds the aspect of hakkafot on Simchat Torah in his
Ashkenazi gloss to the Shulchan Aruch. There, he writes:

It is the custom in these lands [Ashkenaz] to take out all of the Torah scrolls

that are in the ark on Simchat Torah, at ar ‘vit and shacharit and to sing songs

and praises. . . . Additionally, it is the custom to circle (q9°pnY) the bimah in the

synagogue with the Torah scrolls, just as we do with the lulav. All of this is for

the purpose of rejoicing (nnnY DIYN,)S3
Hence, by the time of Isserles (mid 16th century) the custom of making a hakkafah with

the Torah scrolls in the moming and evening had spread throughout Ashkenaz.

51.My translation.
52.Yaari 263.
53.Rema, Shulchan Aruch, O.H. siman NN,
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Conclusion

The custom of hakkafot has a long and complex history. Beginning as a Temple
ritual for Sukkot and Hoshana Rabbah, post-Temple communities adapted the ritual, as
well as its meaning, to the synagogue context. Geonic communities did hakkafor with
their lulavim, etrogim, and aravot around the reivah, probably a movable structure which
served as a bimah and which may have contained the Torah scrolls. They do not mention
placing a scroll on the teivah during the hakkafot. In nshonic times, Sephardic
communities placed a Torah scroll on the teivah (bimah) and circled it, in memory of the
Temple altar. They could do this, since their Torah scroll was kept in a hard casement.
Machzor Vitry as well as Midrash T hilim describe circling a person who was holding the
Torah scroll. Later, certain Ashkenazi communities circled a raised platform while
carrying the Torah scrolls. We might speculate that Ashkenazi communities held their
Torah scrolls for the hakkafot since they kept the scrolls in a soft covering and couldn’t
stand them up on the bimah.

While we have no evidence of the geonim performing hakkafot on Simchat Torah,
an Egyptian community in the 12th century engaged in hakkafot on this day, holding
Torah scrolls in their arms. While Spanish communities of the rishonic period did not
perform hakkafot on Simchat Torah, French and Ashkenazi communities of that period
had the custom of taking the scrolls out of the ark on that day. Some Ashkenazi
communities, starting in the 14th century, even made one hakkafah around the migdal on
Simchat Torah.

The practice of taking out all of the Torah scrolls serves to distinguish Simchat

Torah from the days that precede it as one centered around Torah and the completion of
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the Torah reading cycle. Moreover, the hakkafah with the Torah scrolls links Simchat
Torah with Sukkot and Hoshana Rabbah, where hakkafot also occured in memory of the
Temple altar. In the cases where the Torah is placed at the center, either on the teivah or
in someone’s arms, the Torah certainly transforms the ritual into one of circling the
Temple altar. However, circling the migdal with the scrolls in one’s arms might have a
different effect. I might venture a guess that hakkafot while carrying the scrolls
emphasizes the celebration of siyyum more than the memory of the Temple altar. In a
community which has read Torah together for an entire year, carrying the scrolls in a
circle physically brings the Torah into the community and symbolizes the never-ending
cycle of Torah-reading

While the geonim did not engage in hakkafot on Simchat Torah, a responsum
demonstrates that communities would engage in celebratory dancing on that day. In
contrast, the rishonim do not mention dancing as a Simchat Torah custom. The fact that
rishonic communities didn’t dance on Simchat Torah does not necessarily mean that the
aspect of simchah (rejoicing) was missing from their celebration. As we read above,
Isserles gives the reason for taking out all of the Torah scrolls and doing the hakkafah as
mishum simchah, “for the purpose of rejoicing.”4 We might conclude that the practice of
circling with the scrolls creates an atmosphere of rejoicing. These rishonic Jewish
communities rejoiced not only as they recreated the celebration around the Tempie altar
but also as they celebrated the completion and continuity of their own Torah-reading

cycle.

54.Rema, Shulchan Aruch, O.H. siman 2PN
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Chapter Three

Hakkafot in the Zohar and Lurianic Kabbalah

Introduction

While by the time of the rishonim, Simchat Torah had taken shape as a distinct
holiday with its own distinct practices, the kabbalists took the meaning and practice of
the holiday to a new level. According to Yaari, the practice of seven hakkafot on Simchat
Torah emerged in 16th-century Tsfat, during the time of Isaac Luria.! Luria’s students
described their master’s practice of hakkafot and attributed theosophical meaning to it.
The custom of dancing on Simchat Torah also reappeared in Lurianic communities. As
Lurianic kabbalah spread from Tsfat to the Diaspora, so did the Simchat Torah practices
of hakkafot and dance. We see this most clearly among the Chasidim in 18th-century
Eastern Europe. In order to understand Luria’s innovations and their meaning, let us first
examine some earlier kabbalistic texts, from the Zohar, the Ra'aya Meheimna and
Tikkunei ha-Zohar .2 These texts from 13th century Spain lay the conceptual groundwork

upon which Luria and his followers build their Simchat Torah ritual.

The Zohar, Ra’aya Meheimna, and Tikkunei ha-Zohar
The Zohar and its later strata interpret the holidays of Sukkot, Hoshana Rabbah,

Shemini Atzeret, and Simchat Torah using theosophical symbolism.? In the following

1. Yaari 261.
2. Many unanswered questions remain as to the identity of the Zohar’s author and the date of its writing. It
is generally accepted that the main body of the Zohar written and published piecemeal by the Spanish

mystic, Moses de Leon (d. 1305). The Ra ‘aya Meheimna and Tikkunei ha-Zohar represent later,
independent strata, the authors of which are unknown.
. For a full discussion of kabbalistic symbolism, consult Moshe ldel Kabbalah: New Perspectives;




texts, all aspects of these holidays from the altar to the Torah scroll to the crown on the
Torah scroll are inscribed with symbolism related to the sefirotic system. For the
kabbalists, the observance of these holidays has theurgic power: proper observance in the
earthly realm effects processes in the sefirotic realm which in turn have an effect on the
relationship between the mystics and God. These texts see the entire time period from
Rosh Hashanah leading up to Shemini Atzeret-Simchat Torah as preparing for the
unification of the male and female aspects of the sefirotic realm. Unification, understood
as divine sexual intercourse, occurs on Simchat Torah.
The first text offers a symbolic explanation of the hakkafot on Hoshana Rabbah.
For the Zohar, the hakkafot move God closer to unification with the Shechinah:
NR 1207 TOXR 101 PPN PIND NONYN NDIZ RYYTP KOO Man N
YAV T2 YA T2 ROMAY PNOY PO NYAY, THY PIANDT NOM KDY D1 D
T2 NOYPY A PHY YAV IR DD VAP PNt NYaY aN . . .pphin
£.PP09 N9Y PTR POT NONIT NIID 10 N2
The altar said to the Holy King: Everyone else receives gifts and portions.
What are you going to give me? He said to her: Every day the seven supernal
days will encircle you, in order to bless you, and they will give you seven
portions.‘. .. And afterward, seven times, to match the whole seven days, in
order to provide her with blessings from the source of the stream that flows

continuously without pause.$

Gershom Scholem Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism; David Ariel The Mystic Quest.
4. Bar Ilan CD-Rom, Zohar III 24b.
5. Isaiah Tishby. The Wisdom of the Zohar, vol. 3 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989) 1252-1253.
Translation of Zohar Il1 24b.
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In this text, the altar stands for the Shechinah.6 She is complaining about the seventy
bullocks which were offered on Sukkot.” Talmudic and Midrashic sources express the
idea that these offerings were given on behalf of the seventy nations of the world, and the
Shechinah questions why the seventy nations receive offerings and she does not.8 The
Zohar explains the circling of the altar once a day during Sukkot and seven times on
Hoshana Rabbah as a way to mollify the Shechinah and bless her.

On the most basic level, the hakkafot symbolize sacrificial offerings or gifts to the
Shechinah, the aspect of God to which humans have access. On the theosophical level,
however, the hakkafot symbolize the “seven supernal days,” meaning the seven lower
sefirot. As the people circle the altar with their willows, they cause a process to occur in
the sefirotic realm in which the seven lower sefirot encircle and bless the sefirah of
Shechinah. This process in the divine realm provides the Shechinah with the divine flow
from Keter, the highest sefirah. In our text, Keter is known as the “source of the stream
that flows continuously without pause.” As the sefirot encircle the Shechinah and as she

begins to receive the divine flow, the time for divine intercourse draws near.

This image of a flow down to Shechinah has the clear sexual connotation of

semen flowing into this lowest of the sefirot. According to Elliot Wolfson, the process of
humans causing a flow from the sefirotic realm is a common motif in the Zohar. He
writes, “The righteous below have the power to elevate the Shechinah by becoming the
female waters that arouse the male waters above, which results in the union of the male

and female.® To be even more graphic, the hakkafot serve to lubricate the Shechinah in

6. Tishby 1252.

7. Numbers 29: 12-39.

8. Tishby 1252-3.

9. Elliot Wolfson. “Coronation of the Sabbath Bride: Kabbalistic Myth and the Ritual of Androgynisation”

BB ES =5
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preparation for divine intercourse. As we shall see, the Lurianic kabbalists use similar
imagery when they interpret the hakkafot on Simchat Torah.

The concept of hakkafot causing a flow from the heavenly realm also has roots in
an earlier mystical interpretation of Simchat Torah, from Eleazar of Worms
(c.1165-¢.1230) of Chasidei Ashkenaz. In Sefer HaRokeach, he discusses the connection
of the hakkafot to praying for rain on Hoshana Rabbah:

Because Jericho is the first of the battles in Eretz Yisrael and we attribute all
first things to the Holy Blessed One. . . and because it is written in Kings
regarding Jericho: ‘There will be no dew or rain except at my bidding’(I Kings
17:1), we conclude that we circie [on Hoshana Rabbah] as they did in Jericho
for the purpose of bringing dew and rain . . . .10
In Sefer HaRokeach the hakkafot play a central role in propitiating God for rain. The role
of hakkafot in praying for rain is a common motif on Sukkot and Shemini Atzeret, even
prior to the Middie Ages. We can see it here as well as in the Zohar text above, which
interprets hakkafot as initiating the divine flow.

The next zoharic text discusses the combined festival of Shemini Atzeret-Simchat

Torah:
If you ask, “Why is it called atzeret?” It means that all of the prior days [of
Sukkot] were feasts for the branches of the tree. . . . Afterwards is the joy of the
tree itself and the joy of the Torah. For this purpose there is one day, atzeret.

The joy of the Torah is joy of the tree itself. Therefore, on this day there is a

The Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy 6 (1997): 328.
10. Yaari 260; Quoting Sefer HaRokeach, Hilchot Sukkah, siman N"27.




portion only for the Holy One, blessed by He, and the Assembly of Israel.
Consequently, “There shall be a solemn assembly [atzeret] for you” (Numbers
29:35) --for you, and for no one else.!!

In this text, the Zohar asks why the eighth day of Sukkot is specifically named atzeret,
which has the basic meaning of “gathering,” when the other seven days of Sukkot involve
gatherings as well. The Zohar interprets the first seven days of Sukkot as festive
gatherings for the “branches of the tree,” or the seven lower sefirot. Each of the seven
days of Sukkot stands for one of the “branches of the tree.”!2 However, one day, Shemini
Atzeret, is set aside to celebrate the gathering or unification of the Assembly of Israel and
God.

More precisely, Shemini Atzeret celebrates the unification of the male and female
aspects of God, symbolized by the sefirot of Tiferet and Malchut, respectively.
Furthermore, the “joy of the tree” and the “joy of the Torah” stand for the sefirot of
Tiferet and Malchut. The masculine Tiferet corresponds to “the tree itself,” perhaps
referring to the phallic image of a tree trunk, and the feminine Malchut corresponds to
the Torah. In kabbalistic literature Malchut often corresponds to the Torah as well as to
the community of Israel. On Shemini Atzeret-Simchat Torah, the community of Israel
rejoices in the Torah, or Shechinah, thereby causing Tiferet to rejoice in and unite with
Shechinah. Thus, as God and the community of Israel come together through the medium

of Torah, the godhead is unified.

11. Tishby 1253-1254; Zohar 11 97a; I translate pieces of the text Tishby does not cover.

12. The Zohar also creates a ritual, ushpizin, in which each of the biblical characters associated with each of
the seven lower sefirot is invited into the sukkah as a guest. Abraham represents the sefirah of Chesed,
Isaac, Din, Jacob, Tiferet, Moses, Netzach; Aaron, Hod; Joseph, Yesod, and David, Malchut. See David
Ariel, The Mystic Quest (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1988) 156.
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The Ra’aya Meheimna explains the Simchat Torah ritual of crowning the Torah
scrolls as effecting unification as well. Shemini Atzeret is called, “Simchat Torah, and
we crown the scroll of the Torah with its crown. The scroll of the Torah indicates
Tiferet, and the Shechinah indicates the crown of glory (ateret tiferet).”’'3 Here, mystics
effect the unification of Tiferet and Malchut by crowning the Torah scroll with its atarah.
Again, we have sexual imagery with the phallic scroll being enclosed or encircled by the
crown.

Wolfson quotes a later mystical text which can help us further understand this
kabbalistic notion of crowning. Moses Cordovero, a kabbalist of 16th-century Tsfat,!4
writes, “The [attribute of) Malkhut is called ‘atarah (crown). She is not called this except
when she ascends to Keter, and there she is a crown on the head of her husband, the
glorious crown (ateret tiferer). Thus she is a crown on the head of every righteous person,
and she is the crown on the Torah scroll.”!3 According to Wolfson, part of the kabbalistic
process of redemption lies in the sefirah of Malchut ascending through the sefirotic realm
until it attains “the status of the crown.”!6 This crowning is depicted by “the crown on
the head of the righteous, the crown of the husband, the crown on the Torah scroll, and
the corona of the membrum virile.”!”

The act of crowning the scrolls takes on additional meaning in a text from

Tikkunei ha-Zohar: “at the time of Simchat Torah a crown is put on the head of every

13.Tishby 1254, See also Zohar III 256b (Ra’aya Meheimna.)

14.Cordovero was a teacher of Isaac Luria. In his works, he attempts to systematize and summarize
kabbalistic developments up until his time.

15. Wolfson 335-6; Quoting Pardes Rimmonim, 16, 34a, s.v. ‘atarah.

16. Wolfson 337.

17. Wolfson 337. Wolfson argues that when the Shechinah ascends to this position and crowns the
masculine aspect, she “transforms her gender” and is “reintegrated into the masculine.” Therefore, for
the kabbalists, redemption occurs when “gender dichotomy” is overcome by the female assimilating
into the male. This kabbalistic view of redemption is highly androcentric and thus, problematic.
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righteous man in the world above, as it is written ‘ With the crown with which his mother
crowned him on his marriage day, on the day when his heart rejoiced’ (Song of Songs
3:11).”18 The celebration of Simchat Torah, according to this text, effects a crowning of
the righteous men in the sefirotic realm. This crowning is not only that of Tiferet by
Malchut but a crowning of all of the male aspects with all of the female aspects in the
sefirotic tree.

This text sees Simchat Torah as a propitious time for the intercourse between the
male and female aspects of the godhead. Furthermore, when the mystics effect the
unification in the divine realm, that process gives the mystics special access to God.
Tikkunei ha-Zohar continues: “Similarly, Israel should be crowned with all on the day of
Simchat Torah.” The word “all” generally refers to the sefirah of Yesod. Therefore,
Israel, meaning the circle of mystics who celebrate Simchat Torah properly, are rewarded
with the crown of Yesod. Interestingly, the crowning of the feminine Israel by the male
Yesod represents an inversion of the usual crowning of the male aspect by the female
aspect.

Other texts emphasize the theme of divine intercourse more explicitly. In Zohar
IIT 214b, we read that Shemini Atzeret-Simchat Torah is the actual day in which “the
intercourse of the body takes place. . . the intercourse of all, so that all become one, and
this is the perfection of all.”!9 The phrase, “the intercourse of the body,” refers to the
entire sefirotic tree becoming unified.

Through these texts and their system of kabbalistic symbols, the Circle of the

Zohar and the authors of later strata manage to add yet another layer to the richness of the

18.Tishby 1254. See also Tikkunei ha-Zohar, Tikkun 21, 56a-56b.
19. Tishby 1241,
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holiday of Simchat Torah. Not only does Simchat Torah represent the culmination of the
season of atonement, the end of the week-long festival of Sukkot, and the completion of
the cycle of Torah reading, but Simchat Torah also represents the consummation of
divine marriage. This consummation does not happen on its own, just because the day of
Shemini Atzeret-Simchat Torah has arrived. Rather, these texts offer a system in which
the mystics must, through proper observance of the festival, effect the consummation in
the sefirotic realm themselves. This process of theurgy then results in bringing the

mystics closer to God.

Lurianic Kabbalah
Background
In 16th-century Tsfat, Isaac Luria and his followers take kabbalistic interpretation
and practice of Simchat Torah to a new level. They inherit the sefirotic system described
in the Zohar, including the concept of Simchat Torah as effecting divine intercourse. In
addition, Luria and his circle inherit various Simchat Torah practices, including hakkafot
and dance. This innovative mystical community synthesizes what they have inherited and
create a Simchat Torah celebration unparalleled in its richness of ritual and meaning.
Isaac Luria (1534-1572) traveled to Tsfat in late 1569 or early 1570 where he
studied kabbalah with Moses Cordovero.20 After Cordovero’s death, Luria began to teach
a circle of students, the most important of which became Chayyim Vital (1543-1620).2!

Because Luria did not write down his mystical thought, Vital and other students’ records

20.Lawrence Fine. ed. and trans. Safed Spirituality: Rules of Mystical Piety, the Beginning of Wisdom
{Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1984) 61-62.
21.Fine, Safed Spirituality 61-62.




represent our only sources of Luria’s teachings and records of his behavior on Simchat
Torah.22

Luria’s teachings can be described as an overlay through which he reinterpreted
earlier kabbalistic ideas. According to the Zohar, Adam’s sin caused disharmony in the
sefirotic realm, which had as its effect the separation between the male and female
aspects of God.2? The Tsfat kabbalists saw this separation within the godhead in terms of
the exile of the Shechinah from the rest of God, and they believed that their own sins
caused this exile.24 However, they also believed that when human beings behave
properly, they bring temporary unity of God and allow the divine flow to reach down into
the material world.2s Thus, the Tsfat mystics took on the task of mending the breach in
God through their own ascetic, devotional and contemplative behavior.26 In the words of
Lawrence Fine, “The ultimate goal of this community was a pragmatic one requiring
mystical action -- nothing less than the return of all existence to its original spiritual

condition, a state synonymous with the manifestation of the messianic age.”?’

Luria’s practice of Hakkafot
As we saw above, the kabbalists of the Zohar took the Jewish ritual they had
inherited and added a new layer of significance. In terms of Hoshana Rabbah and

Simchat Torah, the Zohar saw the rituals of hakkafor and of crowning the Torah scrolls

22.Fine, Safed Spirituality 61-62.

23.Fine, Safed Spirituality 7.

24.Fine 8; It is not possible to explicate the whole of Lurianic myth in this study. For more detail, see:
Jewish Spirituality from the Sixteenth-Century Revival to the Present. Ed. Arthur Green. (New York:
Crossroad, 1987.)

25.Fine, Safed Spirituality 7.

26.Fine, Safed Spirituality 10.

27.Lawrence Fine, “The Contemplative Practice of Yihudim in Lurianic Kabbalah,” Jewish Spirituality

from the Sixteenth-Century Revival to the Present, ed. Arthur Green (New York: Crossroad, 1987) 65.



through the lens of the sefirotic system. According to Fine, the earlier kabbalists saw
their innovations as uncovering the “‘deepest and truest level of meaning” already present
in the traditional ritual.28 The Tsfat kabbalists went farther than their predecessors,
creating their own rituals altogether. One of these rituals was that of per<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>