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Introduction

A Torah scroll carries the story of the Jewish people. It is a physical object, a large and heavy
scroll that contains the Torah text itself, each letter carefully inscribed onto the hide of a long-
deceased kosher animal. The Torah is a historical text that chronicles the origins of humanity,
and the ancient history of the Jewish people. The Torah is a holy text that depicts the Eternal,
the monotheistic God who leads the Jewish people out of the wilderness and toward the
promised land. The Torah is a book of law, an ancient juridical code that sets out rules for a
just and honest society. And the Torah is a family saga, a story of generations, of parents and
children, of sibling rivalry, of trickery and deceit, and of love, honour and decency. These
aspects all weave together, in ancient Hebrew words wrapped around wooden eitzim, their
syllables chanted to sacred tropes, as the Torah scroll is rolled and unrolled, rolled and unrolled,

turning with us throughout the year and throughout time.

But where does the Torah scroll come from? Why do we read our ancient, central text in this
historical format? A handwritten scroll, written on parchment formed from the hide of a kosher
animal is a relic from the publishing industry of two millennia ago. Other Jewish texts,
including the Prophets and Ketuvim, were originally also inscribed on scrolls but this did not
continue universally, as it did for the Torah. What is it about the Torah that means we still use

this ancient publishing method today?

Tractate Soferim, a minor tractate of the Talmud believed to have been compiled around the
middle of the eighth century, discusses many of these questions.! Translated as “tractate of the

scribes,” Tractate Soferim is believed to have originally been created from the perspective of

! Harry Freedman, “Soferim,” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred Skolnik,
2nd ed., vol. 18 (Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 744.



the scribes, the class of scholars who wrote scrolls of the Torah and other sacred texts. Tractate
Soferim documents in great detail matters such as how to write a Torah scroll; the blessings
recited over a Torah scroll; and how to handle a Torah scroll in private and in public.? It also
discusses the writing of other sacred texts, including other biblical texts such as the Prophets
and Ketuvim. Although these biblical books are not subject to the same strict rules as the Torah,

Tractate Soferim nevertheless stipulates rules for writing them.

Soferim is thought to be one of the earliest rabbinic texts—perhaps even the earliest—which
details how to create, write and subsequently read from a Torah scroll in a ritual setting,
together with the appropriate liturgy. It comprises a range of genres of rabbinic literature,
including Mishnaic, amoraic and aggadic sources. Debra Reed Blank explains that “Soferim
can best be thought of as a tapestry comprising excerpts from the Mishnah, the Tosefta, and
both Talmuds, along with independent baraitot [oral traditions external to the Mishnah] and
phrases.” It is an eclectic collection of texts, generally divided into three sections composed
at different times, although with much later insertions in all sections. It has 21 chapters, divided
into 255 halachot. Surprisingly, no evidence of it has been found in the Cairo Genizah,
suggesting it has always been more widely known in the Ashkenazi world rather than the
Sephardi world.* Michael Higger’s 1937 critical edition has long become the standard edition,
however, as Blank demonstrates so deftly in her bibliographical essay on the tractate, his

version is in fact a highly edited version that does not cite his own alterations to the text.” It is

2 Yitzhak Dov Gilat, “Soferim (Scribes),” in Encyclopaedia Judaica, ed. Michael Berenbaum and Fred
Skolnik, 2nd ed., vol. 18 (Macmillan Reference USA, 2007), 743—44.

3 Debra Reed Blank, “It’s Time to Take Another Look At ‘Our Little Sister’ Soferim: A Bibliographical
Essay,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 90, no. 1/2 (1999): 2.

4 Blank, 4.

3 Blank, 2. Michael Higger, Massechet Soferim (New York: Debe Rabanan, 1937).



clear from Blank’s essay that Tractate Soferim, like any ancient text, has undergone alterations
which makes the standard or original text difficult to ascertain. As a minor tractate of the
Talmud, Tractate Soferim has been printed with the Talmud since the 16" Century and is found

at the end of Tractate Nezikin in standard printed editions.®

This text immersion will comprise a close study of Tractate Soferim. The version studied will
be the one published with the 1883 Vilna printing of the Talmud Bavli. This paper consists of
three sections. The first, “Writing a Torah Scroll,” will cover the themes in chapters 1 to 12.
The second, “Liturgy, Rituals and Text Study” will analyse some of the issues that arise in
chapters 13 to 21. The third section, “Delving into the Past: Tractate Soferim as the Earliest
Source for Mourner’s Kaddish and the Torah Service,” will document how these liturgical

practices emerge in Tractate Soferim.

The Torah scroll has been a constant in Jewish life for thousands of years. Studying Tractate
Soferim provides an opportunity to witness how the ancient rabbis understood and saw their
Torah. The intense specificity of their instructions for creating, writing and reading a Torah
scroll emphasises how a Torah functions as both a physical and metaphysical object in Jewish
life. The fact that we still create, write and read a Torah scroll in essentially the same way

underscores the deep power in this ancient document and the way it is created.

6 Blank, “Soferim: A Bibliographical Essay,” 13—14 Blank notes that: "Soferim was printed for the first
time by the Bomberg press (Venice) in the 1520-23 edition of the Babylonian Talmud.



Writing a Torah Scroll: Reading Soferim Chapters 1-12

The first half of Tractate Soferim focuses mainly on the construction and writing of the Torah
scroll itself, and then moves on to rules for public Torah reading and communal prayers such
as the Amidah and the Sh’ma. The text is mainly concerned with how a scribe writes a Torah
scroll and provides a detailed inventory of rules, halachic requirements, specific examples and
even measurements for column widths. It is important to bear in mind that much of this material
was composed in a time when the Torah was not the only scroll used by the Jewish community.
Today, the only scrolls that are typically read from in a traditional Ashkenazi synagogue as
physical scrolls are the Torah and the Megillat Esther, on Purim.” But in the rabbinic period,
scrolls remained far and away the dominant format for written work. From the beginning,
Tractate Soferim is concerned with the intricacies of creating and scribing a kosher Torah

scroll, as distinguished from all others.

A Torah scroll is a ritual object as much as it is a physical object. Hence, the creation of a
Torah scroll is from its inception intertwined with ritual purity. Soferim tells us that sacred
texts are not to be written on the skins of impure or unkosher animals: %¥ X% 2>790 am> PR
RNV 0 MY PV R ARNY 7972 MOW; nor are they to be sewn with their sinews or wound with
their hairs: 79w 13721 K71 7732 177901 8918 It is clear that transmission of this most holy text—
as much as it takes place via the object upon which the text is inscribed—must be via kosher
materials. This demonstrates that ritual purity and preservation of the text remain inextricably

intertwined.

" In Sephardi synagogues, the other books of the Tanakh are usually also read from a scroll.
¥ Soferim 1:1



The parallel themes of precision and consistency run throughout Tractate Soferim. While these
rules about writing a Torah scroll may seem eclectic, inasmuch as they address many disparate
elements, they are driven by the need to consistently preserve what has been written. Soferim
includes specific directions for certain sections of the Torah, including detailed instructions for
writing certain sections of text line by line or paragraph by paragraph, as well as guidelines for
how to write 7mno “open” and ;N0 “closed” sections of text and spaces and more.® For
example, halacha 1:14 explains that a 7mIND or open section of text is YW WRI2 21N XYW 75
“one that does not begin at the start of a line,” while a 7mno or closed section of text is 7
TOW YXIRA 737w “one that has a space in the middle of the line.”!? In other words, the words
7mns and 7m100 denote precise editorial terms concerning the layout of the text. It is not just
the words of the Torah that must be reproduced precisely, the layout must also be faithfully

preserved as the text is copied.

Soferim also contains instructions for how to repair a damaged Torah scroll, including how
many columns may be replaced, and how to glue it.!! It iterates rules against using two different
types of materials in a Torah scroll.'> The requirements are overwhelmingly negative:
concerned with what a Torah scroll is not permitted to be, which suggests, as in other rabbinic
literature, that such scenarios have already occurred. If the requirements for writing Torah
scrolls detailed in Soferim are considered in depth, it is possible to conclude that the
reproduction of texts in the milieu of the authors routinely had inconsistencies in areas such as

spacing, the size of letters, gaps between words, and spelling. Hence, when writing a Torah

% See, for example Tractate 1:10, 1:12 and 1:14.
10 Soferim 1:14
"' Soferim 2:11
12 Soferim 2:10



scroll, consistency was absolutely paramount. '* Furthermore, the requirement for precision and
consistency is so strong that if a Torah scroll does not conform to all these requirements, it
may be rendered 2109 “ritually unfit,” which means it cannot be used for ritual purposes such

as read from during a service.

Before Soferim discusses matters of holiness in depth, it shares many more requirements of
language and layout. While the Torah is of course written in Hebrew, it does contain loan
words from other languages, including Aramaic. Soferim observes that: N2y 7913 7707 %
017N 0127 W X9X X071 “The entire Torah is in Hebrew but there are some words in Aramaic”
and dictates that 12 X7p° 2R N°02¥ 1200w 213N 2100 1200w N2y “Hebrew that is written in
Aramaic and Aramaic that is written in Hebrew, do not read from it.”'* Thus, every word in
the Torah must be written in the original language that it appears in for a Torah scroll to be
kosher. Secondly, the Torah must appear in its own scroll and not combined with other biblical
books. Here Soferim includes a small makhlokhet: X'">m 7717 '3 727 nAXD 2°X°21 770 AWW
TAXY 7192 @°K°2N 1YY °192 770 “Make the Torah and Prophets in one [scroll] said Rabbi Yehuda,
and the Sages said: the Torah [in a scroll] by itself and the Prophets [in a scroll] by
themselves.”!> Even at this time, the Torah was clearly regarded as a special and separate text

that required its own scroll.

While much of Soferim seems to be a manual for Torah scribes, other parts of it read like an
ancient Tikkun, centuries before the Masorites noted down the Torah vocalisation. The tractate
lists several categories of examples which one would be inclined to read incorrectly, if one did

not know otherwise. For example, X to be read as 1?; words written without a vav but to be

13 See, for example Soferim 2:2.
4 Soferim 1:10
15 Soferim 3:1



read with a vav; words written with a heh which is not pronounced; words written with a /eh
which is pronounced and multiplied; words written as one word but read as two words; and
words spelt with a vav but read with a yud.'® These carefully noted examples, listed one by one
in the categories cited above, demonstrate the care and precision taken by the authors of
Soferim to record not just the intricacies of writing a Torah scroll but the details of pronouncing

the words.

The holiness of a Torah scroll emerges in a myriad of ways. In Jewish worship, a Torah scroll
serves as both a ritual and practical object. It is always treated with utmost respect: the
congregation faces the Torah scroll wherever it is in the room, and the congregation only sits
once the Torah scroll has been undressed and laid flat on the tevah. But after the celebratory
parade of the hakafah, the Torah also becomes a practical object. Once the Torah itself has
been blessed, the Torah reader uses the yad to gently point to the words and chants directly
from the scroll, reading the syllables that are thousands of years old. After the Torah reading,
the Torah scroll is raised by a strong member of the congregation to show the very panels that

have just been read, before it is returned to the aron hakodesh.

Tractate Soferim documents the holiness of a Torah scroll in many ways. The text carefully
stipulates how to write certain letters that must be written with a certain embellishment or
flourish. For instance, the very first word of the Torah must be written as follows: nwx-"27 2
QWY 2PN ROW NIPNIRT 23 72 72°0 HW 1PRPDIR POWDY AN ¥R 7078 ¢ ‘Bet’ of B’reishit’ needs
four crowns and the letters of the word shall be stretched above all the other letters because it

brought the world into being.”!” Moreover, the bet must be bigger than an ordinary bet, and all

16 Soferim 6:5, 6:6, 7:1, 7:2, 7:3, 7:4
17 Soferim 9:1



letters in the Sh’ma, as it appears in Deuteronomy, should be enlarged.!® The vav that falls
right in the middle of the Torah, in the word 7if13 in Leviticus 11:42, similarly should be written
differently to a usual vav.!” These alterations to the actual letters of the Hebrew alphabet in
words and verses that describe key moments in the Torah encapsulate the entwinement of the
Torah as both physical and metaphysical object. The Torah communicates visually, but not
pictorially, and yet in these moments designated so crucial that the letters must be marked
differently, the text itself becomes richly embellished. These embellishments perhaps
communicate something beyond the letters themselves at these key points in the text: the larger
and decorated bet that begins the Torah; the special vav in the middle of the Torah, and the
sh’ma written in larger letters all indicate a special significance at these points in the text. The
larger letter size as well as the embellishments make it clear to the reader than there is

something different and hence special about these particular words in the Torah.

In a similar vein, there are strict rules about whether it is permitted to erase words that contain
names of God. For example, divine names such as the Tetragrammaton cannot be erased, even
if one meant to write another word.?® The task of writing this combination of letters is so sacred
that one may not be interrupted even for an important visitor: RW 7217 58 QWi DX 2aM>7
122w R? MPwa “If one is writing the name [of God] and even the king asks how he is doing,
he may not answer.”?! Thus even the act of writing this most sacred name is a sacred one that

requires no interruption between the action and the divine name. Furthermore, Soferim dictates

18 Soferim 9:4
19 Soferim 9:2
20 Soferim 4:2
21 Soferim 5:6

10



that: “If a person writes a divine name on his body, he must neither bathe nor anoint himself.”%

Even if someone writes a divine name on their own body, they must not wash it off.

It is worth noting that errors in the writing of a Torah scroll, including only one error in the
whole column, render the entire text invalid.>* This means that mistakes must be carefully
rectified, if possible. Soferim makes clear that if one accidentally writes a sacred name twice,
the second is deleted because it was an error.>* Presumably this exception to the rule of deleting
a divine name is because the repetition means that there is still one instance present in the text.
If a scribe for instance writes Yehuda instead of the Tetragrammaton, Soferim details how it

is possible to rectify it.?

Tractate Soferim contains very detailed and specific material on how to write a Torah scroll,
from the materials used, to the intricacies of certain letters and words, to the conditions of
writing it. All these measures illuminate the values and concerns held by the scholars who
wrote these texts. Their preoccupations with precision, consistency and holiness demonstrates
the regard in which they held the Torah both as text and as physical object, and the reverence

with which they expected others to do the same.

22 Soferim 5:12
23 Soferim 3:9
24 Soferim 5:1
2 Soferim 5:2

11



Liturgy, Rituals and Text Study: Reading Soferim Chapters 13-21

In many ways, Tractate Soferim reads a bit like an old congregational manual, created, edited
and added to by generations of synagogue presidents, rabbis, and lay leaders. It painstakingly
records what must be done and when, with utmost precision, even though no one quite
remembers exactly why, but ifit is in there, it must be important. It brings in stories and aggadic
material that seem irrelevant and sometimes at odds with the material around them, often
difficult to decipher in relation to their context.. Soferim contains mostly Tannaitic material,
and although much of it has roots in the Mishnabh, it is also full of beraitot, including unique
liturgical gems and snippets still in use today. And, I would venture, it is these gems that have

cemented Soferim as a part of Talmud study since at the least the 16" Century.?°

This section will focus on notable highlights from chapters 13-21. It will firstly discuss
Soferim’s account of the Torah and Haftarah blessings as documented in chapter 13. Secondly,
it will analyse the rather strange textual turn in chapters 15 and 16, which shift to a meta-textual
reflection on the value of studying Torah, Mishnah and Gemara, and hence appear to be a much
later addition to the text. It will also cover a couple of halachot that have their roots directly in

chapter 18, and will conclude with a discussion of the Hanukkah rituals discussed in chapter

20.

Blessings over the Torah and Haftarah

Soferim is not only concerned with how to create a Torah scroll, but with how to use it as a

ritual object. Chapter 13 relates aspects of the ritual reading of the Torah and Haftarah,

26 Blank, “Soferim: A Bibliographical Essay,” 14.
12



including the blessings recited before and after each reading. Halacha 13:8 begins by citing a
Tannaitic dispute: X XTM 77221 9233 7K 7D MK KT 7XIN 1 7272 P20 0"0 TR RIW o0
T2 [AR] nno “Regarding whoever holds a Torah scroll [that is about to be read from],
there is a difference of opinion between two Tannaim. One said: open it, and look [for the
verses to be read] and roll it up and recite the blessing. The other one said: open it, and look
[for the verses to be read], and recite the blessing.”’ It is clear that it is important to unroll the
Torah scroll and find the verses to be chanted before reciting the blessing, so that the ritual of
reading from the Torah proceeds smoothly directly after the blessing. Thus, the debate between

the two Tannaim is regarding whether one rolls up the scroll before the blessing is said or not.

Soferim comes to a swift and logical conclusion on this matter—unlike the Bavli—and sides
with the second Tanna. Soferim cites Ezra’s Torah reading in the Book of Nehemia: 70933
oy792 170y “And when he [Ezra] opened it [the Torah scroll], all the people stood up.”?® This
is immediately followed by: 21737 °g78a 7177=n% XY 7721 “And Ezra blessed the Eternal, the
great God.”?° Hence, the logic implied by Soferim is that Ezra opened up the Torah scroll and
immediately blessed God, which means that the scroll should be left open while the Torah
reader recites the blessing. In contrast, the Bavli presents a winding debate about whether it is
proper to recite the blessing above a closed or an unfurled Torah scroll.>° Soferim, on the other
hand, satisfied with its answer to this tannaitic question, moves on to the words of the blessings

themselves.

27 Soferim 13:8
28 Nehemia 8:6
2 Nehemia 8:7
39 B. Megillah 32a

13



Soferim differentiates the blessings to be said before a minyan and to be said before a private
Torah reading.’! The familiar beginning “7M277 ' NX 1972” is recited before a gathering of ten,
while the version of the blessing given for a private Torah reading is also recognisable, if not
exactly the same as the contemporary version: “ 2°aw: 12 7700 12 1N WK 22w T2 W98 O"R2
TN I3 7T 0K TIN2 @van o n 22 The blessing for after the Torah reading is identical
to the contemporary version: “ ¥v1 0219 M NAR NN W2 101 WK 22w o0 PR T AR N2
N7 1N A AR 7172 1012 In this elegant, succinct halacha, Soferim communicates an
incredible amount of crucial information about the communal ritual of reading Torah that does
not seem to appear in other Tannaitic manuscripts (of the time). While it acknowledges that
there exists a Tannaitic debate about whether to recite the blessing over a rolled up or open
scroll, it does not dwell on the esoteric significance of such a detail, but rather identifies which
side to follow and moves on to the next, arguably more important, point. Soferim’s
preoccupation with precision and detail emerges strongly here, as the tractate carefully

delineates the words of the blessings to be recited before and after the reading of the Torah.

The very next halacha continues the theme of blessings and gives the blessing to recite before
the Haftarah. Like the blessing after the Torah reading given above, this one is nearly identical
to the contemporary version: ““ 277°7272 7% 0°2W 2°X°212 M2 WK oW '[5?3 179K 77 ANR N2
PRI DART PR°212) Y PRIW 172V AWR 77N MR T ANR N2 Nk o mR17”.3% The rest of

Chapter 13 pertains to the blessing recited after the Haftarah.>*

31 Soferim 13:8
32 Soferim 13:8
3 Soferim 13:9
3 See Soferim 13:10-14

14



Chapter 13 also contains this passage about how to resolve a dispute that seems irresolvable:
“ 1P5HJW 2PN 9221 7TV 2997 2121 A20W2 NN PIY 17T 12w 2797 2121 1) 212 ﬂPW’?ﬂDD ik
TR N2 TPITR TR T RN 12 2772 K2 2ORIMK 2w 2°Ran vaw. P “This is one of the disputes
between scholars of the East and scholars of the West. Scholars of the East answer it while
sitting, and scholars of the West while standing. And in every instance where there is a
difference of opinion between two Tanna’im or two Amora’im, and we are not sure which one
the halacha follows, we go with the stricter one.” This rare instance of first person seems
almost out of character for Soferim, but it gives a clue to the ideology driving at least some of
the authors or editors of this tractate, who clearly want to present themselves as strict adherents
of halacha. Moreover, it presents two if not three dichotomies: East as opposed to West
(Babylonia as opposed to Eretz Israel); Tanna’im as opposed to Amora’im; and rabbi against
rabbi. Each of these categories made up crucial cornerstones of the rabbinic world, at least in

how we understand it according to the texts they left behind.

On the Philosophy of Text: Chapters 15 and 16

Tractate Soferim is about text. Most of it is about creating versions of sacred texts for ritual
purposes, precise directions for the rituals of reading such texts, and the liturgy surrounding
these rituals. A few halachot into chapter 15, however, the focus shifts from a macro focus on
the minutiae of creating a Torah scroll, reading a Torah scroll and the liturgy of worship
including reading from a Torah scroll, to more of a meta view on the subject of text study in

general. The passage begins: *r1* 12 7wnw 1 °1n7 “Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai taught in a baraita”

35 Soferim 13:10
15



and relates: 79173 770 T2 PR 0"WAA POW MW TRV 10w T TIWHA 7T F1R 770 RPN PO
WY RIPW NIn YY1 “One who engages in biblical [study] gains nothing, in [study of the]
Mishnah a practice that receives a reward, one who engages in [study of] ShaS [Gemara], there
is no greater practice than that, provided they had already studied Bible and Mishnah.*® This
reference to the three texts of Bible, Mishnah and Gemara seems a little out of the blue in a
tractate that until this point has overwhelmingly concerned itself with Torah, Nevi’im and
Ketuvi’im. Moreover, this statement of the value of studying certain texts assumes the
existence of the Gemara (for in comparison to Mishnah, ShaS must mean Gemara rather than

Mishnah), which seems incongruent with the rest of Soferim.

It is widely understood that Soferim is a post-Talmudic compilation of much earlier

1.37 Hence it makes sense that its content is largely Tannaitic in nature. It is worth

materia
noting that the Baraita that here is attributed to Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai, a fifth-generation
Tanna, appears in a very similar form in Bava Metzia, but in this tractate it is attributed to the
Tannaitic sages generally rather than to a specific sage.*® Chapter 15 continues with other
varied examples that explore and express the value and importance of studying Torah,

Mishnah and Gemara. Halachot 15:7, 15:8 and 15:9 all emphasise the importance of

studying Gemara in particular.

3¢ Soferim 15:5

37 The provenance of Soferim is not entirely clear. In her detailed essay on the extant manuscripts of
the Tractate, Blank hypothesises that while the early chapters on Torah scrolls are probably Palestinian,
later chapters were possibly written in Europe in the early medieval period. Blank, “Soferim: A
Bibliographical Essay,” 5.

38 71wn? YO N 29D I TITA TR T2 PR RN 10 OV 7RO AT Jawna 372 AR 77 XIpRa 7Rows '
X132 71 20 Bava Metzia 33a

16



The shift from Soferim’s very narrowly focussed core addressing Torah construction, liturgy
and ritual to a more outwardly focussed text that comments on the written and oral Torah as a
whole becomes especially apparent in halachot 15:7 and 15:8. Here, we find two striking,
similar metaphors that compare the scholarly and pious riches of studying Torah, Mishnah and
ShaS to riches of the material world. Perhaps, in these halachot that in a sense plead for the
sovereignty of Torah study, especially oral Torah, above all, there is a sense of something
slipping away, a world of temptation of spiced-wine and spices that exists beyond the beit-
midrash and the beit-knesset, that is alluring scholars away from the holy text study that they
should be dedicating themselves to. It seems like these halachot may be a comment from the

editors about the infinite value of text study in comparison to material wealth.
In halacha 15:7, we read:

X?2 09199 WK ORY 01 K22 27 WOR X W TNPD 0w 1700 MIWn 0°00 RIPHI 77WNR1 108 DaR
RY TIWR X921 RIPD X922 229 WOKR R T2 10WHWA 2295010 WY WIRI NYITIR K2 0L IWOKR ORI 1

:091w% 0"WwiT X723 WOHN

“But they [the sages] said: Scripture has been compared to water, the Mishnah to wine and the
ShasS to spiced wine. It is not possible for the world to exist without water, and it is not possible
for the world to exist without wine, and it is not possible for the world to exist without spiced
wine, but a rich man enjoys all three of them. So [too] it is not possible for the world to exist

without Scripture, and without Mishnah and it can never exist without the ShaS.”*°

This lengthy, three stage comparison cleverly layers the Tanakh, Mishnah and Gemara as

emanating one from the other, just as water, wine and spiced wine presumably do. Moreover,

3 Soferim 15:7
17



it takes what are highly specialised, religious works that only educated scholars literate in
Hebrew and Aramaic could read and explains them in language that the average person on the
street could understand. This is perhaps why this section seems so out of place compared to
most of the rest of Tractate Soferim. Until this point, the tractate—much like the Mishnah from
the very opening mishnah of Brachot assumes that one is familiar with the s/ 'ma and aravit—
assumes that the reader is familiar with the extremely intimate details of creating a Torah
scroll.** But here, suddenly, there is a much wider view of the world, a world that extends

beyond the Torah, a world of luxuries that a rich person can access.

The following halacha, 15:8, similarly draws on bodily senses beyond sight and hearing to
describe the value of learning Torah, Mishnah and Gemara. It compares the Torah to non “salt,”
the Mishnah to 775%°0 “pepper” and the Sha$ to a’nwa “spices.”*! Just as the previous halacha
uses water, wine and spiced wine to indicate how the Mishnah and Gemara originate from yet
provide a more sophisticated understanding of the Torah, this salacha names different spices
that have a similarly gradated sense of sophistication. Instead of naming liquids that one can
drink, it uses spices that one can taste and smell, perhaps alluding to senses that are less
commonly associated with Torah study than sight, touch or hearing, although Torah scrolls

made of animal hide do have a particular smell.

The next halacha, 15:9, emphasises the preference for studying ShaS above all to an even
greater extent. It begins 0"wn2 Y20y ww 7R *MWR AR “Indeed, happy is the one whose toil is

in the ShaS.”*? The text is careful to explain that study of Tanakh and Mishnah is necessary

40 Mishnah Brachot 1:1 begins: m2792 yaw nX PP 087 “From when may one recite the Sh’ma in the
evening?”’

4 Soferim 15:8

42 Soferim 15:9
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before studying the ShaS, but stresses that learning these texts is really only necessary in order
to have the skills and understanding to learn the ShaS: 0"wa% X2 mwn RIPH 7A2°W NIn 2Y “one
should learn Scripture and Mishnah with the object of [then] approaching the ShaS.”*® Here,
studying the Tanakh and Mishnah are tools in the great, most worthy project of studying the
Gemara, the great project of the rabbis. If this collection was indeed edited by a group of rabbis
or their followers, the insertion of these halachot certainly suggests great self-interest in their

work, and a strong belief in the universal importance of their convictions.

At first glance, the proof-text for this halacha seems a somewhat curious choice: NP "Wy 717
N 3n3 123tvd TRin i1y “The rich man’s wealth is his strong city, and as a high wall in his own
conceit.”** The connection to the point about the study of ShaS above all does not immediately
leap out. However, read in tandem with the preceding verse shows otherwise. The previous
verse reads: 231 P>7% YI-ia 7y oW 1§73 “The name of the Eternal is a tower of strength,
to which the righteous man runs and is safe.”*> Here the contrast between the righteous man,
the P°7%, who finds safety with the Eternal, and the rich man, whose wealth and safety is in his
fortress, perhaps parallels the values and rewards of religious learning vis-a-vis other earthly
pursuits such as the pursuit of wealth. Here, the rabbis make a strong statement to strive for
textual learning because the rewards are infinite and infinitely greater than any obtainable by
human, earthly means. The following halacha covers a discussion of suitable professions,

mainly listing professions unsuitable for Jewish sons, such as sailor, shopkeeper or shepherd,

43 Soferim 15:9
4 Proverbs 18:11
4 Proverbs 18:12
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which is an interesting angle given the clear message in this chapter that studying ShaS is the

only noble and suitable pursuit in existence, but hardly one that pays the bills!*®

The Rituals of Tisha b’Av

Tractate Soferim spills a lot of ink about the post-biblical holidays Purim, Hanukkah and Tisha
b’Av. While the biblical harvest festivals Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot are mentioned, it is
generally in conjunction with the correct Torah reading or Amidah insertion or other specific
liturgy for that day.*’ The tractate’s treatment of Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur is similar.*3
Clearly, this is because these holidays come from the Torah (even if they are not named as
such), and details of the rituals, liturgy and halacha for these festivals have already been
outlined in the Mishnah and hashed out in the Gemara. Soferim’s contribution is to stipulate
the number of Torah readings required for each holiday, and in many cases to specify what
these Torah readings are. When it comes to the post biblical holidays, however, Soferim

contains much specific information on the rituals, laws and minhagim to mark the holiday.
Chapter 18 contains a very evocative description of the rituals of Tisha b’Av:

WHONM WRI TR TN DIRIP MKW 77N DRI ARD 2T T PINRD WP AW NP 00 PIpY W

7779°21 17°322 RIPY PWOIDN 197321 T5K2

“There are those who read the Book of Lamentations in the evening, there are others who

postpone it until the morning after the Torah reading, when after the Torah reading [the reader]

46 Soferim 15:10,
47 See, for example, Soferim 17:6, 19:3, 19:4.
48 See, for example, Soferim 19:2, 19:5, 19:6.
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stands and, their head covered with ashes and their clothes torn, and reads [it] with weeping

and wailing.”*’

After all the meticulous instructions for reading Torah earlier in the tractate, including the
many halachot stressing the respect for Torah scrolls and Torah reading, this direction for
reading Eicha contrasts sharply, as was no doubt the authors’ intentions. The contrast of the
pomp and circumstance, the celebration of the Torah, set amongst glorious liturgy praising
God as eternal sovereign of the universe, with this image of the very same reader reading from
another scroll, covered in ashes, with torn clothing, is very sobering indeed. And no doubt had
the desired effect on the congregation, who could not help but respond as mourners to the

traumatic and devastating tale of the destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem.

Though the remainder of this halacha wanders off into a diatribe about translation for those in
the community who do not understand the Hebrew, which diverts into a broader discussion
about women’s obligation to recite the sh 'ma and the Amidah if they do not know Hebrew, a

few halachot later, the directions for reading Eicha on Tisha b’ Av continue:

TWIONN 19121 Tunk ohooon PTIVY WM PR DR PIWAY WM 1I0Y Y0 AW 2RI 1PTO0M IR

DN QYT DWW T 21 91 72990 90 19 3T 2190 20K PRI 19RA

“The reading and the lamentations are carried out as with a man whose dead lies before him.
Some change their [customary] places [in the Synagogue]; others descend from their benches,
and all of them roll in ashes and do not greet one another throughout the night and also

throughout the day until the people have finished their lamentations.”>°

4 Soferim 18:4
30 Soferim 18:7
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The mood of the day could hardly be clearer. It is a day of communal mourning, enacted as if
one were mourning a relative. It is a day to be together in grief, to mourn as a community for
what has been lost. Indeed, the communal evening service is recited only in a whisper, meaning

that even the Barchu is not said aloud.’!

Tractate Soferim on Hanukkah

The rabbinic holiday of Hanukkah is clearly of great concern to the authors of Tractate Soferim.
It contains many halachot which, as for Tisha b’Av, detail the rituals for marking the holiday.
The halachot which pertain specifically to Hanukkah in Chapter 20, for example, give clear
and precise directions for how to perform the associated rituals. Unlike the Bavli, Soferim’s
discussion of Hanukkah rituals does not mention the Hasmoneans—except regarding the
addition to the Hoda’ah blessing of the Amidah—nor does it mention rabbinic disputes or
deviate into long tangents on other subjects.’”> Instead, Soferim gives reasonably

straightforward directions centring on the lighting of the 7131117 71, the Hanukkah lamp.

Just as the early halachot of Soferim make it clear that the Torah scroll is special and hence
different from all other Torah scrolls, the immediate impression from Aalacha 20:3 is that the
Hanukkah lamp is different from all other lamps: 12972 7w X?X 17 PR XY Jw° 712 272772 0R)
72270 TV WAIPRR IR P27 7RI 797 19° 7RA “It 1s forbidden to light an old lamp, but if one only
has an old lamp, one must thoroughly heat it in a fire; [the Hanukkah lamp] may not be moved

from its place before it goes out.”>® Thus the mitzvah of lighting the lamp is more important

S Soferim 18:8: oW *1 X1 1272 XY 0 MR PRI 7w°n22 1799007 1AW 2197 177209 ¥yIw o7X PR N°27Y N9on2
52 See, for example B. Shabbat 21b-22a.
>3 Soferim 20:3
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than having a special Hanukkah lamp for the festival itself. It is clearly preferable to have a
specific lamp for Hanukkah, but if not, it is possible to use a lamp one already possesses,
provided it has been heated to a very high temperature to rid it of any remaining oil from

previous use.

The timing of lighting the Hanukkah lamp, according to Tractate Soferim, seems to be directly
connected to the mitzvah of publicising the miracle, even though that is not explicitly stated.
Halacha 20:4 explains: Pwi 1 9300 792°w 79 7ami Dy pwn np?71 men “The mitzvah of lighting
the Hanukkah lamp must take place from sunset until the last foot traffic has left the street.”>*
Thus, it is to be lit in the evening, or late afternoon, when sunset would fall in Eretz Israel and
Babylonia during Kislev, and while there are still people about in the street. Even though the
halacha explicitly mentions that: 9277 737 1272 7R PRY 9"YR) “even though there is no proof
of it, there is an allusion to it,” it quotes from the Torah.> The prooftext comes from Exodus,
from Parashat BaShallach, and describes God’s presence as the Israelites travel through the
desert after they have departed Egypt: “ay7 °19% a2 WR7 1) 021 v 1ny voH X5 “The pillar
of cloud by day and the pillar of fire by night did not depart from before the people.”® In other
words, the Israelites knew that God’s presence remained with them both day and night, because
of the cloud that travelled with them during the day, and because of the fire that appeared to

them at night. Hence waiting until the sun has set to light the Hanukkah lamp symbolises God’s

protection and presence, the same qualities inherent in the Hanukkah story.

3 Soferim 20:4
35 Soferim 20:4
36 Exodus 13:22
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Delving into the Past: Tractate Soferim as the Earliest Source for Mourner’s Kaddish

and the Torah Service

Tractate Soferim contains a treasure trove of historical liturgical practices. Its careful
documentation of worship rituals, including Torah readings and specific liturgy for Shabbat
and holidays, provides an ancient record of many practices that still form a key part of Jewish
practice today.>’” Moreover, the secondary literature on topics such as liturgy and Jewish
practice at times cites Tractate Soferim as the earliest source for a range of liturgical practices.®
This section will analyse two examples—the Kaddish, and the liturgy of the Torah Service—
as they appear in Soferim, thereby illuminating these examples in their original context,
independent of their value as a touch point in the historical development of a particular

liturgical or worship strain.

In her article titled “Women and Kaddish: Reflections on Responsa,” Rochelle L. Millen
analyses the responsa literature around the question of whether women may publicly recite
Kaddish Yatom, the Mourner’s Kaddish.’® She writes that: “Kaddish has come to serve not
only as a memorial prayer, but also as a cathartic connection with the community in the
working through of grief.”®® Her research question stems from the emotional aspect of reciting

Kaddish entwined with the halachic question of what is permitted according to traditional

57 As Rabbi Michael Hilton writes, “Most of the rules we use today about Jewish prayer come from the
book known as “Tractate Soferim,” originally compiled around the year 750 CE.” Michael Hilton, Bar
Mitzvah: A History (University of Nebraska Press: Jewish Publication Society, 2014), 9.

38 For example, Solomon Gandz notes that the “earliest source ... to mention expressly the two new
moon days and to refer to a slight divergence in the liturgy of the two new moon days of Tebet is found
in the Tractate Soferim, which, even though it is assumed to have been edited as late as the middle of
the eight century, is known to contain very early traditions.” Solomon Gandz, “Studies in the Hebrew
Calendar (Continued),” The Jewish Quarterly Review 40, no. 3 (1950): 269.

5% Rochelle L. Millen, “Women and Kaddish: Reflections on Responsa,” Modern Judaism 10, no. 2
(1990): 191-203.

0 Millen, 192.
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Jewish law. It is within this context that she cites Tractate Soferim, noting that the “first
reference to kaddish as part of the synagogue service—indeed the first instance in which this
doxology is termed kaddish—is in the Tractate Soferim (16:12, 19:1, 21:6).”! Here, the
reference to Tractate Soferim serves as the first point in a chronological sequence tracing the
use of kaddish in the context of Jewish ritual mourning practices. Millen does not give a
reference for this citation beyond the chronological generalisation that Tractate Soferim was
“written in the sixth century,” a point that, according to more recent research, is not entirely
accurate.%? Interestingly, Millen notes that Tractate Soferim “also records the use of kaddish at
funerals,” and again observes that this seems to be an early if not the first reference to link the
Kaddish with mourning.%®> Aside from a detailed citation of halacha 19:12, which will be
discussed below, these references to the first or earliest instances of the Kaddish as a mourning

practice are the only times that Millen’s article cites Tractate Soferim.

Tractate Soferim’s treatment of the Kaddish, however, is much broader than Millen’s article
suggests. From the way that Soferim refers to the Kaddish as part of the service, it is clear that
it is already an established part of the service. For example, halacha 10:7 includes: 2 mX X1
TWYn Mo 19721 W “and [one does] not recite kaddish or the barchu with less than ten [adult
men present].”® From this halacha it is clear that the Kaddish is already an established part of
the service, because it is mentioned in conjunction with the barchu, the communal call to

prayer chanted in introduction to the sk ’'ma liturgy. In halacha 16:12, the Kaddish is again

61 Millen, 192.

62 Millen, 192. As explained in footnote 37, Blank has shown that different sections of Soferim originate
from vastly different time periods and geographical areas. See: Blank, “Soferim: A Bibliographical
Essay.”

3 Millen, “Women and Kaddish,” 192.

6 Soferim 10:7
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mentioned in the context of a minyan. However, this time the focus is not on the prayers that
a minyan is required for, but rather on the point at which a minor comes of age and hence may
be counted as part of a minyan. The halacha states: W71 7707 NRMP 1272 10T 10 72 10P 1R
TIWY WHY 12 RTW TY “a minor may not be counted in a minyan for barchu, the reading of the
Torah and Kaddish until he is thirteen years old.”® Again, here it is clear that the Kaddish is
already established as a part of the service, just as much as the barchu and the Torah service
are. In contrast, in parallel material in the Bavli, such as Megillah 23b, the Kaddish is not

mentioned at all.®®

The remaining instances where Tractate Soferim discusses the Kaddish pertain to liturgical
instructions in particular services or cases. For example, as mentioned earlier the tractate
contains lengthy and specific instructions for the liturgy and rituals on Tisha b’Av. The
directions for both shacharit and mincha on Tisha b’Av concern Kaddish, which is not to be
recited during shacharit but is to be recited during mincha.®” Again, this demonstrates that
Kaddish was clearly a part of both services, otherwise there would have been no need to

specifically mention it during the special instructions for services on Tisha b’Av.

The other two instances where Kaddish is discussed are even more specific. In halacha 19:12,
Kaddish is mentioned in conjunction with birchat aveilim, the blessing for mourners. That is
to say, after the service leader finishes leading musaf, they step outside the synagogue and offer
that blessing for the mourners: X NDIT N°2 KW >NDT 2 NAR 12 T2 HOW PW 799N 10 MARW KD
WP MR IO MR 71972 2HY MR PP DY 200K O XYM NoIdT "2 “after the chazzan

finishes musaf, they go behind the synagogue’s doors or in front of the synagogue, and they

% Soferim 16:2
6 B. Megillah 23b
7 Soferim 19:1
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find there the mourners and all their relatives; the blessing is said over them and after that
Kaddish is said.”®® Here, the mourners are singled out: they are physically separate to the rest
of the congregation, for they are outside the synagogue, and they receive a special blessing.
Moreover, here Kaddish is explicitly connected to the mourners and recited in their presence.
However, Tractate Soferim is careful to delineate which version of Kaddish this refers to, and
instructs the reader: w1777 931 71707 HY XOX RNTA2 T°NYT X1V W2 PRI “and only recite ‘In the
world that will be renewed in the future’ over the Talmud and rabbinic discourse,” thus
differentiating the Kaddish recited for mourners and the Kaddish recited after learning, the
Kaddish d’Rabanan.®® Here the tractate not only links the Kaddish with the blessing for
mourners and mourning rituals, but stipulates that this is a specific form of Kaddish that does
not include this particular phrase, a variation of which became part of the Burial Kaddish.” In
contrast to the examples cited above, where Kaddish comes as part of the Sh’ma liturgy
encompassing the Barchu, here it is clearly linked with mourners and mourning rituals, even

if it is not yet called Kaddish Yatom.

The last chapter of Tractate Soferim contains further details about Kaddish. Here, the reference
is to Kaddish as part of the Torah reading service, although the halacha in particular is
concerned with the details for reading the Megillah on Purim.”! Nevertheless, Kaddish is
mentioned in the context of returning the Torah scroll to the Ark after it has been read from.
As with previous examples, it is clear that the Kaddish is a standard part of the service, and

hence the halacha delineates between the days upon which Kaddish is recited before the Torah

8 Soferim 19:12

% Soferim 19:12.

7 The line in the Burial Kaddish reads: Xn70087 70y X377 Xnoya
"' Soferim 21:6
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scroll is returned to the Ark, namely Shabbat and Festivals, and days when it is not recited at
that point in the service even though there is a Torah service, such as Rosh Chodesh, Chol

HaMoed, Mondays and Thursdays.”?

One of the most delightful sections of Tractate Soferim, both because of its beauty and its
familiarity, is the description of the liturgy connected to the Torah service that appears in
Chapter 14. Following the halachot that cover the blessings for reciting the relevant scrolls at
various festivals, halacha 14:8 turns to the recitation of the s/ ’ma by the maftir, which is the
sh’ma recited when the Torah is removed from the Ark. In the lead up to the s/ ‘ma, the halacha
lists a string of biblical verses that are also to be recited by the maftir, many of which have
found their way into contemporary liturgy. This sequence of biblical verses opens with WX
7N 2wy “Happy are they who dwell in your house,” a fragment of Psalm 84 which now

emerges as a rousing component of P’sukei d’Zimra and Shabbat Mincha.”

Most of the halacha consists of a string of biblical verses, many of which are familiar from the
liturgy still in use today. Many, but not all, of these verses come from the Book of Psalms, and
are linked by the theme of praising God’s greatness and God’s power. The halacha explains
that X1 °vanT T 2"'nXY “after this the maftir stands and recites,” and then lists the verses.
The list begins with: Twynd PRI ' 0°7782 Tm PR “there is none like you among the gods,
Eternal One, and no deeds like yours,” citing what is now recognised as the opening refrain of
the Torah service that emphasises God’s greatness.’* The next phrase has become the much-
loved Mi Chamocha, the bridge between the S/ ‘ma liturgy and the Amidah: *» 771 22982 Tn3 *n

K99 AW M0 R WP 7RI T “Who is like you among the gods, Eternal One, who is like

72 Soferim 21:6
3 Psalm 84:5, quoted in Soferim 14:8.
7 Psalm 86:8, quoted in Soferim 14:8.

28



you, glorious in holiness, awesome in praises, working wonders?”””> This quote, directly from
the Song of the Sea in Exodus, expresses the wonder felt by the people of Israel after they had
successful crossed the Sea of Reeds and were safe from the Egyptian forces who had pursued

them.

The next verse continues the overture to the Torah service, so to speak: 212w 25 M%7 NN
T M7 932 Jnownn “Your kingdom is a kingdom for all ages and your dominion is in all
generations,” a phrase that confirms God’s eternal existence beyond the realms of human
understanding.”® It is then followed by one of the most beautiful formulations in Jewish liturgy:
7 0L o 1T 1 79 1 “the Eternal is sovereign, the Eternal has reigned, the Eternal
shall reign forever and ever.”’”’ This particular formulation, a composite of several biblical
verses which expresses God’s eternity, appears for the first time in Tractate Soferim. As Peretz
A. Rodman explains, the “assembled fragments come together to make a strong and
unmistakable point about the eternity of divine sovereignty over the universe.”’® It is fitting
that such a simple yet beautiful unit of liturgy should find its origins in Soferim, an obscure
minor tractate that nevertheless stores stunning treasures for those who take the time to dig

there.

> Exodus 15:11, quoted in Soferim 14:8.

76 Psalm 145:13, quoted in Soferim 14:8.

" Soferim 14:8.

78 Peretz A. Rodman, “The Art of Collage in Jewish Liturgy: Compilations of Biblical Verses in Pesuqei
de-Zimra,” Hebrew Studies 59 (2018): 232.
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Conclusion

Jewish life revolves around community. And in Tractate Soferim there lies snapshots of Jewish
communal life from many centuries ago. Notwithstanding the difficulties in dating this text—
though I would agree with the general consensus that it is mainly Tannaitic material overlaid
with later additions—it provides a fascinating commentary on how a Jewishly religiously
observant community works. It begins with the very particular—the intricacies of how to create
and write a Torah scroll—and meanders gently outward to address many other related issues,
including how a Torah scroll is different from other scrolls, such as the Megillat Esther and
the Prophets, to Torah readings for specific holidays, to the liturgy for reading from the Torah,
to the rituals for the post-biblical holidays Tisha B’ Av, Hanukkah and Purim. Tractate Soferim
records so much painstaking detail not only of Torah scrolls and how they must be written, but
of Torah readings and liturgical inserts for particular festivals, how to light one’s Hanukkah
lamp, and how to mark Tisha b’Av. It contains little aggadic material, but that it does contain
is striking, including the story of the seventy-two elders, and the odd aggadic addendum that
concludes the tractate, almost as an afterthought, that has little connection to the rest of the

tractate.

Tractate Soferim demonstrates in its own quirky way how Judaism has always taken place in
community. It shows that there has always been a need for rules, and someone to compose and
note them down in great detail. It also shows Judaism as a living organism that continues to
develop and change, as new aspects are added and become fixed, that there have always been
differences between different communities (such as between East and West) and that living a

Jewish life is a work in progress, just as we all are.
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