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Guiding Questions

e What are some of the halakhot (laws) around writing sacred text in the scribal
tradition?

o What do these laws teach us, practically and spiritually?

e How do the laws and teachings about safrut (scribal writing) relate to Rosh
Hashanah and the Days of Awe, in general?
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their own hand, it is accounted as if they had received it from
Sinai. If one does not know how to write a scroll, they
should get others to write it for them. One who corrects a
scroll, even a single letter of it, is regarded as if they had
written it completely.
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e What do you make of the instruction to write, or participate in writing a sefer

Torah? Is this appealing or meaningful to you? How so?

Practical Writing Halakha (Law)

Mishneh Torah, Tefillin, Mezuzah and the Torah Scroll 1:10
Scrolls, Tephillin, and Mezuzahs are not written on the hide of a
domestic or wild beast that is unclean or on the skin of an
unclean bird. They are written on the hides of domestic or wild
beasts that are clean or on the skins of clean birds, even when the
flesh of these animals may not be eaten owing to their not having
been slaughtered according to the ritual or being found to have
suffered from a lesion of a mortal character. Nor are Scrolls,
Tephillin and Mezuzahs written on the skin of a fish, even if it be
of a clean species, because of its foulness. For this is not removed
by tanning.

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 32:8

The parchment must be processed with gallnut juice or
lime and must be processed for the appropriate purpose.
It is proper to declare verbally at the beginning of the
process that he is preparing it "for tefilin" or "for sefer
torah" but if parchment [used for tefilin] was prepared for
mezuzah, it is invalid.

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 32:6

One must only score the top line unless they
cannot write straight without it in which case
they just score all the lines. The scoring should
not be done with lead so as not to leave a
colored mark Note: Some say one must always
score every line and mark the margins the same
way even if he can write without it, and such is the
custom.
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Intention and Mental Focus

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 32:17

If a drop of ink falls into a letter, making the letter
unrecognizable, it cannot be fixed by removing the [extra]
ink in order to make the letter visible, because this would be
"internal engraving" and invalid, because the rule is to write
and not to engrave. And this is also the rule if he erred and
wrote a letter Dalet instead of a Reish, or a Bet instead of a
Kaf; they cannot be fixed by removing a part of the letter [to
change a Dalet into a Reish], because this is "internal
engraving"

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 32:19
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At the beginning of writing the scribe should say out loud "I am
writing for the sake of the sanctity of tefillin." And besides from
this, every time that he writes a mentioning [of G-d's name] the
scribe needs to say that he is writing it for the sake of the
sanctity of the name [of G-d]. Rema: And there are those that say
that it's enough to have in mind that the writing of the mentionings
[of G-d's name] was for their sake since he can rely on what the scribe
said out loud at the beginning of writing, here it's enough (the Rosh
H'T and S'T, and the Tur Yoreh Deah and A"C) and there is what to
rely on to be lenient in this as a non-optimal practice. And if one comes

to start dozing off he should not write since then his writing is not
with the proper intentions (Or Zaruah).

Mishneh Torah, Tefillin, Mezuzah and the Torah Scroll
1:15

If one who writes a scroll of the Law, phylacteries or a
Mezuzah, had not concentrated their mind while writing, and
wrote one of the Names of God without express intent, these
articles are unfit for use. Accordingly, when one is writing
the name of God, even if an Israelite king greets him, he must
not return the greeting. If he is writing two or three names
of God, he may pause between writing one and writing the
others and may respond.

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 32:20

One needs to be exact with the missing and the added
[letters], because if there is missing or added a single letter it's

invalid and it will be that one who puts on those [tefillin] their

blessing every day is a wasted blessing. And also, they are in a
state every day of not being without the commandment of
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tefillin, and it will be that there is a great punishment for that
scribe. Therefore, the scribe needs to have a great fear of
heaven and tremble at the word of G-d, one who deals with

the writing of tefillin and their mending.

Keset HaSofer 3:6

(6) One should take care to have a nice-looking pen,
even if it doesn’t make the writing itself look any
different. Some say that one should write with a reed
pen and not a feather, but this is not the custom; we
write with feathers, and even with metal. Some
doubt whether one may write with the feather of a

ritually impure bird (2”27, end of sec. 164).
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® What surprises or strikes you about these halakhot (laws)?

An Example of Letter Halakha

Mishnah Berurah 36:29

One must take great care that the letter beit is
squared, so that it should not appear like khaf;
if it appears like khaf it is invalid.

(If one isn’t sure, he asks a child.)

It must be squared on the right at both top and
bottom; it is not clear what the rule is if the
top is round and the bottom square, and it is
not proper to be lenient.

Lekhathilah it has a little tag on the left side of
its head, like a little staff, and a little point
upwards on the right side, pointing towards
the aleph.

(The Yerushalmi in Hagigah asks: Why does
the beit have two prickles, one upwards and
one behind? They said to beit. Who made
you? and it showed them with its upward
point. They said to it: What was his name?
and it showed them with the point which was
pointing back at the aleph, as if to say, One is
his name.)...(translation by Jen Taylor
Friedman).
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e Based on the instructions above do you think you would know how to write the
letter beit? Would yours necessarily look the same as someone else’s?
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Different Lettering - Taking a Look at Manuscripts
e What do you notice from these different manuscripts? Can you find the letter bet?
What'’s different about how the letter is written, across time and regions?

Excerpt from
Bereshit in the
Dead Sea
Scrolls'

Beginning of Toldot, as seen in two different regions of scribal tradition

Late Medieval Ashkenaz’ Late Medieval Spain’

-
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"When Moshe ascended to the heavens, he found the Holy INXN D107 "wn 1YY Iywa
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will exist after many generations, and Akiva the son of Yosef M7 713 02 NP2 TNYw
is his name, who will in the future expound on every crown WIT? TPRYW 1w N0 12 RPN
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"Master of the Universe! Show him to me." G!d said to him, DTN "2 17387 R M
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said to them, "It is a law [that was taught] to Moshe at Sinai."  11"2p1 °197 K21 71110y 72w N2
He calmed down. He returned and came before the Holy
One, Blessed be G!d...

Pirkei Avot 5:22 27”27 MaR mavn

(22) Ben Bag Bag says: Search in it and search .12 XPDT,A3 7D A2 797 RiK 3232712 (22)
in it, since everything is in it.

e What do these final texts teach us about Torah, inherited and taught across the
generations?

e How do these teachings about safrut speak to the themes of the High Holiday season
(in particular, themes of renewal related to Rosh Hashanah)?
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