
Simh. at Torah
The last day of the fall holiday season is celebrated
as Simh.at Torah — Rejoicing in the Torah. In the
Diaspora, this is the second day of Sh’mini Atzeret.
In Israel, Simh.at Torah and Sh’mini Atzeret are cel-
ebrated on the same day. The celebration is based
upon the fact that on this day we complete the
yearly cycle of the Torah reading and begin the
cycle again. The celebrations and customs of
Simh.at Torah developed gradually through the cen-
turies. The midrash (Song of Songs Rabbah 1:9)
mentions the custom of making a celebratory ban-
quet when finishing the reading of the Torah based
upon the verse: “He [Solomon] went to Jerusalem,
stood before the Ark of the Covenant of Adonai,
and sacrificed burnt offerings and presented offer-
ings of well-being; and he made a banquet for all
his courtiers” (I Kings 3:15). By the time of the
Geonim in Babylonia, Simh.at Torah was celebrated
with rejoicing in synagogues, although the name
Simh.at Torah is not yet mentioned. The complete
reading of the Torah in Babylonia was accom-
plished during the course of one year. In the Land
of Israel, however, it took three years. Therefore
Simh.at Torah was not celebrated there on this spe-
cific date each year until much later, when the cus-
tom changed and the Torah was read in one year
there as well. Sh’mini Atzeret has no specific con-
cepts or events attached to it.Therefore, making it
the celebration of the Torah reading gave impor-
tant meaning to the day. Hakafot, processions,
were a late custom originating in Safed in the six-
teenth century. Obviously this custom was influ-
enced by the processions held each day of Sukkot
with the chanting of Hoshanot.
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— You have been clearly
shown. Deuteronomy 4:35. Moses reminds Israel of
the events at Mount Sinai when they experienced
the Presence of God and heard God’s voice.

— who works great won-
ders. Psalm 136:4. A psalm of thanksgiving prais-
ing God “whose love is forever.”

— None compare to You. Psalm 86:8. An
assertion of God’s uniqueness.

— The glory of Adonai. Psalm
104:31, describing the glory of nature, the world,
and all that is in it. All of this bespeaks the glory of
God. The first of three verses beginning with the
word idi (y’hi), “may.”

— May the name of Adonai. Psalm
113:2. Another of the verses intended to heap
praise upon God.

— May Adonai our God be
with us. I Kings 8:57. The words of Solomon at the
conclusion of the dedication of the Temple. As we
approach the opening of the synagogue Ark con-
taining the Torah scrolls, both this verse and the
next remind us of the ancient Ark containing the
tablets inscribed with the words of God.

— Cry out: Deliver us. I Chroni-
cles 16:35. The conclusion of a psalm recited when
David brought the Ark into the tent in Jerusalem.

— Adonai reigns. Not a verse, but
phrases taken from several verses (Psalm 10:16,
93:1; Exodus 15:18) expressing God’s eternal sover-
eignty.

— May Adonai grant His peo-
ple strength. Psalm 29:11. The Sages interpreted
the word “strength” to mean Torah. Thus: “May
Adonai give His people the Torah.”

— May our words. A line incor-
porating words from Psalms 19:15 and 97:5, speak-
ing of the perfection of God’s teaching.
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— Whenever the Ark was carried. Num-
bers 10:35. The verse describing the procession with the Ark
in the wilderness.

— may Your foes be put to flight. The
Ark was carried into battle as a symbol of God’s Presence with
the people. When the rebellious people went to war against

the will of God, Moses did not let them take the Ark with
them.

— Arise, Adonai. This verse and the following
two verses are from Psalm 132:8–10, which describes the
entry of the Ark to the tent David erected on Mount Zion. See
II Samuel 6:17.
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— And on that day. Isaiah 25:9.
A description of the day when God will restore
Israel to its land and make the land fruitful again.

— Your sovereignty. Psalm 145:13. A verse
from Ashrei, the psalm recited three times daily.

— Torah shall come from
Zion. Isaiah 2:3. A part of Isaiah’s vision of the time
when all will come to recognize God and live by
God’s instruction.

— Creator of compassion. Literally,
“Merciful Father.” The coming verse, which is a
plea to God, is prefaced by addressing God directly
in this way. All of the words from here until the
conclusion of this section are those uttered before
we take out the Torah on a regular Shabbat or
Festival. 

— favor Zion. Psalm 51:20. A plea
for the rebuilding of Zion. The yearning for the
restoration of Zion is so great that the theme is
inserted into many places in the liturgy, even when
the subject is quite different.

For additional comments about the Torah
Service for Shabbat and Festivals, see page
139.

— Adonai, we beseech You. Each pro-
cession is preceded by these words. These verses
make no direct reference to the Torah. Instead they
resemble the words in the Hoshanot prayers (see
page 200). The phrases “save us” and “cause us to
prosper” are part of each of the coming verses. In
this way the spirit of the Sukkot processions, which
were imbued with rejoicing and confidence in God,
continues on Simh.at Torah as well.

— God of all spirits. Numbers
16:22. The procession of the Torah scrolls is accom-
panied by the chanting of this simple alphabetical
poem. In each stanza three different titles for God
are listed. These describe God not only as Sovereign
and Savior, but also as one who is merciful and car-
ing, helping the poor and upholding the falling.
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Abudarham (b. 1370) comments that we read the
last part of Deuteronomy, Moses’ blessing of
Israel (chapters 33–34), after the conclusion of
the Sukkot holiday because that was the time
when Solomon blessed the people after dedicating
the Temple (I Kings 8:14). He suggests that we
read the beginning of the Torah on that same day
so that no one should be able to say that we are
satisfied to have finished the Torah and are not
interested in reading it again. He also mentions a
geonic custom to say a special blessing upon com-
pleting and beginning the Torah, but rejects it
since the blessing is not found in the talmudic
writings.

Abudarham also mentions the custom for
those who receive the honor of completing and
beginning the Torah to make a feast of rejoicing
for the community. In many places today it is cus-
tomary for those honored in that way to sponsor a
Kiddush for the congregation. This is similar to
the custom of making a party for a siyyum, the
completion of the learning of some sacred book.
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Simh.at Torah exfz zhmy
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Triumph of the Democratic Spirit

So powerful was the hold of Simhat Torah upon the
people that the Haftarah ordained by the Talmud
(Megillah 31a) for the day (I Kings 8:22ff.) was set
aside and replaced by the opening chapter of
Joshua, the logical continuation of Deuteronomy.
Authorities like the Tosafists and Rabbi Isaac ben
Moses of Vienna (thirteenth century) were at a loss
to find a legal basis for the change, but the new
character of the day proved more powerful than
legal precedents. Thus the Shulhan Arukh codified
the new practice with no reference to the older Tal-
mudic decision.

Having created virtually a new festival, the
people surrounded it with a large number of cus-
toms and observances, many of which have since
disappeared. It is significant that in countless
instances these innovations represented not
merely an addition to the existing Halakhah, or
even its modification, but a direct contradiction,
or so it seemed to many scholars who raised var-
ied and weighty legal objections to them. Yet in
practically every instance the people’s will pre-
vailed and the practices remained.

Rab H. ai Gaon (eleventh century) was asked
about the custom of bringing incense to the syna-
gogue and burning it before the scrolls, and he
decided, on the basis of law (Betzah 22b), that it
was forbidden. However he was able to permit
the decorating of scrolls with women’s veils,
rings, and other ornaments, a practice which also
raised some legal difficulties. By the end of the fif-
teenth century . . . dancing in synagogues became
widespread, a clear violation of the Talmudic pro-
hibition: “These acts are forbidden because of
shvut [prohibitions to prevent desecration of the
festival] . . . dancing” (Betzah 36b). . . . Why did
the Rabbis yield on all these issues, and actually
seek to find a legal basis for their leniency? 

(continued on next page)
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Rabbi Joseph Colon (fifteenth century), in his
Responsa (Root 9), lays down a fundamental princi-
ple: “A custom designed to honor the Torah sets aside
even the prohibition of shvut, such as dancing on a fes-
tival.” This principle may be utilized . . . significantly
today in the evolution of Jewish law. It offers a fruitful
distinction between two types of innovation. On the
one hand, there are new, non-Halakhic practices
among the people which are designed to advance the
vitality of Judaism and which should therefore be wel-
comed and validated by the legal authorities. On the
other hand, we are confronted by acts of violation and
neglect symptomatic of the decline of Jewish obser-
vance and dignity, which must be opposed and over-
come, if Judaism is to endure as a vital force.

The development of the festival revealed not
merely the flexibility inherent in Jewish tradition, but
also its democratic character. The people had created
Simhat Torah, they had given it its character, and they
were determined to possess it as their own.The jovial
hakafot, in which the poor as well as the rich, the
unlearned no less than the scholars, shared the honor
and joy of carrying the Torah scrolls in procession are a
case in point. Neither the Geonim not the early
Decisors (Poskim), as late as Rabbi Jacob ben Asher in
the Tur (fourteenth century) or Rabbi Joseph Karo in
the Beth Joseph (sixteenth century), make any reference
to this custom.The evening hakafot are first mentioned
by Rabbi Isaac Tyrnau in his Minhagim (fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries), and by Rabbi Moses Isserles . . .

The most striking illustration of the strength of
the democratic impulse is afforded by the reading of
the Torah on Simh. at Torah. According to 
the law, all the festivals have a fixed number 
of [those] called up for the reading of the Torah.
Rabbinic authorities differed as to whether the
proper number was five, six, or ten. All these dis-
cussions became superfluous as the custom arose of
calling all men in the synagogue to the Torah. To
make this possible, the Torah section was read again
and again, and to expedite matters the practice arose
of calling two men simultaneously to the Torah.

(continued on next page)
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Both these devices were not free from Halakhic dif-
ficulties, but the principle that “all Israel share in the
Torah” overrode all hesitations and became the
accepted practice.

This did not mark the outermost limit of the
democratic spirit.The participation of all Jews in the
celebration was carried further and led to the devel-
opment of a unique custom called Vekhol Hanearim.
When Deuteronomy 33:27ff. is about to be read, an
adult is called to the Torah “together with all the
youths.” All the children come to the pulpit and,
standing under a large tallit spread over their heads
like a canopy, they repeat the blessing over the Torah
with the adult. Following the benedictions, the verse
Genesis 48:16 is recited by the congregation: The
angel who has redeemed me from all harm — bless the
lads. In them may my name be recalled, and the names of
my fathers Abraham and Isaac, and may they be a teeming
multitude upon the earth.

The true spirit of Simh.at Torah is admirably
reflected in the story which the H.asidic Rabbi Naph-
tali Ropshitzer was wont to tell on himself. He once
noticed how an ignorant huckster was celebrating
Simh.at Torah with unrestrained boisterousness.
“Why all this enthusiasm?” the Rabbi asked. “Have
you studied so much Torah this past year that you
indulge yourself so completely in the rejoicing?”
“Rabbi,” the huckster replied, “suppose my brother
has a celebration. Have I no share in the festivities?”

The participation of every Jew in the ritual of
the day is a dramatic representation of the truth
that Torah is both the duty and the privilege of
every Jew, youth and adult.That principle must be
retained, stressed, and extended today.

Whatever changes Simh.at Torah may undergo
in the future, it illustrates the process of growth
and evolution in the past. . . . Everywhere the
enrichment of Jewish rites and practices will prove
most rewarding and enduring when the process
follows the line of development already marked
out in Jewish tradition.

Robert Gordis
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The person honored with the last aliyah in the
reading cycle (the last part of Deuteronomy) and
the person honored with the first aliyah in the
new cycle (the beginning of Genesis) are singled
out for special praise.These are considered presti-
gious honors and are reserved for outstanding
members of the congregation. To symbolize the
closeness of the relationship between the Jew and
the Torah, the word “bride” (kallah) or “groom”
(h.atan) are applied to these honorees. The one
reading the concluding section is the spouse of the
Torah, having completed the reading of the entire
Torah. The one honored with the beginning sec-
tion is the spouse of B’reshit, the book that is now
begun. God’s blessings are invoked upon these
honorees in poetic terms.
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