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With Rav Uri C. Cohen

I could define poetry this way: it is that which is lost . . .

in translation.

— Robert Frost (1874-1963), Conversations on the Craft of Poetry (1959), p. 7.
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5. Rabbi Dr. Aviad Stollman (1974-),

““Your Laws are Songs for Me’ (Ps. 119:54),”

Bar Ilan’s Daf Parashat Hashavua, Haazinu 2006
http://www?2.biu.ac.il/JH/Parasha/eng/haazinu/sto.html
[T]he laws and ordinances of the Holy One, blessed be
He, were given to us deliberately in poetic style
because the essence of the poetic approach, more so
than any other style, made it possible to embed and
conceal new and special ways of interpretation, which
we can discover only by toiling over the Torah.
Although today we hardly [ever] come up with new
interpretations of Scripture, writing Torah novellae
(chiddushim) on the Talmud is for us the principal way
in which we perform the commandment to “write
down this poem,” for it enables us to participate in the
literary-interpretive dialogue of the Torah.
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THE MITZVAH TO
WRITE A SEFER TORAH
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APPROACH 1: THE TORAH IS
A POEM
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7. Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz (1970-),
“Parashat Vayelech: The Song of the Torah,”

The Jerusalem Post Magazine, October 7, 2016, p. 42
http://www.jpost.com/Not-Just-News/Parashat-
Vayelech-The-Song-of-the-Torah-469560

Whoever tries to read poetry as prose will err and
misconstrue the intent of the poet, and so it is with
reading the Torah. The Torah cannot be read as though
it were a dry narrative that stands on its own. Rather,
one must . . . discern its style with the help of the Oral
Torah and tradition. Only in this way can one
comprehend and connect to the depth of its intent.

APPROACH 2: THE TORAH 1S
A SONG

CLASSIC METAPHORS FOR
GOD’S ROLE IN CREATION
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A NEW METAPHOR:
CREATION AS SONG

11. Prof. C. S. Lewis (1898-1963), The
Magician s Nephew (Narnia Book 6, 1955), Chapter 8
In the darkness something was happening at last. A
voice had begun to sing. . . . There were no words.
There was hardly even a tune. But it was, beyond
comparison, the most beautiful noise [Digory] had ever
heard. It was so beautiful he could hardly bear it. . . .
Polly was finding the song more and more interesting
because she thought she was beginning to see the
connection between the music and the things that were
happening. . . . When you listened to [God’s] song you
heard the things he was making up: when you looked
round you, you saw them. This was so exciting that she
had no time to be afraid.

12. Prof. J. R. R. Tolkien (1892-1973),

The Silmarillion (published 1977), the first section:
“Ainulindalé: The Music of the Ainur”

There was Eru, the One, who in Arda is called IlGvatar;
and he made first the Ainur, the Holy Ones, that were

the offspring of his thought, and they were with him
before aught else was made. And he spoke to them,
propounding to them themes of music; and they sang
before him, and he was glad. . . .

And it came to pass that IlGvatar called together all the
Ainur and declared to them a mighty theme, unfolding
to them things greater and more wonderful than he had
yet revealed; and the glory of its beginning and the
splendour of its end amazed the Ainur, so that they
bowed before IlGvatar and were silent. Then IlGvatar
said to them: “Of the theme that | have declared to you,
I will now that ye make in harmony together a Great
Music. . .”

Then the voices of the Ainur, like unto harps and lutes,
and pipes and trumpets, and viols and organs, and like
unto countless choirs singing with words, began to
fashion the theme of IlUvatar to a great music; and a
sound arose of endless interchanging melodies woven
in harmony that passed beyond hearing into the depths
and into the heights, and the places of the dwelling of
Ilavatar were filled to overflowing, and the music and
the echo of the music went out into the Void, and it
was not void.

Never since have the Ainur made any music like to this
music, though it has been said that a greater still shall
be made before IlGvatar by the choirs of the Ainur and
the Children of lluvatar after the end of days. . . .

13. Ezra Klinghoffer (2001-), Bar Mitzvah
speech, Sept. 21, 2014. http://www.michaelmedved.
com/column/guest-blog-ezra-klinghoffer/

The Midrash says that God in creating the world
looked in the Torah — as an architect in building a
house would look in his blueprints. God is an architect.
But | think He’s also a singer. A beautiful image is
suggested by my favorite fantasy author, J.R.R.
Tolkien. In his book The Silmarillion, Tolkien tells the
history of his mythical world, Middle Earth, before the
events of The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, going
back to a creation story. In the beginning, writes
Tolkien, the One God taught song to his angelic
beings, the Ainur, who sang before him just as we
know angels do before the God of Israel. In this way,
as Tolkien tells it, God used song to create his world.

Is it going too far to say our God, Hashem, not only
spoke but, using the Torah as His instrument and
His song, sang the world into existence?

EVERY NOTE IS IMPORTANT
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EVERYONE CAN
APPRECIATE IT

17. Rabbi Yissocher Frand (1973-),

“Rav Herzog on the Comparison of Torah to a Song,”
Torah.org, Haazinu 5760 (June 7, 2002)
http://torah.org/torah-portion/ravfrand-5760-haazinu
Why is Torah called Shirah? Rav Yitzhak Hal evi
Herzog once gave the following explanation: In
virtually all fields of study, a person who is uninitiated
in that discipline does not derive any pleasure from
hearing a theory or an insight concerning that field of
study. Take physics, for example. A physicist will
derive great pleasure from hearing a “chiddush” [novel
interpretation or insight] in his field of expertise.
However, someone who has never studied and never
been interested in physics will be totally unmoved by
the very same insight. The same applies to many, many
other disciplines.

However, this is not the case with music. When
Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony is played — regardless of
whether one is a concertmaster or a plain simple person
— there is something one can get out of it. Music is
something that everyone on his or her own level can
enjoy. Everyone can relate to music.

Rav Herzog says that this is why the Torah is called
“Shirah.” On the one hand, someone can be a great
Talmid Chochom, and learn “Bereishis Barah
Elokim...” [the first three words of the Torah] and see
great wisdom therein. On the other hand, one can be a
five-year-old child, just beginning to read, and learn
“Bereishis Barah Elokim...” and also gain something
from it. Every person, on his own level, can have an
appreciation for Torah.
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IT°’S ALL ABOUT RHYTHM
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23. Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks, op. cit.

And why call the Torah a song? Because if we are to
hand on our faith and way of life to the next
generation, it must sing. Torah must be affective, not
just cognitive. It must speak to our emotions. As
Antonio Damasio showed empirically in Descartes’
Error, though the reasoning part of the brain is central
to what makes us human, it is the limbic system, the
seat of the emotions, that leads us to choose this way,
not that. If our Torah lacks passion, we will not
succeed in passing it on to the future. Music is the
affective dimension of communication, the medium
through which we express, evoke and share emotion.
Precisely because we are creatures of emotion, music is
an essential part of the vocabulary of mankind.

Song is central to the Judaic experience. We do not
pray; we daven, meaning we sing the words we direct
toward heaven. Nor do we read the Torah. Instead we
chant it, each word with its own cantillation. Even
rabbinical texts are never merely studies; we chant
them with the particular sing-song known to all
students of Talmud. Each time and text has its specific
melodies. The same prayer may be sung to half-a-
dozen different tunes, depending on whether it is part
of the morning, afternoon or evening service, and
whether the day is a weekday, a Sabbath, a festival, or
one of the High Holy Days. There are different
cantillations for biblical readings, depending on
whether the text comes from Torah, the Prophets, or
the Ketuvim (“the Writings”). Music is the map of the
Jewish spirit, and each spiritual experience has its own
distinctive melodic landscape.

Judaism is a religion of words, and yet whenever the
language of Judaism aspires to the spiritual it
modulates into song, as if the words themselves
sought escape from the gravitational pull of finite
meanings. Music speaks to something deeper than the
mind. If we are to make Torah new in every
generation, we have to find ways of singing its song a
new way. The words never change, but the music does.

The Torah is God’s libretto, and we, the Jewish
people, are His choir. Collectively we have sung God’s
song. We are the performers of His choral symphony.

24. Rav _Uri C. Cohen (1970-), “The Torah is a
Shirah,” Midreshet HaRova, Haazinu 5777 (10/13/16)
https://en.harova.org/online_torah_books/the-torah-is-a-shirah
In conclusion, when we refer to the Torah as a shirah,
we mean that it is both poem and song. Its texts are
intricate and demand interpretation, and at the same
time they are uplifting and inspiring. In this way, the
Torah lets us teach the world to sing in perfect
harmony.

SYMPHONY, MELODY,
AND POLYPHONY
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19. Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks (1948-2020),
“Torah as Song (Vayelech 5775),”

Covenant & Conversation, September 16, 2015.
www.rabbisacks.org/torah-as-song-vayelech-5775
Rabbi Yehiel Michael Epstein, in the introduction to
the Arukh ha-Shulchan (Choshen Mishpat), writes that
the Torah is compared to a song because, to those who
appreciate music, the most beautiful choral sound is a
complex harmony with many different voices singing
different notes. So too, he says, it is with the Torah and
its myriad commentaries, its “seventy faces.” Judaism
is a choral symphony scored for many voices, the
written text its melody, the oral tradition its polyphony.

20. Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz (1970-),
“Parashat Vayelech: Singing the Torah,”

The Jerusalem Post Magazine, Sept. 18, 2015, p. 23.
http://www.jpost.com/Opinion/Parshat-Vayelech-
Singing-the-Torah-416485

When a person writes a Torah for himself, he studies it
again and again, delving into it, examining and
comparing, and then he can add his understanding to
the same symphony of different notes, notes that unite
to create that amazing creation — the Song of the Torah.

THE NEED FOR EMOTION

221090 PN’ BH9IN 390 .21

N PIN NN N (1865-1935)

TN YL, (77090 AN N7I) VY NN

DY PANd AWAN ON ,DMWYN DMATHN D
S¥) 2N IWIIN 1D DY WD PN XY DN D913
NN NIV IND NPV D D) NN NIXIPI YD

,(1891-1982) PP 109N NN’ AN 290 .22
YT HY TV ,0°727 — NI’ AN 290 MNPV

522 'Y ,(N’OWN ,DX9W1Y) 19aN NNYY 290
NN DY NN DD .NPY NN DD NN DO
D»NIND DN DY IX NNN ,NPY DN 7Y
wo” oMY [PIP_A90] NIN DV DN W .DNIAVY
DN) .70%PINa NYPY VI 15 ,N9PUY D¥pIn WY




