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David’s Punishment for Singing 
 

 
 

‘Study of King David’  
(Julia Margaret Cameron, 1866) 

 
 
 

ירָוּגמְ תיבֵבְּ -- Hיקֶּחֻ ילִ - וּיהָ תוֹרמִזְ ...  Thy statutes have been my songs in the house of my 
pilgrimage." 

Ps 119:54 
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In an enigmatic aggada the Talmud seems to exhort King David for his extolling the divine in 
Psalm 119:54 by describing the Torah as a song: Thy statutes have been my songs.  
 
The gemoroh seems to critique David for reducing the Torah to a mere song. Let us examine this 
midrash to explore the depths of what Torah seems to mean to the rabbis and what song represents. 
The critique is based on their reading of the pericope in II Samuel chapter 6 that describes the 
moving of the Ark from Kiryat Ye’arim to Jerusalem and the tragic consequences that ensued and 
the delay of that movement resulting from the tragedy. 
 
Prooftexts 
 
 

 ,השָׁדָחֲ הלָגָעֲ-לאֶ ,םיה5ִאֱהָ ןוֹראֲ-תאֶ וּבכִּרְיַּוַ  ג
 ,וֹיחְאַוְ אזָּעֻוְ ;העָבְגִּבַּ רשֶׁאֲ בדָנָיבִאֲ תיבֵּמִ ,וּהאֻשָּׂיִּוַ
 .השָׁדָחֲ הלָגָעֲהָ-תאֶ ,םיגִהֲנֹ ,בדָנָיבִאֲ ינֵבְּ

3 And they set the ark of God upon a new cart, and brought it out of 
the house of Abinadab that was in the hill; and Uzzah and Ahio, the 
sons of Abinadab, drove the new cart. 

 ןוֹראֲ ,םעִ ,העָבְגִּבַּ רשֶׁאֲ בדָנָיבִאֲ תיבֵּמִ ,וּהאֻשָּׂיִּוַ  ד
 .ןוֹראָהָ ינֵפְלִ cלֵהֹ ,וֹיחְאַוְ ;םיה5ִאֱהָ

4 And they brought it out of the house of Abinadab, which was in the 
hill, with the ark of God, and Ahio went before the ark. 

 ,הוָהיְ ינֵפְלִ םיקִחֲשַׂמְ ,לאֵרָשְׂיִ תיבֵּ-לכָוְ דוִדָוְ  ה
 ,םיפִּתֻבְוּ םילִבָנְבִוּ תוֹרנֹּכִבְוּ ;םישִׁוֹרבְ יצֵעֲ ,לכֹבְּ
 .םילִצֱלְצֶבְוּ םיעִנְעַנַמְבִוּ

5 And David and all the house of Israel played before the LORD with 
all manner of instruments made of cypress-wood, and with harps, and 
with psalteries, and with timbrels, and with sistra, and with cymbals. 

 ןוֹראֲ-לאֶ הזָּעֻ חלַשְׁיִּוַ ;ןוֹכנָ ןרֶגֹּ-דעַ ,וּאבֹיָּוַ  ו
 .רקָבָּהַ ,וּטמְשָׁ יכִּ--וֹבּ זחֶאֹיּוַ ,םיה5ִאֱהָ

6 And when they came to the threshing-floor of Nacon, Uzzah put 
forth his hand to the ark of God, and took hold of it; for the oxen 
stumbled. 

-לעַ םיה5ִאֱהָ םשָׁ וּהכֵּיַּוַ ,הזָּעֻבְּ הוָהיְ ףאַ-רחַיִּוַ  ז
 .םיה5ִאֱהָ ןוֹראֲ םעִ ,םשָׁ תמָיָּוַ ;לשַּׁהַ

7 And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah; and God 
smote him there for his error; and there he died by the ark of God. 

 ;הזָּעֻבְּ ץרֶפֶּ הוָהיְ ץרַפָּ רשֶׁאֲ לעַ ,דוִדָלְ רחַיִּוַ  ח
 .הזֶּהַ םוֹיּהַ ,דעַ ,הזָּעֻ ץרֶפֶּ ,אוּההַ םוֹקמָּלַ ארָקְיִּוַ

8 And David was displeased, because the LORD had broken forth 
upon Uzzah; and that place was called Perez-uzzah, unto this day. 

 
II Sam 6, 3-8 

 

 

 
 
 

Rashi op cit 
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David erred in this matter for 
even kids in cheder know the 

verse that the kohanim need to 
carry the Ark on their shoulders 

exclusively. 
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RADAK 
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A difficulty, on what basis did he (reduce) Torah to mere song? 
It appears that in the study of Torah there are two purposes. The one that through the (intellectual 
study) one learns how to worship the divine, how to follow the prescribed spiritual path and what 
actions need to be taken. Secondly through learning Torah one “prunes the excess foliage” and 
cuts the thorns and thistles that surround the supernal rose (malchut/Schechina) which is why 
Torah is called a sword (pruner) as it states (Ps 149:6): 
 

 
So, when king David exclaims  
 

ירָוּגמְ תיבֵבְּ -- Dיקֶּחֻ ילִ - וּיהָ תוֹרמִזְ “   ” 
 

He is really referring to the second purpose. 
 
The Ben Yehoyada is splitting the spiritual path into the lower purpose , to refine character and 
show how to live the good life and the second purpose (litzorech Gavoah) for the sake of “rescuing 
the Schechina” by “pruning the foliage” using the metaphor of the sword that cuts the thorns 
surrounding the rose.  
 
The 13 petalled rose used in the Zohar as the classic metaphor for the Schechina/Knesset Yisroel. 
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Now let us read the stunning pericope in Sotah 35a: 
 

Sotah 35a: The Punishment of Forgetting the Law 
 

 
 

§ The Gemara returns to discuss the entry of the Jewish people into Eretz Yisrael. And once the 
last one of the Jewish people ascended out of the Jordan, the water returned to its place, as 
it is stated: 
 

 םינִהֲכֹּהַ )תוֹלעֲכַּ( תולעב יהִיְוַ  חי
 oוֹתּמִ ,הוָהיְ-תירִבְּ ןוֹראֲ יאֵשְׂנֹ
 לאֶ ,םינִהֲכֹּהַ ילֵגְרַ תוֹפּכַּ וּקתְּנִ ,ןדֵּרְיַּהַ
 ,םמָוֹקמְלִ ןדֵּרְיַּהַ-ימֵ וּבשֻׁיָּוַ ;הבָרָחָהֶ
-לכָּ-לעַ םוֹשׁלְשִׁ-לוֹמתְכִ וּכלְיֵּוַ

.ויתָוֹדגְּ  

18 And it came to pass, as the priests that bore the ark of 
the covenant of the LORD came up out of the midst of the 
Jordan, as soon as the soles of the priests' feet were drawn 
up unto the dry ground, that the waters of the Jordan 
returned unto their place, and went over all its banks, as 
aforetime. 

 
           Joshua 4:18 
 
 “And it came to pass, as the priests that bore the Ark of the Covenant of the Lord came up out 
of the midst of the Jordan, as soon as the soles of the priests’ feet were drawn up unto the dry 
ground, that the waters of the Jordan returned to their place, and went over all its banks, as it 
had before”  
 
The Gemara understands that the priests who carried the Ark stood in the water until all the Jewish 
people passed through the Jordan. Once all the Jewish people had reached the other side of the 
Jordan, the priests stepped back from the water and the Jordan returned to its natural state. 

 

 
 

It follows that the Ark and its bearers and the priests were on one side of the Jordan, the east 
side, and the rest of the Jewish people were on the other side, the west side. Subsequently, the 
Ark carried its bearers in the air and crossed the Jordan, as it is stated: 
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 ,םעָהָ-לכָּ םתַּ-רשֶׁאֲכַּ יהִיְוַ  אי
 ,םינִהֲכֹּהַוְ הוָהיְ-ןוֹראֲ רבֹעֲיַּוַ ;רוֹבעֲלַ

.םעָהָ ינֵפְלִ  

11 And it came to pass, when all the people were clean 
passed over, that the ark of the LORD passed on, and the 
priests, before the people. 

 
 
           Josh 4:11 
 
 “When all the people were completely passed over, the Ark of the Lord passed on, and the 
priests, before the people”  

 

 
 

And over this matter Uzzah was punished for not taking proper care of the Ark, as it is stated: 
 

 אזָּעֻ חלַשְׁיִּוַ ;ןדֹיכִּ ןרֶגֹּ-דעַ ,וּאבֹיָּוַ  ט
 ,וּטמְשָׁ יכִּ--ןוֹראָהָ-תאֶ זחֹאֱלֶ ,וֹדיָ-תאֶ

.רקָבָּהַ  

9 And when they came unto the threshing-floor of 
Chidon, Uzza put forth his hand to hold the ark; for the 
oxen stumbled. 

 
 
          I Chron 13:9 
 
 “And when they came to the threshing floor of Chidon, Uzzah put forth his hand to hold the 
Ark; for the oxen stumbled”  
 
The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him: Uzzah, the Ark carried its bearers when it crossed 
the Jordan; all the more so is it not clear that it can carry itself? 
 

 
 

§ The verse states: 
 

 םשָׁ וּהכֵּיַּוַ ,הזָּעֻבְּ הוָהיְ ףאַ-רחַיִּוַ  ז
 ןוֹראֲ םעִ ,םשָׁ תמָיָּוַ ;לשַּׁהַ-לעַ םיהuִאֱהָ

.םיהuִאֱהָ  

7 And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah; 
and God smote him there for his error; and there he died by 
the ark of God. 

 
 
          II Sam 6:7 
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 “And the anger of the Lord was kindled against Uzzah; and God smote him there for his error 
[hashal]”  
 
Rabbi Yoḥanan and Rabbi Elazar disagreed over the interpretation of this verse. One says: God 
smote him for his forgetfulness [shalo], because he did not remember that the Ark can carry itself. 
And one says: God smote him because he lifted the edges [shulayyim] of his garment in front of 
the Ark and relieved himself in its presence. 

 

 
 

The verse states: 
 

 םשָׁ וּהכֵּיַּוַ ,הזָּעֻבְּ הוָהיְ ףאַ-רחַיִּוַ  ז
 ןוֹראֲ םעִ ,םשָׁ תמָיָּוַ ;לשַּׁהַ-לעַ םיהuִאֱהָ

.םיהuִאֱהָ  

7 And the anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah; 
and God smote him there for his error; and there he died by 
the ark of God. 

 
 “And he died there with the Ark of God”  
 
Rabbi Yoḥanan says: Uzzah entered the World-to-Come, as it is stated: “With the Ark of 
God.” Just as the Ark exists forever, so too, Uzzah entered the World-to-Come. 
 

 
 

The verse states: 
 

 ץרֶפֶּ הוָהיְ ץרַפָּ רשֶׁאֲ לעַ ,דוִדָלְ רחַיִּוַ  ח
 ,הזָּעֻ ץרֶפֶּ ,אוּההַ םוֹקמָּלַ ארָקְיִּוַ ;הזָּעֻבְּ

.הזֶּהַ םוֹיּהַ ,דעַ  

8 And David was displeased, because the LORD had 
broken forth upon Uzzah; and that place was called 
Perez-uzzah, unto this day. 

 
           II Sam 6:8 
 
 “And David was displeased [vayyiḥar] because the Lord had broken forth upon Uzzah”  
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Rabbi Elazar says: Vayyiḥar means that his face changed colors and darkened like baked bread 
[ḥarara] from displeasure. 
 

 
 

Rava taught: For what reason was David punished with Uzzah’s death? He was punished 
because he called matters of Torah: Songs, as it is stated: 
 

 
ירָוּגמְ תיבֵבְּ -- Hיקֶּחֻ ילִ - וּיהָ תוֹרמִזְ ...  Thy statutes have been my songs in the house of my 

pilgrimage." 

 
           Ps 119:54 
 
 “Your statutes have been my songs in the house of my pilgrimage”  

 

 
 

The Holy One, blessed be He, said to him: Matters of Torah are so difficult and demanding 
that it is written: 
 

:וּנּנֶיאֵוְ    ,וֹבּ Hינֶיעֵ )ףיעִתָהֲ( ףועתה  ה  
 ףיעו ,רשֶׁנֶכְּ    ;םיִפַנָכְ וֹלּ-השֶׂעֲיַ השֹׂעָ יכִּ

.םיִמָשָּׁהַ )ףוּעיָ(  

5 Wilt thou set thine eyes upon it? it is gone; {N} 
for riches certainly make themselves wings, like an 
eagle that flieth toward heaven. {P} 

 
           Prov 23:5 
 
 “Will you set your eyes upon it? It is gone”  i.e., one whose eyes stray from the Torah even for a 
moment will forget it, and you call them songs?  
 
For this reason, I will cause you to stumble in a matter that even schoolchildren know, as it is 
written with regard to the wagons brought to the Tabernacle: 
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-יכִּ  :ןתָנָ אֹל ,תהָקְ ינֵבְלִוְ  ט
 ףתֵכָּבַּ ,םהֶלֵעֲ שׁדֶקֹּהַ תדַבֹעֲ

.וּאשָּׂיִ  

9 But unto the sons of Kohath he gave none, because the service of 
the holy things belonged unto them: they bore them upon their 
shoulders. 

 
           Num 7:9 
 “And to the descendants of Kohath he did not give, because the service of the holy things 
belongs to them; they carry them upon their shoulders”   
 
And although the Ark clearly must be carried on people’s shoulders, David erred and brought it 
in a wagon. 

 
 

In this scathing aggadah the gemorah critiques King David where he extols the divine in his 
Psalm (119) by comparing “Chukim” to melodies. (“your Torah is like music to my ears!”) 
 
His punishment is a senile moment where he will forget the basic law of carrying the Ark of the 
Covenant which every Cheder kid knows by heart…that only the priests may carry it…leading to 
the tragic events whereby the oxen falter (Kiryat Ye’arim otherwise known today as Telzstone is 
rocky!) and Uzzah runs to prevent the Ark from falling, triggering the divine rage that kills him. 
 
This ends up causing a huge delay in moving the Ark to Jerusalem. 
 
This negative view of music and melody as a reduction of the status to Torah/Chukim to “mere” 
melody is not shared by the following Midrash. 
 
MIDRASH as sympathetic to Zemer 
 

 

 The time (zeman) has come for song, that it be spoken, as it is said: 
 

 ,הוָהילַ ,תאֹזּהַ הרָישִּׁהַ-תאֶ לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵבְוּ השֶׁמֹ-רישִׁיָ זאָ  א
 האֹגָ-יכִּ הוָהילַ הרָישִׁאָ  }ס{  :רמֹאלֵ  }ר{  ,וּרמְאֹיּוַ

}ס{  .םיָּבַ המָרָ וֹבכְרֹוְ  }ר{  סוּס  }ס{  ,האָגָּ  

1 Then sang Moses and the children of Israel this song 
unto the LORD, and spoke, saying: I will sing unto the 
LORD, for He is highly exalted; the horse and his rider 
hath He thrown into the sea. 
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          Ex 15:1 
 "Then Moses sang". Rabbi Tanchuma said: "The time (zeman) has come that hymns (zemirot) 
be made for the Holy One, blessed be He, as it is said: 
 

 הזֶ  }ס{  ;העָוּשׁילִ  }ר{  ילִ-יהִיְוַ ,הּיָ תרָמְזִוְ יזִּעָ  ב
}ס{  .וּהנְמֶמְרֹאֲוַ יבִאָ  }ר{  יהrֵאֱ  }ס{  ,וּהוֵנְאַוְ ילִאֵ  

2 The LORD is my strength and song, and He is 
become my salvation; this is my God, and I will 
glorify Him; my father's God, and I will exalt 
Him. 

          Ex 15:2 
 "My strength and might (zimrat) is Yah (Exodus 15:2)", the hymns (zemirot) of Yah. Rabbi 
Bivei said: 
 

 תיבֵבְּ    --Zיקֶּחֻ ילִ-וּיהָ ,תוֹרמִזְ  דנ
.ירָוּגמְ  

54 Thy statutes have been my songs in the house of my 
pilgrimage. 

           Ps 119:54 
 ""Your laws are a source of strength (zemirot) to me" The song of the turtledove (hattor) is 
heard in our land": Rabbi Yochanan said: "The voice of the good explorer (tayyayr) is heard 
in our land: this is Moses, when he said: "Moses said, “Thus says Hashem: Toward midnight 
(Exodus 11:4)". 

 רימִזָּהַ תעֵ ,ץרֶאָבָ וּארְנִ םינִצָּנִּהַ  בי
.וּנצֵרְאַבְּ עמַשְׁנִ ,רוֹתּהַ לוֹקוְ ;עַיגִּהִ  

12 The flowers appear on the earth; the time of singing is 
come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land; 

 
          Cant Rabba 2:12 
 
 The Sefer Ha-Chinukh summaries the positions of the Rambam and the Ramban as follows: 

The mitzva of bearing the ark on the shoulder: That we were commanded that the priests 
should bear the ark on their shoulders, when Israel transports it from place to place, as 
it is stated (Bamidbar 7:9): "Because the service of the sanctuary belonged to them; they 
bore it on their shoulders." And the Rambam wrote: Even though this mitzva was 
addressed to the Levites, it was at that time, that is to say, in the wilderness, owing to the 
small number of priests in those days. But in later generations, the priests are obligated 
in this mitzva and they must bear it, as is explained in the book of Yehoshua (3:6) and in 
the book of Shmuel. 

And the Ramban z"l wrote [in his strictures to the third principle]:  

That which the Master said that the commandment was given over to the priests is not 
true. Heaven forbid that we should say that any commandment in the Torah should 
change, so that the Levites should be forever disqualified from carrying the ark. And he 
explained the matter well. And the Levites bore it during the days of David, as it is 
stated (I Divrei Ha-Yamim 15:26): "When God helped the Levites who bore the ark of 
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the covenant of the Lord." And it is written (ibid. v. 27): "And all the Levites who bore 
the ark."  

But the truth is that all the priests and the Levites are fit to carry the ark by Torah law, 
as they are all called Levites, as it is written (Yechezkel 45:15), "The priests the Levites." 
And it is also written (I Divrei Ha-Yamim 15:14-15): "So the priests and the Levites 
sanctified themselves to bring up the ark of the Lord God of Israel. And the children of 
the Levites bore the ark of God upon their shoulders the bars being upon them, as Moshe 
had commanded according to the word of the Lord."  

And they said in Sifrei: "Where did he command? 'But to the sons of Kehat he gave 
none.' Because they are all called the sons of Kehat." And he wrote further, that which 
the Rambam z"l said that this is explained in the books of Yehoshua and Shmuel, he 
did not find this explanation. Rather, he found the opposite, for it says 
there (Yehoshua 3:3): "And they commanded the people, saying, ‘When you see the ark 
of the covenant of the Lord your God, and the priests and the Levites bearing it.’" But 
the truth is as we said that the entire tribe is fit to bear the ark. And furthermore the 
matter is spelled out in tractate Sotah (33b), as the Sages said: "How did Israel cross the 
Jordan?… On ordinary days the Levites carried the ark, but on this day the priests 
carried it alone." As it is written (Yehoshua 6:6): "And Yehoshua spoke to the priests 
saying, Take up the ark of the covenant," so that the miracle should be performed 
through the priests who are the Holy of Holies in the tribe. 

It seems that what the Rambam z"l said that it is explained in Yehoshua,  is referring to this 
verse, but it is not at all a necessary explanation, as we have explained. 

It seems that the correct view is in accordance with the words of the Ramban z"l that the 
entire tribe is fit to carry the ark. And that which it says: 

-לכָלְ )םינִיבִמְּהַ( םינובמה םיִּוִלְלַ רמֶאֹיּוַ  ג
-ןוֹראֲ-תאֶ וּנתְּ ,הוָהילַ םישִׁוֹדקְּהַ לאֵרָשְׂיִ
 Hלֶמֶ דיוִדָּ-ןבֶ המFֹשְׁ הנָבָּ רשֶׁאֲ תיִבַּבַּ שׁדֶקֹּהַ
 ,התָּעַ ;ףתֵכָּבַּ ,אשָּׂמַ םכֶלָ-ןיאֵ--לאֵרָשְׂיִ
.לאֵרָשְׂיִ וֹמּעַ ,תאֵוְ ,םכֶיהFֵאֱ הוָהיְ-תאֶ וּדבְעִ  

3 And he said unto the Levites that taught all Israel, 
that were holy unto the LORD: 'Put the holy ark in the 
house which Solomon the son of David king of Israel 
did build; there shall no more be a burden upon your 
shoulders; now serve the LORD your God, and His 
people Israel. 

           II Chron 35:3 

"And he said to the Levites… Put the holy ark in the house which Shlomo the son of 
David king of Israel did build; you need no longer carry it upon your shoulders," 

 this means that Israel would no longer have to carry the ark from place to place. But it 
does not mean that if they would have to carry it, the Levites would not carry it. This is 
clear and evident to all. And that which the Sages said (Chullin 24a), "Blemishes 
disqualify priests, but years do not disqualify priests," they only said this about the 
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priestly service, that years do not disqualify from that service. But as for the service of 
carrying, even priests are disqualified by years, like the Levites. 

The root of the mitzva is that the essence of the glory of Israel is the Torah through which 
they were distinguished from the other nations, and they were made God's 
portion. Therefore, it is fitting and proper that it should be carried on the shoulders 
of the most distinguished and sanctified people among us. There is no need to go on at 
length about a matter that is obvious to school children. 

 

Torah as Shira 

More perplexing is that Torah itself is called “shira”. In parshas Haazinu the verse says “  םכל ובתכ
תאזה הרישה תא ”  .  Hazal tell us that this verse refers to the writing of a Sefer Torah. Why does the 

Torah call a Sefer Torah a song?  
 
Yaavetz in Pirkei Avos suggests that our singing of Torah calms the divine rage evoking 
forgiveness no matter what the crime we committed: 
 
He cites the Midrash Eichah which states that during the period of the 1st Beis HaMikdash, Hashem 
was able to tolerate the Jews doing terrible sins such as idol worship, forbidden sexual relations, 
and murder.  
 
However, he could not forget/forgive Bitul Torah. The Yaavetz asks why. Is Bitul Torah really 
worse than killing somebody?  
 
To answer, the Yaavetz brings a parable of a king who had a servant. One day, the servant was 
negligent in preparing the food of the king. For such a transgression, the punishment should have 
been death. However, the king pardoned the servant because the servant also played music for the 
king when he was sad. The king said that as long as his servant played music for him, he didn’t 
have the heart to kill him.  
 
Explains the Yaavetz, the same is true with us. Even when we do horrible sins that should warrant 
our destruction, as long as we continue learning the Torah, Hashem still has affection for us. 
Learning Torah is so dear to Hashem that even when everything else seems to be going wrong, 
when Hashem hears us learning He renews His love for us as if He heard us singing shira to Him. 
In Hashem’s eyes, a Jew’s Torah is shira. 
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“Know” that there is a difference between shira and zemer. For “shira” means the musical 
score on a sheet as we are told “all chanting/cantillations in the written sefer torah scroll are 
modelled of one brick upon another or one brick alternatively laid upon 2 bricks.” Just like the 
layers and rows of bricks making the side of a building. Nowadays we are accustomed to arrange 
music according to conventional rules just like historically the Levites had their own musical 
convention which remain a mystery to us as to their rules and harmonies. Nevertheless, Shira 
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represents the score (or theory and harmony) upon which is known following which, the music 
is actually played following the musical stave prepared for it. 
 
Now those sections of Torah that are constructed for song like Shirat Hayam and Ha’azinu is 
called “Shira”. And even the entire Torah itself, ordered and built like five scrolls, one after the 
other is called a Shira, however only one scroll isn’t called Shira.  
 
(The Chasam Sofer refers to the integrity of Torah as a kind of metaphor for song only when it 
remains in its organic unity of 5 seforim, fragmenting one fractures the whole and is not considered 
song). 
 
Now David was punished for calling Torah a zemer, for had he called it a shira he would not 
have been punished. 
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The Gaon answers that there exists a tremendous difference between "Zemirah" and "Shirah".  
 
Zemirah, like the Zemiros of Shabbos, are finite. They have a beginning and end. [Kah Ribbon (a 
Sabbath song) starts with a Yud, it ends with a Lamed -- and it's over. All Zemiros are similar.]  
 
Shirah represents the infinite. Shirah represents the articulation and expression of feelings, which 
have no end and no beginning.  
 
When a person breaks out in Shirah, it is a manifestation of what his essence is all about. There is 
no end to that. It is not finite. However, Torah can be called Shirah, but Torah cannot be called 
Zimra.  
 
To refer to Torah as Zimra has the connotation that there can be a beginning to Torah and an end 
to Torah and then I would be finished with Torah.  
 
That is untrue. Torah can't be finished. Torah is Shirah -- the infinite expression of what a Jew is 
all about, his innermost essence. That was King David's sin. 

 
R. Samson of Sens explains in his commentary to Ahilot (16:4) that in context of this Midrash, 
"song" refers to a mere metaphor: 

אמלעב לשמ ע"ר תורימז הרות ירבדל ארקש לע דוד שנעיאד בג לע ףאו  
 

The Possuk say “ השדח הלגע לע ה ןורא תא וביכריו ” that David drove the ark of Hashem on a new 
wagon (6:3). Chazal teach us that since David said in Tehillim “ ךיקוח יל ויה תורימז ” (Your laws 
(the Torah) were like songs to me)”, he was punished for forgetting the mitzvah that the Aron must 
be carried on one’s shoulders, and he transported it on a wagon which caused devastation. 

The Avnei Ezel asks an obvious question on this: what is the connection between the mitzvah of 
ואשי ףתכב  (that the Aron should be carried on one’s shoulders) and what David said in Tehillim. 

Furthermore, how is this punishment equated as measure-for-measure? 

He answers that the real way to experience and live Torah, is through true toil and effort; as Chazal 
say “the Torah only exists in someone who (metaphorically) kills himself for it”. He adds that 
Torah and Mitzvos which are performed with laxity and insufficient effort are not adequately 
fulfilled. Therefore, one must bear the weight of the Aron (the Torah) on their shoulders and not 
just carry it through less difficult means. 

David called the Torah “ תורימז ” to represent his joy over it. However, this joy and elation also 
denotes effortlessness and ease. Consequently, Hashem caused him to forget this effort, in the 
mitzvah of ואשי ףתכב . 

This teaches us a valuable lesson. We must always toil and invest effort into that which we do and 
not try to avoid effort. As we learn in Pirkei Avos, ‘ ארגא ארעצ םופל ’ (loosely meaning: the gain is 
in accordance with the pain). 
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The Torah is a Shirah 
I could define poetry this way: it is that which is lost ... in translation. 

 Robert Frost <1> 

Rav Uri Cohen writes:1 

When Hashem tells Moshe to “write this song (shirah) for yourselves” in Parashat Vayelekh 
(Devarim 31:19), the pshat is that it’s referring to the song that comes next – Haazinu. And yet, 
the halakhah says that it’s referring to the entire Torah, and that this is actually the last of the 
#613 mitzvot – write a sefer torah. <2> 

In other words, the Torah refers to itself as a shirah. What are the implications? 

For starters, we should clarify the meaning of shirah. In modern Hebrew, there’s a distinction 
between shir, which means a song, and shirah, which means a poem. Nevertheless, in Tanakh 
there is no such distinction. <3> This explains why some commentaries think the Torah is a poem, 
and some think it’s a song. Let’s explore these two metaphors. 

 

 
1 https://harova.org/torah/view.asp?id=1943 
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THE TORAH IS A POEM 

The first approach is that the Torah is a poem. The one who most famously discusses this is the 
Netziv (the Rosh Yeshiva of the Yeshiva of Volozhyn), in the introduction to Haamek Davar, his 
commentary on the Chumash. The contemporary rabbi who translated this selection calls it “one 
of the most beautiful pieces on Torah, and on poetry, that I have ever read.” Here it is: 

We still have to understand how the whole Torah could be called a poem! Surely it is not 
written in the language of poetry. Rather, the answer is that Torah has in it the nature and 
the richness of poetry. 

A. (The Nature) – For the Torah speaks in a fragmented language. And it is well-known to 
anyone who has studied that this language of fragments is very different from the language 
of prose. In a poem, the idea is not fully explained, the way it is in prose. So, one has to make 
notes on the margins, to say that one rhyme means this, and another rhyme means that. And 
that is not just creative interpretation. That is simply the nature of poetry, even the most basic 
poetry. And it is further understood that one who deeply studies an idea expressed in this 
poetic form becomes connected to it. The illuminating language of the poem and its unique 
grammar is far sweeter to him than to one who simply comes to read it quickly and extract 
the main idea… 

This is the nature of the whole Torah as well, whose stories are not fully explained. Rather, 
one has to make insights and explanations based on the intricacies of the language. And this 
is not just creative interpretation (drush). On the contrary, this is the most basic way (pshat) 
to understand the verses… 

B. (The Richness) – In poetry, there is a richness that comes from its having been adorned 
with all kinds of hints, in a way that isn’t done with prose. [Examples are] the custom of 
using the first letter in each line to spell out the alphabet, or to write out the poet’s name. 
There is a richness that is [unique] to this fragmented language and not to prose. And it is 
well-known that in order to achieve this level of richness, the poet is often forced to bend the 
language so that the beginning letters end up being the ones he is seeking. 

So, it is exactly with the whole of the Torah, all of it. Aside from the most basic, simple reading, 
there are in every word many secrets and hidden ideas. Because of this, there are many instances 
when the language of the Torah is not to be read literally. And all this is not [just] true for the 
Holy [Chumash] alone, but with all [of Tanach]. <4> 
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In other words, the Netziv thinks that what typifies poetry in general and the Torah in particular is 
its intricate language and complexity, both of which leave it open to many interpretations. 

Rabbi Dr. Aviad Stollman, Head of Collections at the National Library of Israel, extends this idea: 

[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.<5> 

According to this first approach, the Torah is misunderstood if it is read as prose – in fact, it is 
poetry. <6> In the words of Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz, the official rabbi of the Kotel: “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.” <7> 

THE TORAH IS A SONG 

The second approach is that the Torah is a song. We can say that Hashem composed the Torah as 
a musical score and used it to sing the world into existence. <8> We already have metaphors 
describing Hashem’s role in creation as speaker, <9> architect, <10> and artist. <11> Singer can 
be added to this illustrious list as well. <12> 

Rav Charlop, one of the main students of Rav Kook, all but says this. In his opinion, the world is 
one big song, and every part of the world is a note in it. Since God “looked into the Torah and then 
created the world,” <10> the Torah is a song as well. When the halakhah says that a sefer 
torah is pasul (invalid) if it’s missing even one letter, <13> that’s because it is like a song with a 
note missing (even though only someone who knows the song really well would notice). When we 
keep the mitzvot, we are playing the notes of the song. That’s why it’s vital to get every last detail 
right in mitzvah fulfillment – so the song is played right. <14> 

Torah is compared to a song in other ways as well. For example, Rav Herzog, the first Ashkenazic 
Chief Rabbi of the State of Israel, says that just as everyone at any age can appreciate a good piece 
of music, so too everyone at any age can have an appreciation for Torah. <15> The Arukh 
HaShulchan uses the song metaphor to present a Torah pluralism: 
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In every [Torah] debate – whether between Tannaim, Amoraim, Geonim, or Poskim – in 
truth, one who properly understands [will see] that they are the words of the Living God, and 
all of them reflect some aspect of halakhah. On the contrary, this is the glory of our holy and 
pure Torah. The entire Torah is called “shirah,” and the glory of a song is expressed when 
the kolot (voices or sounds) are different from each other – the beauty of it is in [the 
harmony]. A swimmer in the sea of Talmud will appreciate the beauty of all the 
different kolot – each and every one of them. <16> 

Rabbi Rabinowitz cites the Arukh HaShulchan and concludes: “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.” <17> 

Finally, the Torah is a song in the sense that emotion is (or should be) a vital part of it. Rav Zvi 
Yehudah Kook gave a sichah (talk) in which he said: 

The whole Torah is a song. The whole Gemara and the whole Shulchan Arukh are a song, 
which reveals their flow of Godly life. My father [Rav Kook], of blessed memory, came up 
with a proverb: “Just as yesh chukim le-shirah (there are rules for composing a poem), so 
too yesh shirah be-chukim (there is singing in the rules).” Since the Torah is a song, [it’s 
appropriate that] we learn Torah with a niggun (tune). [In the words of Tehillim 35:10:] 
“My whole being will exclaim, ‘Who is like you, God?’” [Furthermore, the machzor includes 
the words:] “Hachayot yeshoreru (the angels sing)” – and we sing with them. <18> 

According to this second approach, the Torah is misunderstood if it is read as plain lyrics (or 
poetry) – in fact, it is a song with its own music. In the words of Rav Kook, “Many of the deep 
aspects [of the Torah] cannot be understood unless one is properly prepared emotionally. This is 
why the Torah is called a song.” <19> 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks elaborates beautifully: 

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 
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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 
singsong known to all students of Talmud. Each time and text have 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. <20> 

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. <21> 
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CALLING DIVREI TORAH "ZEMIROS" 
 

Rav Mordechai Kornfeld writes:2 
 
David ha'Melech was punished for calling Divrei Torah "Zemiros," songs (Tehilim 119:54). Hashem 
said to him, "Divrei Torah can be forgotten in the blink of an eye (Mishlei 23:5), and you are calling 
them 'Zemiros' (that are treated lightly, without concentration)!" Hashem caused him to forget an 
explicit verse as punishment for treating Divrei Torah like Zemiros. 
 
This statement seems to contradict the Gemara in Eruvin (18b) which teaches that every home in which 
Divrei Torah are heard at night will not be destroyed. The Gemara derives this from the verse, "He 
does not say, 'Where is Hashem, my Maker, Who gives songs in the night'" (Iyov 35:10). "Songs" refer 
to Divrei Torah, and the verse means, "Whoever learns Torah during the night will not have to ask, 
'Where is Hashem [Who could have saved my house from being destroyed]?'" Why does the Gemara 
there call Divrei Torah "songs" if one is prohibited to treat Divrei Torah like Zemiros? 
 
Divrei Torah are compared to songs in other places as well. The Gemara in Megilah (32a) teaches that 
one should sing the words of Torah that he learns, and that it is improper for one to learn Torah without 
a melody ("ha'Shoneh b'Lo Zimrah"). 
 
Similarly, the Gemara in Sanhedrin (99b) quotes Rebbi Akiva who teaches, "Zamer b'Chol 
Yom." RASHI there explains that this means that a person should constantly review what he has 
learned, like one who sings a song repetitively. (See also Chagigah 12b, Nedarim 38a, Eruvin 21b (on 
the verse "Shiro Chamishah v'Elef," Melachim I 5:12), and Chulin 133a (on the verse "Shar b'Shirim 
Al Lev Ra," Mishlei 25:20). 
 
How can the Gemara in all of these places refer to Divrei Torah as "songs" when the Gemara here in 
Sotah explicitly says that one is prohibited to do so? 
 
The MAHARSHA in Eruvin (18b) answers that the verse cited there refers to one who learns Torah 
during the quiet of the night, when he can be heard from a distance (see Rashi there). In this regard, 
Divrei Torah learned at night may be compared to Zemiros since they can be heard from a distance, 
just as Zemiros can be heard from a distance. In contrast, Torah learned during the day should not be 
compared to Zemiros. (Similarly, the Gemara in Chagigah 12b refers only to Torah learned at night. 
However, the Gemara in Nedarim refers to the Torah in general when it calls it a "Shirah," and not 
only to Torah learned at night.) 

 
David ha'Melech was criticized for calling Divrei Torah "Zemiros," because calling the Torah "song" 
implies that the Torah flows easily from the lips without concentration and constant effort. In order to 
truly acquire Divrei Torah, a person must put great effort into learning Torah. 
 

 
2 https://www.dafyomi.co.il/Sotahh/insites/so-dt-035.htm 
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The criticism of David ha'Melech is appropriate with regard to one who learns Torah Lishmah. For 
one who does not learn Torah Lishmah, but merely in order to reach a particular goal, the Torah indeed 
is comparable to "Zemiros" and it does not become a part of the person. 
 
The Gemara in Eruvin may mean that even Torah which is learned at night in order that it be heard 
from a distance (to acquire honor) also protects one's home from harm. The Gemara in Chagigah, 
which says that a person who learns Divrei Torah at night merits to have a "Chut Shel Chesed" during 
the day, may refer to a person who learns Torah even she'Lo Lishmah. (See the Gemara earlier in Sotah 
(21a) which says that even Torah she'Lo Lishmah protects a person from suffering, both in Olam 
ha'Zeh and in Olam ha'Ba, and see Insights there.) 
 
The Gemara in Nedarim discusses the verse (Devarim 31:19) in which Hashem commands Moshe 
Rabeinu to teach the "Shirah," the Torah, to the Jewish people so that the Torah they learn will be 
testimony for them that they will be punished if they transgress the Torah. The Gemara there may also 
refer to learning Torah she'Lo Lishmah, learning Torah in order to receive reward and avoid 
punishment. David ha'Melech, who found in the joy of learning Torah comfort during times of 
suffering (see Rashi), learned Torah Lishmah, and therefore he should not have described his Divrei 
Torah as "Zemiros."  
 
Alternatively, perhaps one is permitted to refer to Divrei Torah as "songs" with regard 
to reviewing what one has already learned. Review involves merely saying over the Divrei Torah 
repetitively without great concentration. In contrast, Torah that is learned in-depth with deep 
concentration may not be referred to as "songs." 
 
Rebbi Akiva in Sanhedrin exhorts a person to review his studies constantly, with Zemer (Rashi DH 
Zamer). The Gemara in Megilah is also describing a person who reviews his learning ("ha'Shoneh"). 
Similarly, the Gemara in Eruvin that discusses learning at night refers to a person who reviews at night 
that which he learned during the day. Since it is more difficult to concentrate at night (see Sanhedrin 
34b, regarding the law that Beis Din convenes only during the daytime), the night is normally 
designated for reviewing what one learned during the day. When David ha'Melech was criticized for 
referring to Torah as "Zemiros," it was because of his statement that in-depth study of the Torah 
provided him with solace during his times of exile, like songs that provide solace. Since he was 
referring to in-depth study, he should not have referred to the Torah as "Zemiros." (-Based on teachings 
heard from ha'Ga'on Rav Moshe Shapiro, shlit'a.) 
 
However, the other places which refer to Torah as "song" (Nedarim 38a, Chagigah 12b, Chulin 133a) 
do not seem to refer specifically to the act of reviewing that which one has learned. They seem to be 
calling the Torah itself "Shirah." 
 
The DIVREI SHALOM (5:62, see also 5:63-67) suggests, based on the words of 
the MAHARAL (Sanhedrin 101a), that although calling the Torah a "Zimrah" is disrespectful, calling 
the Torah a "Shirah" is not. A Zimrah is a lighthearted tune, such as the tune a person hums to himself 
when he is in a merry mood. A Shirah, though, refers to a musical composition which requires great 
talent and concentration to compose or perform. Referring to the Torah as "Zimrah" is disrespectful 
and misleading as it implies that it is not necessary to concentrate on Torah.  
 
This approach, however, does not answer the question from the Gemara in Eruvin which says that the 
verse, "... Who gives Zemiros at night," refers to a person who learns Torah at night. Perhaps a simple 
answer may be suggested to explain why it is acceptable to refer to Divrei Torah as "Zemiros" in this 
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context. The verse in Iyov does not refer to the Torah itself as Zemiros, but rather it refers to 
the person who learns Torah as one who sings Zemiros (consistent with the way that one is supposed 
to learn Torah, according to the Gemara in Megilah 32a). It is inappropriate only to refer to the Torah 
itself as "Zemiros," but not to the person who learns Torah as "one who sings."  

  Rabbi Reuven Chaim Klein writes:3 

The American historian Cyrus Gordon (1908-2001) wrote, 

 “Our contemporaries have split the atom, reached the moon, and brought color TV to the 
common man. The ancients… were not less talented than today’s population, but they often 
expressed their intelligence in different ways. They manipulated language so deftly that it 
often takes the modern scholars a long time to grasp the presence, let alone all the subtleties, 
of ancient riddles.”  

One poignant example of such ancient nuances in language is the existence of two Hebrew terms 
for “song”: shir/shirah and zemer/zimrah. In this essay we will explore the differences between 
this pair of synonyms, and, in doing so we too will become attuned to the intricacies of the Hebrew 
language. 

The simplest way of differentiating between shirah and zimrah is that shirah denotes verbal song, 
while zimrah refers to instrumental music.4 In fact, the Yiddish word klezmer (roughly, “Jewish 
Music”) is actually a portmanteau of klei (“instruments”) and zemer (“music”). 

The Malbim explains that zimrah (plural: zmirot) is somehow a higher, more intense form of song 
than shirah. He writes that this is why whenever the two terms appear in tandem, shirah is always 
first and zemer is always second. 

In what is possibly a separate explanation, the Malbim writes that shirah is a more general term 
which can refer to “song” both in a religious sense and in a secular sense, while zimrah refers 
specifically to a religious song which speaks of God’s praises.  

Similarly, Rabbi Yehuda Leib Edel (1760-1828) writes that shirah is simply an expression of one’s 
happiness without necessarily tying it back to the source of the happiness (i.e. God), 
while zimrah is always a means of acknowledging God’s role in bringing happiness and thanking 
Him for it. 

Similarly, Rabbi Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg (1785-1865) explains that shir refers to the lyrics of 
poetic verse sans the tune, while zimrah refers to the tune or melody sung in a song or played by a 
music instrument. 

 
3 https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/an-expression-of-song/ 
4 This understanding is proffered by a bevy of authorities, including Ibn Ezra (to Ps. 105:2), Radak (to I Chron. 16:9), Sforno (to 
Ps. 105:2), the Vilna Gaon (cited in his son’s Be’er Avraham to Ps. 27:6), Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (to Ps. 33:2), and Rabbi 
Shlomo Aharon Wertheimer. 
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The Song of Torah 

Chanan Morrison writes:5 

 

Near the end of his life, Moses commanded the people: 

 ,תאֹזּהַ הרָישִּׁהַ-תאֶ םכֶלָ וּבתְכִּ ,התָּעַוְ  טי
 ןעַמַלְ  :םהֶיפִבְּ הּמָישִׂ ,לאֵרָשְׂיִ-ינֵבְּ-תאֶ הּדָמְּלַוְ

.לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵבְבִּ--דעֵלְ ,תאֹזּהַ הרָישִּׁהַ ילִּ-היֶהְתִּ  

19 Now therefore write ye this song for you, and teach 
thou it the children of Israel; put it in their mouths, that 
this song may be a witness for Me against the children 
of Israel. 

           Deut 31:19 

“Now write for yourselves this song and teach it to the Israelites”  
This verse is the source-text for the obligation of each Jew to write a Torah scroll.1 

But why did Moses refer to the Torah as a ’song’? In what way should we relate to the Torah as 
song? 

Studying Mussar 
A young scholar once wrote Rav Kook a letter probing certain philosophical issues, raising 
difficult questions that troubled him. Rav Kook was delighted to see the young scholar immerse 
his talents analyzing the philosophical aspects of Torah, unlike most Torah scholars who dedicate 
themselves solely to the study of Talmud and practical Halachah. Exploring abstract philosophical 
issues, Rav Kook stressed, is especially important in our times. 

Nonetheless, Rav Kook urged the scholar to approach this field only after a prerequisite study 
of mussar texts. 

“You should first acquire expertise in all moralistic tracts that you come across, starting with 
the easier texts. Great scholars, wise-hearted and exceptionally pious, wrote this literature from 
the heart. Many subjects of inquiry cannot be fully grasped until one’s emotions have been 
properly prepared.” 
 
In other words, it is important to precede the analysis of Torah philosophy with the study of simpler 
texts that clarify the unique holiness of Torah. What is the function of this preparatory study? By 
studying mussar, we gain a proper appreciation and reverence for the subject at hand. Only after 
this emotional preparation are we ready to delve into an intellectual analysis of Torah thought. 

Engaging the Emotions 
It is for this reason, Rav Kook explained, the Torah is called a ’song.’ Just as the beauty of song 
stirs the heart, so too, the special power of mussar literature lies in its ability to awaken our inner 

 
5 Gold from the Land of Israel. Adapted from Igrot HaRe’iyah vol. I, p. 94, http://www.ravkooktorah.org/VAYELECH_66.htm 
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sensitivity to the divine nature of Torah. This emotive preparation is essential, as only the pure of 
heart are successful in penetrating the philosophical foundations of the Torah. 

While ethical works do not engage the intellect to a high degree, they nonetheless enable the soul 
to recognize the Torah’s inner foundations. Of course, one should not be content with reading 
moralistic literature, but should continue with in-depth, analytical study of the Torah and its 
worldview. 
1 Sanhedrin 21b. However, the Shulchan Aruch quotes the opinion of Rabbeinu Asher (the Rosh) that “Nowadays it is a mitzvah 
to write books of the Pentateuch, Mishnah, Talmud, and their commentaries,” since we no longer study directly from Torah scrolls. 

 

Chop Them Down 

The root ZAYIN-MEM-REISH, from which zemer and zimrah are derived, appears in the verb 
form as zomer (“cutting down”) and is actually the name of one of the 39 forbidden labors on 
Shabbat. What does this meaning have to do with “singing”? 

Judaism’s concept of God is comprised of two almost paradoxically opposed descriptions: On the 
one hand, He is transcendent and thus totally beyond our reach and comprehension; but on the 
other hand, He is immanent and thus ever-present for us to connect to. Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner 
(1906-1980) explains that the difference between shirah and zimrah reflects the tension between 
these two ways of approaching God. Both terms are expressions of “praise,” but shirah denotes 
praising God from a position of rapture and attachment to Him, while zimrah denotes 
praising God as an appreciation of God’s transcendence and how far away He is from man. 

In explaining the latter assertion, Rabbi Hutner notes that zimrah not only means “song” but is also 
a verb for “cutting.” When a person recognizes God’s awesome transcendence and how He is so 
unapproachable, a person is essentially “cutting off” his own existence due to the recognition that 
his own existence pales in comparison to God’s infinite greatness. 
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Rabbi Yaccov Haber relates that he heard from a certain Hassidic Rebbe in the name of 
the Chasam Sofer that the word shirah is related to the word shirayim (“leftovers”), because 
“song” is the leftovers of the soul, meaning that it remains one of the only ways the soul can 
express itself in a world dominated by materialism. Interestingly, in many of the songs/poems 
recorded in the Bible, the speaker refers to himself in third person (for example, Gen. 49:2, Num. 
24:3, Jud. 5:12), instead of in the expected first person. Rabbi Immanuel Frances (1618-1703) 
explains that this is because true song is like an out-of-body experience, such that the one singing 
sees himself as a separate entity. 

Rabbi Frances further explains that the word shir denotes the singer’s ability to mesmerize his 
listeners and captivate their attention as if he rules over them. In this sense, he explains that shir is 
connected to other words which connote “strength,” like sharir (“strongly-
established”), shur (“wall”), and sherarah (“authority”). 

By contrast, Rabbi Frances explains that the word zemer highlights other aspects of song/poetry: 
When Yaakov sent his sons to Egypt to buy food during a famine, he sent with them the zimrah of 
the Land of Canaan (Gen. 43:11), which is taken to mean the best. Rashi connects the 
word zimrat with zemer by explaining that it refers to the choicest produce over which people 
would “sing.” 

Alternatively, Rabbi Frances explains that the act of pruning a vineyard from unnecessary shoots 
is called zomer (Lev. 25:3), and this relates to the art of creating music — the artist must expunge 
any unnecessary elements from his song in order for it to be wholly good. 

Rabbeinu Efrayaim ben Shimshon (to Gen. 43:11) explains that the zimrat ha’aretz that Yaakov’s 
sons brought to Egypt consisted of fine wine, which is called zimrat because drinking wine makes 
one happy (Ps. 104:15), and when people are happy they “sing” (zemer). Interestingly, Rabbi 
Nachman of Bratslav (1772-1810) writes that the zimrah of the Holy Land refers to a 
special niggun (“melody”) of Eretz Yisrael which Yaakov sent the Egyptian leader. 

Rabbi Eliemelech of Lizhensk in Noam Elimelech (to Gen. 47:28, Ex. 19:1) explains 
that zimrah refers to “cutting” away those outer distractions which impede a person’s ability to 
properly serve God. Both he and the Chasam Sofer similarly explain that Pesukei 
d’Zimra (literally, “Verses of Hymns” recited daily in the beginning of the morning prayers) are 
meant to “cut down” the klipot (“husks” or “peels”) in preparation for our complete rapture 
with God. 

The Circle of Song 

The Maharal of Prague (1520-1609) explains that the word shirah denotes something whose 
beginning is attached to its end. For example, the Bible uses the word sher to refer to a type of 
bracelet (Isa. 3:19), and the Mishnah (Shabbat 5:1) mentions a collar worn by animals around their 
neck called a sher. Similarly, the Talmud (Bava Metzia 25a) discusses if one found coins arranged 
like a sher (ring or bracelet), whether that formation is assumed to have been made deliberately or 
not. How does this connect to the word shirah as a “song”? 
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The Maharal explains that the idea behind shirah is that when one reaches the completion of a 
certain phase or task, then one offers a “song” of thanks to God for allowing it to happen. Song is 
best associated with happiness, because happiness comes through completion and fulfilment — 
such that when one reaches a stage of happiness, it is more appropriate for him to offer song. As 
Rabbi Moshe Shapiro (1935-2017) explains, when one reaches a stage of completion, he can look 
back and recognize how God had guided the situation the entire time and brought it to its 
conclusion. Only with such hindsight — where the beginning can be attached to the end — is song 
appropriate. Not beforehand. 

Rabbi Shapiro further notes that the entire Torah is called a shirah (Deut. 31:19), because the song 
of Haazinu is a microcosm of the entire Torah and, by extension, a microcosm of the entire history 
of the world. In this way, the history of the world is a circle because at the end, Man will return to 
his former place of glory, as if Adam’s sin of eating from the Tree of Knowledge never happened. 

Interestingly, the word yashar seems to actually mean the opposite 
of shirah, because yashar denotes a line that continuously goes straight, while shirah represents 
a circle, a “curved line,” whose end leads into its beginning.  

Nonetheless, Rabbi Shapiro notes that in rabbinic literature there is clearly a connection between 
the two: When the Bible tells the story of the cows that returned the Ark captured by the Philistines, 
it says that the cows walked straight to Bet Shemesh (I Sam. 6:12) — using the word vayisharnah, 
a cognate of yashar.  

The Talmud (Avodah Zarah 24b) exegetically explains that vayisharnah means that the 
cows sang while transporting the Ark. 

Rabbi Shlomo Pappenheim (1740-1814) actually connects the word shir to the 
word yashar (“straight”), explaining that a song follows a straight path in focusing on a specific 
theme without deviating off-topic. In this way, the beginning of the song and the end of the song 
are linked, because they are just variations on the same theme. By contrast, he explains, the 
term zimrah refers to the best segment from an entire song. He understands that zomer, in terms of 
“cutting” or “pruning,” is a way of discarding the riffraff and leaving just the best. In that sense, 
Rabbi Pappenheim argues that zimrah refers to the choicest part of a song, as if the rest of the song 
was “cut out.” 

Similarly, Rabbi Shimon Dov Ber Analak of Siedlce (1848-1907) explains that shirah is related to 
the word shur (“wall”), because just as a wall is comprised of multiple bricks carefully arranged 
together, so is a song or poem composed of multiple lines carefully arranged. Just as if one brick 
is removed, the entire edifice may fall, so is it true that if one line or verse of a song is misplaced, 
the entire structure loses its impact. He explains that this is also why a sher refers to a circular 
article of jewelry. Something round must also be fully intact in order complete the circle — 
otherwise it is not whole. On the other hand, the word zimrah does not imply the entire edifice, but 
one small part of it, and so zimrah can refer to one segment of an entire song as independent or cut 
off from the rest of the song. 

Mizmor Shir vs. Shir Mizmor 
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With all of this information, we can now begin to understand why sometimes songs in Psalms 
begin with the words shir mizmor and sometimes they begin with mizmor shir. Ibn Ezra (to Ps. 
48:1) writes that there is no difference between mizmor shir and shir mizmor. However, I have 
found two credible authorities who beg to differ. 

Rabbi Shlomo Pappenheim explains that when used side-by-side the 
terms mizmor and shir assume specific meanings: shir denotes the words/lyrics of a song, 
while mizmor denotes the tune/melody of the song. Based on this, Rabbi Pappenheim explains that 
within a specific song, sometimes the words begin before the tune, and sometimes the tune is 
played before the words start. In the former case the expression used for that song is shir 
mizmor, because the shir element precedes the mizmor element, while in the second case the 
converse is true. 

Similarly, Rabbi Shimshon Pincus (1944-2001) in Shabbat Malketa explains that shir refers to the 
story told by a song, while mizmor refers to the tune within which that story is told. When one uses 
words to form a narrative that expresses his happiness and thanksgiving, this is called shir. But 
when one’s elation is so emotionally intense that it cannot be logically expressed in words and can 
only be expressed by a wordless melody, this is called mizmor.  

Accordingly, the recital of some chapters of Psalms begins with worded phrase (shir), and then, 
as the experience becomes more intense, can only be continued with a wordless melody (mizmor). 
Those chapters are introduced with the phrase shir mizmor. On the flip side, other chapters of 
Psalms begin with the intense experience of a mizmor, and only once that intensity subsides can 
the word of the shir begin. Such chapters open with the words mizmor shir. 

Let us now turn to the mystical interpretation as to why Dovid Hamelech was punished fro 
describing Torah as merely zimrah. The Alter Rebbe of Chabad will contrast shira and zimrah as 
to two aspects of accessing the divine.  

 

Kuntres Acharon Essay 6 Tanya6 

The last two essays explained how the observance of the commandments seeks out the exiled sparks 
hidden in this world and thereby suffuses it with Godliness. They also pointed out that the same is 
true of the study of their laws. The present essay goes one step further and explains that the laws 
of the Torah transcend the world beyond any possible comparison. 

When David triumphantly brought back the Ark from its captivity in the hands of the Philistines,1 it 
was placed on a wagon. David had momentarily forgotten the stipulation of the Torah, “On the 
shoulder shall they carry it.”2 Commenting on this episode, our Sages teach3 that David’s 

 
6 Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, elucidated by Rabbi Yosef Wineberg Translated from Yiddish by Rabbi Levy Wineberg and 
Rabbi Sholom B. Wineberg. Edited by Uri Kaploun. Kehot Publication Society 
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forgetfulness came as a punishment for his having referred to the laws of the Torah as “songs”: 
“Your statutes were songs for me in my place of terror.”4 

Why should this expression be regarded as an offense, and in what way is it related to its 
punishment?7 

“David! You call them songs?!”3 

."'וּכ וּהלְ תירִקָ תוֹרימִזְ ,דוִדָּ"  

Because he had referred to the laws of the Torah as “songs,” David was punished by being made 
to “stumble in a matter that even school children know”3—that the Ark is to be carried on the 
shoulders. 

In the Zohar,5 we find the expression, “the praise of Torah and its song”—the Torah is a hymn 

and a song to God. 

."'וּכ הנָנָרְוּ אתָייְרַוֹאדְ אחָבָשְׁ" :רהַזֹּבַּ הנֵּהִ  

Let us understand, what is the praise of God when a particular object is forbidden or permitted?6 

?רתָּוּמ וֹא רוּסאָ הזֶּשֶׁכְּ אוּה־oוּרבָּ־שׁוֹדקָּהַלְ חבַשֶּׁהַ וּהמַ ,ןיבִהָלְוּ  

A similar concept is implicit [in the verse], “How great are Your works, O God, Your thoughts 

are very deep.”7 

."Hיתֶוֹבשְׁחְמַ וּקמְעָ דאֹמְ ,'ה Hישֶׂעֲמַ וּלדְגָּ המַ" :oרֶדֶּ לעַ אוּה הנֵּהִ  

Why does the verse make the deed precede the thought? The Alter Rebbe will soon explain that 
from an appreciation of God’s great works, one begins to understand the depth of His thoughts. 

 

7 These are among the questions discussed in the essay before us, and at greater length in Likkutei Torah and Or Hatorah, and 

in Derech Mitzvotecha, Mitzvat Masa Ha’aron Bakatef. 
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As is known, all the worlds, the exalted and the lowly, are dependent on the meticulous 

performance of a single mitzvah. 

,תחַאַ הוָצְמִ קוּדּקְדִבְּ םיִוּלתְּ – םינִוֹתּחְתַוְ םינִוֹילְעֶ תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָּשֶׁ ,עדָוֹנ הנֵּהִ יכִּ  

For example, if an altar offering is valid, then a supernal union in the sefirot is effected, and all 

the worlds are elevated to receive their life-force and spiritual sustenance.8 

:םעָפְשִׁוְ םתָוּיּחַ לבֵּקַלְ תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָּ םילִוֹעוְ ,ןוֹילְעֶ דוּחיִ השֶׂעֲנַ – רשֵׁכָּ ןבָּרְקָּהַ םאִ :לשָׁמָ oרֶֶּד  

However, if [the celebrant] altered the precise requirements of the law—if, for example, he 

received the blood of the offering with his left hand, or in an invalid vessel, or9 if there was a 

separation10— 

,הצָיצִחֲ התָיְהָשֶׁ וֹא ,רשֵׁכָּ תרֵשָׁ ילִכְבִּ אֹלּשֶׁ וֹא ,לשָׁמָ oרֶדֶּ וֹלאֹמשְׂבִּ םדָּהַ לבֵּיקִּשֶׁ – הנָּישִׁ םאִוְ  

then all the elevations of the worlds that would have been accomplished are nullified, as is the 

life-force and sustenance that they would have received from the Source of Life, the Ein Sof, 

blessed be He. 

.אוּה־oוּרבָּ ףוֹס־ןיאֵ םייִּחַהַ ייֵּחַמֵ םעָפְשִׁוְ םתָוּיּחַוְ תוֹמלָוֹעהָ תוֹיּלִעֲ הלָטְּבַּתְנִ יזַאֲ  

So, too, through the use of valid tefillin, there is revealed the supernal intellect of z’eyr 

anpin and nukva, i.e., za and malchut of Atzilut, the source of life for all the worlds. 

,תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָלְ םייִּחַהַ רוֹקמְ םהֵשֶׁ ,אבָקְוּנוְ ןיפִּנְאַ ריעֵזְדִּ םינִוֹילְעֶ ןיחִוֹמ םילִּגַּתְמִ ,תוֹרשֵׁכְּ ןילִּפִתְבִּ ןכֵוְ  

Yet, through [the omission of] one required detail they are invalidated, and the intellect departs. 

.ןיחִוֹמּהַ ןיקִלְּתַּסְמִוּ ןילִסָפְנִ דחָאֶ קוּדּקְדִבְוּ  

The same applies to the detailed requirements of the prohibitory commandments—a single 

detail affects all the worlds. 
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.השֶׂעֲתַ אֹל תוֹצְמִ יקֵוּדּקְדִבְּ אנָוְגַּ יאהַכְוּ  

Let one therefore ponder how great are the works of God in the multiplicity of worlds and all 

their hosts, 

,םאָבָצְ לכָוְ תוֹמלָוֹעהָ יוּבּירִבְּשֶׁ 'ה ישֵׂעֲמַ וּלדְגָּ המַ ןנֵוֹבּתְמִּהַ ,oכָלְהִוְ  

and how all of these are literally null, relative to any one of the specific requirements of the 

Torah, 

,הרָוֹת יקֵוּדּקְדִּמִ דחָאֶ קוּדּקְדִּ יבֵּגַלְ תוּאיצִמְבִּ םילִטֵבְּ םלָּוּכּ oיאֵוְ  

for it is the profundity of the supreme thought and the Divine wisdom. 

,oרֵבָּתְיִ וֹתמָכְחָוְ הנָוֹילְעֶהָ הבָשָׁחֲמַ קמֶוֹע אוּהשֶׁ  

For through [the observance of] one minor specification, all the worlds ascend and receive their 

life-force and spiritual sustenance—or the reverse, God forbid. 

,םוֹלשָׁוְ סחַ oפֶיהֵלְ וֹא ,םעָפְשִׁוְ םתָוּיּחַ םילִבְּקַמְוּ תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָּ םילִוֹע לקַ קוּדּקְדִבְּ רשֲֶׁא  

In the case of a detailed requirement of a prohibitory commandment, transgression brings about 
(God forbid) a descent in all the worlds. 

From this, we may ponder the prodigious profundity of God’s thought, which is boundless and 

endless, 

,תילִכְתַוְ לוּבגְ ילִבְּ תנַיחִבְבִּ אוּהשֶׁ ,oרֵבָּתְיִ וֹתּבְשַׁחֲמַ קמֶוֹע תלַּוּדגְּ ןנֵוֹבּתְנִ הזֶּמִּו  

and which infinitely transcends the vitality of all the worlds. 

,תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָּ תוּיּחַ תוֹלעֲמַ לעַ תילִכְתַוְ ץקֵ ןיאֵלְ הּתָלָעֲמַוּ  

For their entire vivifying power issues from a minor requirement of [God’s thought], 
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,הנָּמֶּמִ דחָאֶ קוּדּקְדִּמִ עַפֵוֹשׁ םתָוּיּחַ לכָּשֶׁ  

[this requirement being] drawn from its source, namely the depth of God’s thought that specified 

it. 

,oרֵבָּתְיִ וֹתּבְשַׁחֲמַ קמֶוֹע אוּה – וֹרוֹקמְּמִ oשָׁמְנִ אוּהשֶׁ  

Analogously, man’s hair issues from his brain, 

,לשָׁמָ oרֶדֶּ לעַ וֹחוֹמּמִ oשָׁמְנִּהַ םדָאָהָ רעַשְׂ וֹמכְּ  

as is known from Tikkunei Zohar and Idra Rabbah. 

.אבָּרַ ארָדְאִהָוְ םינִוּקּיתִּהַמֵ עדָוֹנּכַוְ  

This was the delight of King David, may he rest in peace, as he sang to gladden his heart in his 

Torah study during his time of anguish. 

.וֹתרָצָ תעֵבְּ הרָוֹתּהַ קסֶעֵבְּ וֹבּלִ חַמֵּשַׂלְ ןנֵּרַמְוּ רמֵּזַמְ היָהָשֶׁ ,םוֹלשָּׁהַ־וילָעָ oלֶמֶּהַ דוִדָּ תחַמְשִׂ התָיְהָ תאֹזוְ  

He was overjoyed when he contemplated how the entire world is of no account relative to one 
minor specific detail of the Torah. 

However, for extolling the Torah with this quality, saying, “[Your statutes] were songs for 

me,”4 he was punished. 

,הזֶ לעַ שׁנַעֱנֶ "'וּכ ילִ וּיהָ תוֹרימִזְ" :רמַאָוְ ,וֹז הּתָלָעֲמַבְּ הרָוֹתּהַ תלַּהִתְבִּ חַבֵּתַּשְׁמִ היָהָשֶּׁ המַ oאַ  

God reproved him: “You call them songs?!”3 

!?"וּהלְ תירִקָ תוֹרימִזְ" אוּה־oוּרבָּ־שׁוֹדקָּהַ וֹל רמַאָוְ  

Indeed, this quality [of the Torah], that all the worlds are nothingness compared to one detail of 

it, 
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,הנָּמֶּמִ דחָאֶ קוּדּקְדִּ יבֵּגַלְ םילִטֵבְּ תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָּשֶׁ – וֹז הּתָלָעֲמַ ,תמֶאֱבֶּשֶׁ םוּשּׁמִ  

is [but] of the hinderpart, the externality, of the profound supernal thought. 

,הבָשָׁחֲמַּהַ קמֶוֹע לשֶׁ םייִרַוֹחאֲ תנַיחִבְּמִ איהִ  

This is explained elsewhere11 in the name of the Arizal on the teaching of our Sages, “The Torah 

is the withered vestige of supernal wisdom.”12 

."הרָוֹתּ הלָעְמַלְּשֶׁ המָכְחָ תוֹלבְוֹנ" :הכָרָבְלִ־םנָוֹרכְזִ־וּניתֵוֹבּרַ רמַאֲמַ לעַ ל"זַירִאֲהָ םשֵׁבְּ רחֵאַ םוֹקמָבְּ בוּתכָּשֶּׁ וֹמכְּ  

However, the innermost core of the depth [of supernal thought], which is the innermost core of 

the Torah, is utterly fused with the [infinite] Ein Sof-light that is vested within the Torah in a 

perfect unity. 

 – הּבָּ שׁבָּוּלמְהַ אוּה־oוּרבָּ ףוֹס־ןיאֵ־רוֹאבְּ ירֵמְגַלְ תדֶחֶוּימְ איהִ ,הרָוֹתּהַ תימִינִפְּ אוּהשֶׁ ,קמֶוֹעבָּשֶׁ תימִינִפְּ לבָאֲ

,דוּחיִּהַ תילִכְתַבְּ  

Relative to the Infinite One, all the worlds are as absolute naught, sheer nothingness, 

nonexistent, 

,שׁמָּמַ ספֶאֶוָ ןיִאַוְ שׁמָּמַ אֹלכְּ תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָּ ,אוּה־oוּרבָּ ףוֹס־ןיאֵ יבֵּגַלְוּ  

for “You were [the same] before the world was created, [You are the same since the world has 

been created].”13 

."'וּכוְ םלָוֹעהָ ארָבְנִ אֹלּשֶׁ דעַ אוּה התָּאַ" יכִּ  

Being of absolutely no account relative to God, all the worlds effect no change in Him. 

Hence, the internal aspect of the Torah too (which is wholly united with God) is not at all to be 

lauded as being the animating force of all the worlds, for relative to the internal aspect of the 

Torah, they are reckoned as nothingness itself. 
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,יבֵישִׁחֲ שׁמָּמַ אלָדְּ רחַאַמֵ ,תוֹמלָוֹעהָ לכָּ תוּיּחַ תלַּהִתְבִּ ללָכְּ הּחָבְּשַׁלְ ןיאֵ – הרָוֹתּהַ תוּיּמִינִפְלִ םגַּ ,כָּלְהִוְ  

In this inward aspect of the Torah, there can be no mortal heartfelt joy and delight 

,ויעָוּשׁעֲשַׁוְ שׁוֹנאֱ בבַלְ תחַמְשִׂ הּנָיאֵ הּתָוּיּמִינִפְּ תנַיחִבְבִוּ  

but rather, in a manner of speaking, the heartfelt joy and pleasure of the King, the Holy One, 

blessed be He, Who delights in it. 

,הּבָּ עַשֵׁעֲתַּשְׁמִּשֶׁ אוּה־oוּרבָּ־שׁוֹדקָּהַ oלֶמֶּהַ עַוּשׁעֲשַׁוְ בלֵ תחַמְשִׂ ,לוֹכיָבְכִּ אלָּאֶ  

For [only] “God understands its way and knows its station”14 and quality 

,הּתָלָעֲמַוּ "הּמָוֹקמְ עדַיָוְ הּכָּרְדַּ ןיבִהֵ םיקִאֱ יכִּ"  

through His self-knowledge,15 as it were; knowing Himself, he also knows the Torah that is 

entirely one with Him. 

,לוֹכיָבְכִּ וֹמצְעַ תעַידִיבִּ  

This, however, is “concealed from all mortal eyes.”16 

,"יחַ לכָ ינֵיעֵמֵ המָלְעֶנֶ" לבָאֲ  

As it is written, “My Face—i.e., the innermost dimension of the Torah, its pnimiyut, as implied 

by the word panim—shall not be seen,”17 as is explained there11 in the name of the Arizal. 

.ל"זַירִאֲהָ םשֵׁבְּ םשָׁ ראֵבָּתְנִּשֶׁ וֹמכְּ ,הּתָוּיּמִינִפְּ תנַיחִבְּ וּנייְהַדְּ ,"וּארָיֵ אֹל ינַפָוּ" :בוּתכָּשֶׁ וֹמכְּ  

Hence, the verse, in which the Torah itself is the speaker, “I was…a delight unto Him,”18 

– "םיעִוּשׁעֲשַׁ 'וּכ וֹלצְאֶ היֶהְאֶוָ" :בוּתכָּהַ רמַאָשֶׁ וּהזֶוְ  

specifically “unto Him.” 



 38 

,אקָוְדַ וֹלצְאֶ  

The order of the words in the original makes it clear that the Torah is God’s delight alone. 

[Likewise, in the following phrase] which describes the Torah as causing God delight 

by “playing before Him,” 

– "וינָפָלְ תקֶחֶשַׂמְ"  

the verse specifies the term “before Him”—lefanav, deriving from panim (“face”), which is 

related to pnimiyut (“inwardness”)—for this refers to the inwardness [of the Torah] that cavorts 

before the inwardness of the Infinite One. 

,הּתָוּיּמִינִפְּ תנַיחִבְבִּ וּנייְהַדְּ ,אקָוְדַּ וינָפְָל  

The Alter Rebbe will now explain that this sublime level of Torah in which God alone 
delights descends to nurture the souls of the Jewish people. For this reason, the Midrash calls 
the Torah uman (lit., “a craftsman”), one who skillfully nurtures a young child. 

Concerning this [innermost level of the Torah], it is written, “I was by Him amon (‘one who is 

nurtured’),”19 [and the Midrash comments], “Do not read amon but omain (‘one who 

nurtures’).”20 

.'וּכ "ןמֵוֹא" אלָּאֶ "ןוֹמאָ" ירֵקְתִּ לאַ "ןוֹמאָ וֹלצְאֶ היֶהְאֶוָ" רמַאָ הזֶ לעַוְ  

This sublime and innermost level of the Torah descends to nurture Jewish souls, inasmuch as they 
transcend the world. The world, however, is vitalized not by this level of the Torah but by its 
externality. 

It is with reference to the hinderpart (the external aspect of the Torah) that it is written, (and in 

this verse, the Torah describes itself as) “Playing in the world, His land; and my delights are 

with mortal men.”21 

,"םדָאָ ינֵבְּ תאֶ יעַוּשׁעֲשַׁוְ ,וֹצרְאַ לבֵתֵבְּ תקֶחֶשַׂמְ" :רמַאָ םייִרַוֹחאֲ תנַיחִבְּ לעַוְ  
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It is the external aspect of the Torah that brings delight to the world and to man. 

For the Torah was given in states of both inwardness and externality; 

,רוֹחאָוְ םינִפָּ תנַיחִבְבִּ הנָתְּינִ הרָוֹתּהַ יכִּ   

as it is written concerning the “flying scroll” of Zechariah, “and it was written front and back.”22 

."רוֹחאָוְ םינִפָּ הבָוּתכְ איהִוְ" :היָרְכַזְדִּ הפָעָ הלָּיגִמְבִּ ביתִכְדִכְּ  

Panim (“face” or “front”) is the root of pnimiyut (“inwardness”); achor (“back”) is the root 
of achorayim (“hinderpart,” i.e., externality). 

Since David seized upon [and praised] the hinderpart [of the Torah], 

,םייִרַוֹחאֲ תנַיחִבְבִּ דוִדָּ ספַתָּשֶׁ יפִלְוּ  

A term such as “songs” relates to the merely external aspect of the Torah that relates to the world 
and animates it. 

he was punished with forgetfulness, which derives from an attitude of externality. 

,םייִרַוֹחאֲ תנַיחִבְּ ןמִ האָבָּהַ ,החָכְשִׁבְּ שׁנַעֱנֶ כָלְ  

A person does not forget things that are truly internalized within him but only things which remain 
external to him. 

He thus became momentarily oblivious to the verse concerning the Ark, “The sacred service is 

their duty; on the shoulder shall they carry it”2— 

"וּאשָּׂיִ ףתֵכָּבַּ םהֶילֵעֲ שׁדֶקֹּהַ תדַוֹבעֲ" :בוּתכָּשֶּׁ המַ העָשָׁ יפִלְ וּנּמֶּמִ םלַעְנֶוְ  

in order to combine and unite the “shoulders,” which are akin to the hinderpart, 

,םייִרַוֹחאֲ תנַיחִבְּ ןהֵשֶׁ ,"םייִפַתֵכְּ"הַ תאֶ דחֵיַלְוּ רבֵּחַלְ  
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with the sacred service, viz., the supernal wisdom, which is also called “sacred,” in a manner 

that reflects inwardness, 

,םינִפָּ תנַיחִבְבִּ ,האָלָּיעִ המָכְחָ איהִ ,"שׁדֶקֹּהַ תדַוֹבעֲ" לאֶ  

for this state [of inwardness] is the source of the Tablets in the Ark, 

,ןוֹראָבָּשֶׁ תוֹחוּלּהַ וּכשְׁמְנִ םשָּׁמִּשֶׁ  

of which the verse states, “Written on both their sides…”23 

,"'וּכ םהֶירֵבְעֶ ינֵשְּׁמִ םיבִוּתכְּ" :בוּתכָּשֶׁ וֹמכְּ  

and as explained in the Jerusalem Talmud, Tractate Shekalim,24 [the Tablets] did not have any 

front (panim) and back (achor)—they were entirely panim, 

signifying pnimiyut (“inwardness”). 

,רוֹחאָוְ םינִפָּ תנַיחִבְּ ןהֶבָּ התָיְהָ אֹלּשֶׁ ,םילִקָשְׁדִ ימִלְשַׁוּריבִּ בוּתכָּשֶׁ וֹמכְוּ  

The purpose of carrying the Ark on the shoulders was thus to connect the external aspect of man 
with the inwardness of the Torah. 

Study that reference (in the Jerusalem Talmud) well. 

:םשָׁ ןייֵּעַ  
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Numbers 7:9. 
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Sotah 35a. 
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Psalms 119:54. 

5. 

Cf. III, 8b. 

6. 

Note by the Rebbe: “As is explicit in many sources, including the Tanya, there are various categories—

mutar [‘permitted’], kasher [‘fit for use’], tahor[‘pure’], (and also, as in the Tanya, end of ch. 52, patur [‘exempt’]?), and their 

respective opposites. It seems to me that the Alter Rebbe chose just these two categories [‘forbidden’ and ‘permitted’] because they 

embody a principle common to them all: assur [lit., ‘bound’] implies that something is held in the clutches of the sitra achara [and 

hence cannot be elevated to God] while mutar [lit., ‘unbound’] is so called (as in the Tanya [ch. 7; see also ch. 8]) because a 

permitted thing is free to be elevated.” 

7. 

Psalms 92:10. 

8. 

Note by the Rebbe: “Cf. the end of Iggeret Hateshuvah.” 

9. 

The Rebbe notes that the first example is a change that relates to the person; the second is a change that relates to the vessel; while 

with regard to “there was a separation,” the Rebbe notes that “both of the preceding stages were done without any change.” 

10. 

“Separation” (chatzitzah) can denote (e.g.) the intervention of a foreign body between the Kohenand (i) the vessel (Zevachim 24a, 

in the Mishnah) or (ii) the floor (the Gemara there, 15b) or (iii) his vestments (ibid., 19a). 

11. 

Note by the Rebbe: “See Iggeret Hakodesh, Epistle 19.” 

12. 

Note by the Rebbe (in Likkutei Biurim, vol. 1, p. 485): “Bereishit Rabbah 17:5 and 44:17; explained in Etz Chaim, Shaar Haklalim, 

end of ch. 1, et al.” 

13. 

Text of the morning prayers, cf. Tanna Dvei Eliyahu Rabbah, sec. 21. 

14. 

Cf. Job 28:23. 

15. 

Rambam, Hilchot Yesodei Hatorah 2:10. 

16. 

Job 28:21. 

17. 

Exodus 30:23. 

18. 
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Proverbs 8:30. 

19. 

Proverbs 8:30. 

20. 

Beginning of Bereishit Rabbah. 

21. 

Proverbs 8:31. 

22. 

The scroll referred to in Zechariah 5:1-2 is the same (see Rashi there) as that referred to—earlier in the Tanach—in Ezekiel 2:9-

10, from which the above quotation is drawn. The Rebbe notes that an explanation is needed as to why the later reference is quoted. 

See also Eruvin 21a. 

23. 

Exodus 32:15. 

24. 

 
The Alter Rebbe has moved the punishment from the difference between shir and zemer to the 
axis of inside vs outside. David is punished for “merely” calling and reducing Torah to the 
external as opposed to the infinitely greater source of Torah as the inside as exampled by the 
Luchos that defied natural law by having writing engraved through it yet able to be read the 
same way. As opposed to the Aron which concealed the luchos representing the externalities 
which he praised. Being punished by forgetting this very law pointed to the source of the sin. 
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VaEh’yeh Etzlo Amon 

An adaptation of the Maamar found in Likutei Torah 

  

There is a passage in the book of Proverbs in which the Torah itself is the speaker, and 
anthropomorphically describes itself as having pre-existed the entire created universe. After 
such statements as “When [God] established the heavens, I was there; when He drew a circle 
over the surface of the deep,” the Torah goes on to say, (Proverbs 8:30-31), “I was with Him as 
a nursling, and I was His delight every day, playing before Him at all times; playing with the 
world, His earth, and my delights were with the sons of man.” These statements are not merely 
poetic; they contain profound mystical references to the essential quality of the Torah, the 
bestowal of which upon the Jewish people we celebrate on the holiday of Shavuos. 

The Torah’s being described as a “nursling” (amon in Hebrew) is reminiscent of Moshe’s (Moses’) 
statement to God in Numbers 11:12-13. There, Moshe has just been told by God that the Jews 
would miraculously be supplied with meat in the desert, and Moshe “complains,” as it were, that 
he is not equipped to be the instrument of that event. “[Who am I,] Moshe says to God, that You 
should say to me, ‘Carry it [the Jewish nation] in your bosom as a nursing person [omen] carries 
a suckling child’ ... from where am I [to get] meat?” 

As explained elsewhere (see, for example, the adaptation of the discourse L’havin Inyan Lechem 
Mishna on the Torah portion B’shalach; also that of the discourse B’Etzem Hayom Hazeh Yatzu 
Kol Tzivos Hashem Me’eretz Mitzrayim on the Torah portion Bo), Moshe’s soul derived from an 
extremely sublime spiritual level. His soul was so exalted that Moshe – who had just spent 40 days 
and nights atop Mount Sinai in such a rarified state of holiness that he was sustained entirely by 
spirituality and had no need of physical food – felt he could not relate to such a mundane thing as 
meat. He was at a loss to understand how he could provide it to the ordinary people. (Similarly, 
Moshe had told God that he was unfit to deliver God’s message of deliverance to the Jews in Egypt 
because he suffered from a speech impediment. Chassidic philosophy explains that Moshe’s 
concern was that his own lofty soul would be unable to bridge the gap with the ordinary Jews, so 
that God’s message would not be successfully transmitted. God’s response was that He would 
assist Moshe in “getting the message across,” i.e., Moshe should do his part in speaking to the 
Jews, and God would see to it that the spiritual “gap” was bridged.) Thus, instead of ordinary, 
physical nourishment, Moshe is associated with the Manna which miraculously descended from 
heaven in his merit (see Ta’anis 9a; Zohar III 156a). This was spiritual nourishment and 
something that Moshe could relate to. 

One observation must be made before we can appreciate the significance of all the above. Since 
nothing in the Torah is accidental or casual, its metaphors are not merely figures of speech, but 
deliberately used to reflect an essential correspondence between the metaphor and its object. In 
this case, the references to nursing an infant likewise signify something deeper than simple literary 
imagery. A newborn infant is not fully developed; a baby has a lot of growing up yet to do. At 
first, a child is almost exclusively a creature of emotion, feeling pleasure, fear, and similar things 
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but unable to think about or  understand what it experiences. Even its emotions need time to 
blossom and develop all the nuance of which they are capable. (A child does not experience 
“bittersweet” or poignant feelings, for example – just wild joy or raging anger.) 

While it is true that in modern times, many infants are not nursed at all, this natural practice 
symbolizes a certain spiritual growth. As actual milk promotes growth of a child’s limbs, so does 
nursing represent and engender the spiritual development and growth of the soul’s emotional 
attributes. Over the period of nursing, the infant’s emotions mature and develop. However, it is 
not until significantly later that the child’s intellect emerges, which is why  a newborn, although 
able to produce sound (and sometimes plenty of that!) is not capable of intelligent speech. This 
later stage of development is mystically associated with the child’s weaning and introduction to 
solid food, specifically bread, as the Talmud (B’rachos 40a) teaches (in support of the proposition 
that the Tree of Knowledge, which introduced an intellectual awareness to Adam and Eve, was 
actually wheat), “A child does not know to call ‘Father!’ or ‘Mother!’ until it has tasted the taste 
of grain.” 

All the above can be brought to bear upon our topic. Kabbalistically, the three major Jewish 
holidays of Passover, Shavuos and Succos all have a role to play in the creation of Jewish souls. 
On the seventh day of Passover, new souls are “born,” as it were, in the sense that they emerge 
from the lofty spiritual realm of Atzilus, which is inseparable from God Himself, into the relatively 
“lower” realm of B’riah, where they are considered separate entities. However, these “newborn” 
souls are not yet fully developed. As explained elsewhere, a Jewish soul possesses ten spiritual 
attributes, seven of which parallel the emotional attributes of a person and three of which, 
intellectual attributes. The newborn soul, like a newborn infant, still needs time before its 
emotional faculties are fully grown; this applies particularly to the so-called “animal soul” which 
is the source of a person’s natural inclinations. These too, and not only one’s spiritual tendencies, 
need to be developed into vehicles for the service of God. Each of the seven emotional attributes, 
when “mature,” is a composite of all seven (making 49 emotional components of the soul in all), 
and for these “nuances” to come out, the soul must undergo a period of spiritual “nursing.” This 
refers to the 44 days of the Omer period between the seventh day of Passover and the holiday of 
Shavuos. 

(For the Omer period, the time in which the Jews count the days from the Exodus from Egypt until 
the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai, begins on the second night of Passover and contains 49 
days in total. These correspond to the 49 emotional attributes of the soul. However, the first five 
days of s’firah (i.e., the first five days of the count), from the second until the seventh day of 
Passover, represent the mystical five attributes of kindness (the five chassadim: the first five 
emotional attributes within the compound attribute ofchessed, or kindness, itself) which engender 
the growth of the rest of the attributes. These first five are identified with the realm 
of Atzilus, leaving only 44 which develop after “birth.”) 

The mitzvah of counting the Omer, then, serves the mystical function of “nursing” the Jewish 
souls, developing their core emotional attributes to maturity. However, nursing is not an end in 
itself; it leads to weaning and the ability to assimilate solid food. This is symbolized by bread, and, 
just as “the taste of grain” introduces a new level of intellectual capacity to a toddler, it is the 
spiritual “bread” which the souls receive after nursing that brings out their intellectual attributes. 
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This “bread” is the Torah itself, which is called “food” (mazon) for the soul 
(see Chagigah 14a; Bereishis Rabba 43:7), and about which it is written (Proverbs 9:5), “Come, 
eat of My bread.” 

The holiday of Shavuos, when the Torah was given to the Jews, thus mystically corresponds to the 
“weaning” of the newborn souls. That is why, on Shavuos, we are commanded to offer up a 
sacrifice consisting chiefly of two loaves of bread (Leviticus 23:17): one representing the Written 
Torah (the Bible) and the other representing the Oral Torah (the entire corpus of Jewish knowledge, 
including the Mishna and Talmud, which reveals the latent meaning of the Biblical verses). 

(This level is granted to us by God in response to the Jews’ having nullified themselves in 
deference to Him during reflection on the Shema prayer, which is why the verse says that the two 
loaves are to be brought “from your dwellings” (mimoshvoseichem) – a word that can also mean, 
“from your sitting” – since the Shema is properly recited while sitting.) 

(The holiday of Sh’mini Atzeres, at the conclusion of the Succos period, is the mystical 
“conception” of the souls.) 

“Nursing,” as a concept, can be understood in its own right, or in the sense that it is a preparatory 
stage leading to eventual weaning onto bread. Moshe, in his humility, felt inadequate to this latter 
task of introducing the Jewish people to the “solid food” of the Torah, which is what he meant by 
the protest, “[Who am I] that You should say to me, ‘Carry them in your bosom as a nursing person 
carries a suckling child’ ... from where am I [to get] meat?” 

Now, it must be understood that God Himself is absolutely transcendent and unknowable. Any 
relation to Him that we have is a gift from God, which He bestowed upon us through the vehicle 
of the Torah: by “compressing,” as it were, Himself into the Torah, we are enabled to grasp God 
Himself through our grasp of the Torah. The Torah itself is the vessel, the conduit, which contains 
and transmits this Godliness to us. This is why, although Moshe modestly felt he was unable to 
bring Godliness all the way down to our level – he felt unable to “nurse” the Jews up to the point 
of readiness for “bread” – the Torah itself does describe itself as performing this function, as it 
says “I was with Him as a nursling.” 

That verse goes on to say, “I was His delight every day.” This refers to the joy and pleasure which 
come only after intellectual comprehension; not only is the Torah a “nursling” which brings out 
the intellectual level of the Jewish soul, it continues on to reveal the even deeper aspect of delight, 
or pleasure. 

To understand what is meant by this, we must first consider why King David was punished for 
praising the Torah as “songs.” David wrote (Psalms 119:54), “Your statutes have been my songs,” 
and our sages teach (see Bamidbar Rabba 4:20; Tanchuma; and Sotah 35a) that God rebuked him 
for this, saying, “David! Do you call them [mere] songs?” As punishment, David forgot an 
elementary Torah teaching: it is explicitly stated in the Torah that the Holy Ark was to be carried 
on the shoulders of the Levites (see Numbers 7:9), but David, in transporting it, placed it on a 
wagon instead. 
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The significance of this is as follows: 

As we know, God deliberately created humanity in His image so that, by Torah-guided 
contemplation of our own makeup, we can come to understand something of God. See, e.g., the 
adaptation of the discourse Vay’daber Hashem El Moshe B’Midbar Sinai on the Torah 
portion Bamidbar, where it is explained that just as a person’s will is superior to his or her intellect, 
in the sense that the will – what one desires – is not dependent upon logical considerations, but 
just “because” – so can we identify a spiritual level which we call the “will” (ratzon) of God, a 
level even higher than the “intellect” of God.  

There is an element of Torah that we can intellectually comprehend, such as the reasons for 
mitzvos like “Do not steal” and “Remember that God took you out of Egypt.” We are to try to 
unite our own intellects with God’s “intellect,” so to speak, by understanding God’s “reasons” for 
such commandments. However, at root, all the Torah’s mitzvos stem from a level higher than 
intellect can reach: the spiritual level known as the “will” of God. This is exemplified by that class 
of mitzvos which have no rational explanation at all, like “Do not wear sha’atnez (a mixture of 
wool and linen)” or “Purify yourselves with the ashes of a red cow.” Such mitzvos, 
called chukim (“statutes”) underscore that the Torah derives from God’s will, which transcends 
intellect; even those mitzvos which do have a rational justification are rooted in the Divine Will – 
just as a person’s reasons for things are really secondary to the underlying fact that they simply 
“want” the thing in question. King David was praising this transcendent quality of Torah by 
referring to God’s chukim, statutes, as “songs.” 

The reason “song” was chosen as praise for the Torah is that the enjoyment one derives from song 
likewise stems from a level which is not subject to intellectual justification. A person finds a 
particular melody pleasing, not for any rational reason, but just “because.” What is more, we are 
all familiar with the phenomenon in which a melody lodges itself in a person’s mind and they 
repeat it to themselves over and over again. Although it is the same song they keep repeating, each 
repetition gives the person the same pleasure, and they can go on that way indefinitely. King David 
meant to express the uniformly sublime holiness of the Torah by this metaphor. Although there 
are many different mitzvos in the Torah, they all, uniformly, stem from God’s exalted will, and 
thus, even though one may perform mitzvah after different mitzvah, each time elicits the holy level 
of God’s will, like a repeating melody that gives the same pleasure time after time. 

This sounds like great praise. If so, why was David punished for this characterization? The reason 
is that for all the sublime and inexpressible holiness implied by the comparison of mitzvos to song 
– i.e., by the identification of mitzvos with God’s “will” –  that does not capture the essential 
quality, the true advantage, of mitzvos. 

For, in truth, even the level we have been referring to as “will” is not the innermost, most essential, 
level of a person – or of God. With respect to that ultimate quality, even “will” is but a superficial 
manifestation. Again, we will turn to comparison with our own selves to understand what is meant. 

A person’s will – i.e., want one wants – is driven by what gives one pleasure, or delight. A person 
may “want” chocolate ice cream, for example. Granted that that desire transcends intellectual 
justification – he or she wants the ice cream just “because” and not for any “reason” – it 
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nevertheless clearly flows from the fact that chocolate ice cream gives the person pleasure. If not 
for this fact, the person would not want the ice cream. Thus, desire, or ratzon in Hebrew, is itself 
a function of pleasure, or ta’anug, and it is this –ta’anug – which symbolizes that which is closest 
to the very quintessential core  of the person, their very “Self.” 

The same, allegorically speaking, applies to the Torah. Even the statement that the Torah is the 
“will” of God does not do justice to the inexpressibly lofty spiritual essence of what the Torah 
really is: the container, the conduit, by which the inconceivable spiritual level compared to the 
“pleasure” of God – that which is the very closest to God’s Essence, God’s “Self” – is transmitted 
to us Jews. 

This is hinted at by the verse (Psalms 139:5), “You have formed me back and front.” The Torah 
possesses, as described above, an element that may be described as the “back,” or the outer, 
superficial, level – i.e., that aspect which is the ratzon, “will,” of God. However, on an even deeper 
level, the Torah’s “front,” its inner aspect, corresponds to ta’anug, God’s “pleasure.” And this is 
what is meant by God’s statement to Moshe (Exodus 33:23), “You will see My back, but My front 
will not be seen.” An observer can tell that another person wants something, for this is a relatively 
superficial aspect that can be made manifest.  

But the pleasure that the person derives from the thing is felt only by that person – it is such a 
personal sensation that it is utterly impossible to manifest pleasure. (To be sure, the body may 
indicate that it is experiencing pleasure by smiling, for example, but this is not a manifestation of 
the pleasure itself. Only the person him- or herself actually tastes that chocolate, actually 
experiences its effect. No one else can have any perception of this at all.) This conveys to us some 
vague inkling of the awesome sublimity, the virtual identity with God’s very “Self,” that is meant 
when we speak of the spiritual level of God’sta’anug. 

A fundamental difference between the superficial level of ratzon and the inward level of ta’anug is 
seen in the fact that in Hebrew, the word for “inwardness” is the same as that for “face;” one’s 
physical face, in fact, may be said to express what is going on within. The opposite of the face is 
the back of the neck (oref in Hebrew). The oref is uniform: one stretch of featureless skin covers 
it all. By contrast, the face is composed of various individual, distinct parts. Similarly, the level 
of ratzon is uniform, like the melody mentioned above, which one can repeat again and again and 
derive the same pleasure from.  

This is the level on which the mitzvos of the Torah, too, are uniform, in that they all represent the 
will of God. On the other hand, one’s face is capable of many types of pleasure: the eyes derive 
pleasure from beautiful sights; the ears, from beautiful sound; the mouth from taste, and so on. 
Each type of pleasure is distinct, and they cannot be lumped together uniformly. Similarly, on the 
essential level of ta’anug, each individual mitzvah of the Torah expresses another aspect of God’s 
“pleasure”: the mitzvah of tzitzis, one aspect, the mitzvah of Tefillin, a different one, and so on. 

Therefore, regarding when God gave the Torah on Mount Sinai and personally articulated the Ten 
Commandments to the Jews, we are taught (Shabbos 88b), “at each Commandment, their souls 
flew [heavenwards].” Why should this have occurred after each and every commandment? Granted 
that the Jews were so overwhelmed by the great revelation that they simply expired in absolute 
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rapture for God, but what accounts for this happening over and over; would they not, at least to 
some extent, have gotten used to it as the Decalogue went on? The answer is that indeed, the 
revelation at Mount Sinai derived from the exalted spiritual level of ta’anug, which is expressed 
in many different ways. The Godliness revealed to the Jews in each commandment was different 
from that revealed in every other one. Thus, each and every commandment caused the same 
reaction: the Jews were so overwhelmed by the new revelation of God’s ta’anug that they expired 
all over again. 

We merited this great revelation because the Jews, too, had achieved such a degree of yearning for 
God Himself that their own ta’anug was implicated. Ordinarily, we speak of a level of love for 
God expressed by the verse (Psalms 73:25), “Whom do I have in the Heavens, and other than You 
I do not desire [anything] on earth” as an ideal. The Hebrew word for “other than You” literally 
means “with You”; this may be interpreted to mean that the speaker is so committed to God and 
God alone that he or she is saying that they do not desire anything in heaven or on earth – not even 
the most sublime spiritual levels – that is merely “with You,” but not You Yourself. And indeed, 
this does seem to be an ideal level of love for God. 

Yet, for all that the person on this level yearns for God to the point that he or she is willing to lose 
all independent existence in order to be reabsorbed in his or her soul’s spiritual source – God 
Himself – this must still be regarded as a relatively superficial level compared to what is even 
deeper. For on this level, one is still a separate entity, even though willing – even eager – to give 
that up. But, after all, God is omnipresent, and even within one’s physical form, one is not really 
separate from Him at all. On the contrary, it is actually only from within one’s physical form that 
one is able to perform God’s mitzvos.  

The person who yearns to lose one’s independent existence in favor of simply “dissolving” into 
Godliness may be on a very high level, but this person does not fully appreciate the advantage of 
existing just as they are – a part of God’s all-encompassing Unity in any event – and being engaged 
in God’s mitzvos, which derive from the level of ta’anug. One may, however, actually come to a 
state in which one literally derives pleasure from God’s mitzvos, a state which indicates that the 
person’s own inward self, one’s own “face,” is aligned with that of God. The Jews at Mount Sinai 
had achieved this, and thus merited the corresponding revelation of God’s inner “Self,” as it is 
written (Deuteronomy 5:4), “God spoke to you face to face at the mountain.” 

The Tablets on which the Ten Commandments were engraved also expressed the idea that God’s 
innermost level, His “front,” or “face,” was being revealed. The Tablets were miraculously 
engraved through and through (see Exodus 32:15), so that whichever side one viewed was the 
front. There was, quite literally, no “back” to the Tablets of the Ten Commandments. 

This in turn sheds light on why King David’s punishment was appropriate to what he had done. In 
praising the Torah merely as “songs,” King David referred to it as expressing the “will” of God – 
in this context considered only the outer, superficial, level. Since he failed to appreciate the inner 
advantage of Torah – that it derives from God’s ta’anug – he was made to forget that the Holy 
Ark, containing the Tablets of the Ten Commandments, was to be carried on the Levites’ 
shoulders. For, in carrying something on one’s shoulder, one’s face inevitably lines up with what 
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is being carried. This mode of transporting the Ark was symbolic of its “face-to-face” quality. 
Since David forgot this, he transported the Ark by wagon instead. 

That, then, is the inner significance of the Torah’s statement that “I was His delight every day”: 
that is, the Torah’s essential quality is that it expresses that innermost level of Godliness referred 
to as ta’anug – God’s “delight” or “pleasure.” And this is something that can be attained by us, 
through dedication of our own selves to the point at which we ourselves take true pleasure, as 
described above, in God’s mitzvos (simcha shel mitzvah). This must be accomplished every single 
day, through the love of God developed during the Shema prayer, which is why the verse refers to 
“every day.” 

The next part of the passage reads “playing before Him at all times.” This refers to the famous 
verses at the beginning of Ecclesiastes chapter 3, which begin (3:1), “To everything, there is a 
season, and a time for every thing under the heaven.” There follow a set of verses in which 24 
separate “times” are enumerated, including (3:5), “… a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from 
embracing.” 

When one embraces someone, the first person grasps the other from behind and holds them such 
that the two are “locked” into a face-to-face position. This may be understood as a reference to the 
relationship of God and the Jews during the time when the Holy Temple stood: we were so “in 
tune” with, so aligned with, God that we could be said to be in a constant state of embrace. We 
were always face-to-face. The other condition, that of “a time to refrain from embracing,” refers 
to the present era of exile, in which a person is likely to (God forbid) be distracted by worldly 
pleasures and drift from the state of “embrace,” of true pleasure in God alone. 

Yet the Torah is described as “playing” before God “at all times.” That is, both at times like the 
“time to embrace” and times like the “time to refrain from embracing,” the Torah “plays,” in the 
sense hinted at by the verse (Genesis 21:6), “God has made a joke for me.” The Hebrew name used 
in this verse for “God” is Elokim, which signifies God as He “conceals” Himself within nature. It 
is almost as if God were playing “hide and seek” with us, by “hiding” behind the laws of nature in 
such a way that people could mistakenly think (God forbid) that nature, and not God, rules the 
universe. This is, of course, for a specific purpose: that we should “uncover” the Godliness within 
the world through Torah and mitzvos. In any event, it is the Divine name Elokim that is referred 
to as having made a “joke”; the joke is the very notion that God should be concealed, that He does 
not guide all of creation. What a ridiculous idea! 

Our verse is telling us that at all times, the Torah is on the level associated with this “play.” 
Through Torah, we “see through” the joke. By performing mitzvos, even during times of exile, we 
bring Godliness into the very physical substance of the world, thus removing its disguise, revealing 
its true nature. This leads to the ultimate revelation of the true, Godly, nature of the universe with 
the coming of the Messiah, may it be immediately. 

Finally, our passage concludes, “playing with the world, His earth, and my delights were with the 
sons of man.” The Hebrew word for “the world” is tevel, which is numerically equivalent, by the 
Hebrew grammatical device of Gematria, to twice the value of the word aryeh, lion. In the 
heavenly hosts, there are two levels associated with “lions”: that of the spiritual beings known 
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as chayos (“animals” or “creatures”), and that of the spiritual beings called ofanim (“wheels”). 
The chayos are said to inhabit the realm of Yetzirah, the spiritual source of the six orders of the 
Mishna, which represents intellectual comprehension of Godliness; they roar like lions out of the 
yearning for God that comes from their perceiving His greatness. On the other hand, the ofanim are 
creatures of the relatively lower spiritual realm of Asiyah, where they cannot comprehend 
Godliness but roar like lions anyway out of their natural love for Him. 

The statement that the Torah “plays with tevel” – a word which implies both levels of “lion” – 
means that the Torah’s “playful” quality, that which unmasks the Godliness “hiding” in the world, 
applies to both the higher spiritual creatures and the lower; to those that can achieve an intellectual 
comprehension of God and those that cannot. Through Torah, all can link up with God’s innermost 
“Self,” regardless of their spiritual capacity. The same applies to “the sons of man”: there are those 
people who, like the chayos, are able to engage in Torah study and intellectual comprehension; 
these unite with God’s “self” through the Torah. But by the very same token, also those who, like 
the ofanim, are – whether from preoccupation with the necessity of earning a livelihood, lack of 
intellectual ability, or other valid reasons – unable to understand Godliness, unite with God’s 
“Self” through the Torah. For the Torah is on a level which transcends such distinctions. 

May we merit, on this upcoming holiday of Shavuos, to receive the Torah with joy and inwardness. 
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In this following mystical version of zimra vs shira the Me’or Eynayim will posit 

the binary forms as the character typologies of Rachel and Leah. The Me’or 
Eynayim sees the same axis of inner outer (like the Alter Rebbe above) but as 

exemplified by the archetypes of Rachel and Leah which I might consider his key 
to the punishment of David. 

 
 

 

 
 

And this is the aspect of Leah which is the mystery of toiling intellectually… 
And Leah comes from the expression of fatigues meaning tired and exhausted… 
So when a person engages spiritually is such toil the Almighty rewards him with rachamanut 
(grace)… and this is the meaning of “and the Lord saw that Leah was hated” meaning from the 
perspective of people this approach (of toil and exhaustion) is unpopular, in order to rectify one’s 
character traits.  
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Therefore Leah represents the concealed (internal) world..for the bad character traits are steeped 
in physicality, and one needs much effort to transform them which requires daas (God 
consciousness) for with daas one becomes aware of this … 
 
Now there is also a revealed (external) world where the choice of good and evil (Halacha) is 
manifested by Rachel (who represents this external world). 
 
She is buried at the crossroads (Bethlehem)8 which represents the two paths good and evil one 
must choose, however Leah is buried in the cave (of Machpelah) representing the hidden world as 
we stated. 
 
The Rebbe now tropes on the following verse from Psalm 39: 
 

-המַ ימַיָ תדַּמִוּ--יצִּקִ ,הוָהיְ ינִעֵידִוֹה  ה
.ינִאָ לדֵחָ-המֶ ,העָדְאֵ    ;איהִ  

5 'LORD, make me to know mine end, and the measure of 
my days, what it is; let me know how short-lived I am. 

 ידִּלְחֶוְ    --ימַיָ התָּתַנָ ,תוֹחפָטְ הנֵּהִ  ו
;°דֶּגְנֶ ןיִאַכְ  

.הלָסֶ בצָּנִ    ,םדָאָ-לכָּ לבֶהֶ-לכָּ אַ  

6 Behold, Thou hast made my days as handbreadths; and 
mine age is as nothing before Thee; {N} 

 
׳ז:ח״מ תישארב 8  

ֹבלָ ץרֶאֶ֖־תרַבְכִּ דוֹע֥בְּ �רֶדֶּ֔בַּ ן֙עַנַ֙כְּ ץרֶאֶ֤בְּ לחֵ֜רָ ילַ֨עָ ה֩תָמֵ֩ ןדָּ֗פַּמִ יאִ֣בֹבְּ ׀ ינִ֣אֲוַ (ז)   ׃םחֶלָֽ תיבֵּ֥ אוהִ֖ תרָ֔פְאֶ �רֶדֶ֣בְּ ם֙שָּׁ הָרֶ֤בְּקְאֶוָ התָרָ֑פְאֶ א֣
Genesis 48:7 
(7) I [do this because], when I was returning from Paddan, Rachel died, to my sorrow, while I was journeying in the land of Canaan, 
when still some distance short of Ephrath; and I buried her there on the road to Ephrath”—now Bethlehem. 
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'LORD, make me to know mine end, for as long as a person is far from God, he feels he is fulfilling 
the Torah and Mitzvot and merits (reward). In his own eyes he lacks nothing.  
 
However, when he begins to enter inside, the degree to which he enters, the more he feels his 
(spiritual) lack, and this is (the litmus test) the sign of his serving God.  
 
To the degree he feels more the lack inside is the degree to which he is attached to God.  
 
This is the meaning of 'LORD, make me to know mine end, as in please show me what I lack… 
 
 
I think the Me’or Eynayim is teaching us that the mere observance of externalities of Torah and 
Mitzvot lead one to this sense of spiritual complacency which is the typos of Rachel, the choice 
between good and evil acts.  
 
However once one goes inside then one feels the opposite, an increasing sense of unworthiness 
and paradoxically a greater attachment to the divine. 
 
Maybe this was the punishment of David, to reduce Torah to a song, meaning the externalities 
(like the Aron enclosing the tablets) and the smug satisfaction of performance of Halacha 
whereas the going inside and feeling the unworthiness would not have resulted in song but 
silence or Leah’s tears. 
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Torah as Song 
David Porush writes:9 
 
“Now therefore write down for yourselves this song [shirah], and teach it to the people of Israel; 
put it in their mouths, that this song may be my witness … for it shall not be forgotten out of the 
mouths of their seed”  – 

 Deut 31:19-21 

“Sing every day, sing every day,” –                  

                                                                              Rabbi Akiva quoted in Sanhedrin (99a) 

The first letters of the Torah when rearranged say ואת ריש   [‘shir ta’ev’] “A song of desire.”                                    

                                                                         – Attributed to R. Isaac Luria 

  

When great poems get canonized in anthologies for college courses, they usually come thick with 
stuff that is supposed to help the student: short introductions, footnotes, annotations, guides, accent 
marks. They disambiguate inscrutable lines, point out cross-references and themes within the 
poem, and note the allusions to other texts and events that make the poem otherwise impenetrable. 
But the very density of these aids may have the opposite effect on the poor student. It also 
says, There’s even more of this out there. You gotta be a pro to really get it. Maybe that’s why 
most people can go very merrily through their whole lives without reading another poem after 
graduating high school. 

 
9 https://davidporush.com/2018/09/20/torah-as-song/ 
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The Torah is also like this. The newbie coming on the scene of the Jewish interpretive tradition 
stares down 73 volumes of the Schottenstein Talmud and millions of pages of other commentaries. 
Where do you begin? How can any human scale the mountain of interpretation? 

But what if we approach the Torah, that densest of texts, like music? What if we treat it not first 
and foremost as a history of the birth of a nation or as a collection of dos and don’ts, or not even 
an elaborate assemblage of narratives, myths, and laws in prose, but rather as one very long song? 
And what if it even tells us so itself, I’m a song. Write me down and sing me through all your 
generations? Our assignment, to achieve enlightenment, becomes easier, less discouraging, and 
even joyful. 

Torah sings its own birth 

The Torah is the first and greatest document written in the new technology of the phonetic 
alphabet. It is only natural that a new disruptive communications tech, exulting in its new-found 
powers of expression, would narrate its own birth story (“Mr. Watson. Come here. I want to see 
you”), show off what it can do, and surround its revolution with transcendent awe. 

So one of the recurring themes of the Torah is the power and centrality of writing in the birth story 
of the Jews. God writes the first tablets that Moses brings down from Mount Sinai with His Own 
finger. Moses writes the second version, taking dictation from God. Every king is commanded to 
write two Torah scrolls, one for himself and one for his people. We each have to write the words 
and keep them as frontlets between our eyes and next to our hearts, and write them on the doorposts 
of our homes, perhaps imitating the first act of literacy by a general population, the smear of a 
secret sign in blood on the doors of the Hebrew slaves in Egypt so the Angel of Death would read 
it and pass over. 

And finally all Jews are commanded to “write down for yourselves this song [shirah] and teach it 
to the people of Israel; put it in their mouths, that this song may be my witness” (Deut 31:19-21). 
This commandment comes as part of Moses’ farewell address and might be taken to refer to the 
Moses’ final song of victory and admonition he will soon sing. But it seems more likely, and 
becomes so much more powerful, if the Torah is here referring to itself as a whole. This is, after 
all, the very last of the Torah’s commandments. Doesn’t it make sense that the Torah’s author is 
ensuring that His words “shall not be forgotten”? Wouldn’t the Torah want itself to stay an eternal 
best seller and remain always number one on the hit parade by commanding everyone to write it 
themselves and then commit it to memory by singing it? 

If we take this “song” to refer to the Torah itself, it is also encapsulates the entire monumental 
revolution that the Torah has staged: an illiterate, oral culture of Hebrew slaves becomes a nation 
forged by writing almost overnight, and that act of writing is the transcription of a song. 
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Exodus tells us God’s original pronouncement is one long utterance from atop the mountain, 
like one long shofar blast. But it’s too mind-boggling to be comprehended by the newly-liberated 
slaves, so they beg Moses to write it down for them. 

A scholarly approach to the Torah’s media revolution 

As I have noted elsewhere, even from a scholarly perspective, it is not farfetched at all that the 
Torah is the story of the moment the Children of Israel convert from an oral to literate culture and 
marks the birth of its own means of transmission, the first alphabet. Exodus is now a story we can 
relate to today in the age of Facebook and Twitter. Moses is staging a media revolution! He 
brings a new, disruptive tech, the phonetic alphabet, that is so powerfully new that it seems 
divinely inspired.  He then he delivers it exclusively to a huge population of slaves. The alphabet 
is so simple to learn, needing only 22 signs to master, that a newly literate population is armed 
with a new power almost overnight. It poses a viral, plaguey, counter-cultural threat to Pharaoh’s 
hegemony which is founded on a hierarchical, hieroglyphic-based communications, one that has 
become ossified and enslaved to an obsolete, 1000-symbol writing system controlled by a narrow 
class of scribe-priests. 

Moses stages a war of writing apps in Pharaoh’s court, a demo of the alphabet’s superiority, besting 
the hieroglyphic scribes, who throw up their hands to declare, “This must be the Finger of [a 
superior kind of] God!” He then leverages the threat of this dynamic weapon, this new 
communications technology, to liberate the slaves.  Pharaoh realizes, against his own will, that he 
cannot resist this upwelling tide, and for the first and just about the only time in history, an absolute 
ruler lets a huge slave population go, even at the risk of imperiling his empire. Imagine putting the 
iPhone in the hands of every slave in the Old South, but denying it to their masters. America might 
have been spared the Civil War. 

The phonetic alphabet, like a smart phone, also grants to the Hebrews new powers of imagination 
and communication. They conjure a new kind of abstract God, completely the opposite of the 
many, image-dependent, literal idols of the cumbersome, pictographic Egyptian culture. It gives 
the Hebrews access to feel as if they can read the will of that God directly, as He expressed it 
Himself in the Torah, in their native tongue, written in the new medium. 

That archeologists trace the most likely birth of the alphabet to slave scrawls in the South Sinai (at 
Serabit el-Khadem) during the 14th century BCE, about the same time of Moses in the Hebrew 
chronology of the world (1312 BCE) makes this story compelling and vital. 

It is also not farfetched to think that the Torah was one long song of 23,000 verses that was meant 
to be committed to memory. One of the great breakthroughs in understanding Homer’s epic poetry 
is that it also marked the moment the Greeks became literate in the 8th century BCE. Harvard 
professor Milman Parry studied the balladeers of the illiterate cultures of Serbo-Croatia of the 
1930s. Able to recite thousands of lines from memory, these singers told epic tales of heroes and 
wars. They mixed the distant past with current memory and family genealogies like those in the 
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Torah. They reciting the shared cultural histories of the tribes and towns they entertained and 
connected it to their audience personally. 

Parry showed that the structure of these epic songs – their repetition of musical themes, melodies, 
consistent line lengths and accented syllables, rhyming patterns, stock phrases, and larger thematic 
patterns — all worked together as mnemonics, enabling the stupendous feats of memory by these 
illiterate troubadours. His student, Albert Lord, then elaborated Parry’s insight in a 1960 book, The 
Singer of Tales, showing that the structure of Homer’s epics The Iliad and The Odyssey, more than 
15,600 and 12,000 lines long respectively, deployed the same interwoven devices of song. The 
conclusion was clear: the singer of the ancient Greek epics was oral and probably illiterate, and 
the epics were transcribed by someone in the newly-literate Hellenic tribes. 

No wonder the last commandment of the Torah is that every Jew should recapitulate this awesome 
moment for themselves by writing a personal copy of the song, and then “put [it] in their 
mouths…for it shall not be forgotten.” Write the song down, then perform its music. In some ways, 
this is as fundamental to being a Jew as the acknowledgement that God is One and re-enacting the 
Passover story. 

Torah as Art 

Reading the Torah as a song also transforms our interpretive approach to it. We know from the 
beginning that the multiple interpretations of the text aren’t competing for which is truest, but that 
many or all can be true at once and supplement or complement or even gainsay and negate each 
other. Like a great poem in the college anthology, that only enhances the awe we have of it. The 
fruit multiplies and the tree is stronger for it. This isn’t just a manual, or code of laws, or history, 
or a cryptogram. It’s art. 

This explains why the Oral tradition, which gives authority to our millenia-long rabbinic and 
interpretive traditions, is as important as the written Torah. Reading the Torah as a song embraces 
our millions of words of scribbled commentaries and much else that liberates us. Scholars read the 
text and parse every jot and word to discover its original singular intended meaning, playing a 
millennia-long game of telepathy with its Author. They are trying to read God’s mind. A noble 
endeavor that keeps Jewish law and tradition alive and ever-growing. 

But now we are freed to also embrace a much more accessible and personal job description: the 
Torah, like a great poem, was also an aboriginal musical performance that we all should try to 
resurrect and perform. 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks makes many of these points in The Torah as God’s Song,[1] building on 
Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin’s[2] insight into the Torah as poetic: 
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Descriptive prose carries its meaning on the surface. The Torah, like poetry, does not. … The 
whole, permeated with the most unrelieved suspense and directed toward a single goal . . . 
remains mysterious and ‘fraught with background.[3] 

Rabbi Sack also quotes R. Yechiel Michal Epstein (1829-1908) from his Arukh ha-Shulchan.[1] 

The rabbinic literature is full of arguments, about which the sages said: “These and those are 
the words of the living God.” This is one of the reasons the Torah is called “a song” – because 
a song becomes more beautiful when scored for many voices interwoven in complex harmonies. 

There is room now for the instruction manual version of the Torah, the Shulchan Aruch [4] and its 
description of how to follow the 613 mitzvot. There is also room for all the many volumes of the 
Talmud and all its commentaries and footnotes, not to mention the thousands of books, essays, 
blogs, sermons written since. There is room for this and also that, for Talmudic legislation and its 
stories – are they mere illustrative anecdotes? Parables? Metaphors? Flights of fancy? Casual 
comments and throwaway lines? All of the above? 

And there is plenty of room – in fact there is a demand for – elucidations of hidden, syncretic, 
hieratic knowledge like Kabbalah. 

Finally, the difference between the performance of a song and its written score is the latter’s 
silence. This gap opens a vast space not only for all interpretation but for silence, for biting our 
tongues and for lifting our fingers from the keyboard to withhold saying what we think lurks in 
the text. There is room for the silence of humility or discretion or doubt. There is room for the 
silence that comes from the inability to say anything at all in the face of this infinite task. 

The Lost Music 

Moses was the only human who could hear God’s first original awesome utterance of the Torah 
and still have the wit to retain and transcribe it. All the other Israelites, assembled at the foot of 
Mount Sinai, quaked with fear and begged Moses to transform God’s voice into the new medium, 
like vinyl to MP3, or illuminated codex to printed book. Today, so much of this song has been lost 
before we even begin to approach the text: the original cadence, rhyme, melody, voice, sound of 
the original singing. Even if the Torah trope (melody) and the vocalizations given us by the 
Masoretes are aboriginal from Sinai, we missed that long blast from high. 

None of us can be Moses. We are all sentenced to yearn for, but never attain, perfect 
comprehension. That we can only capture snatches of the original tune demands respect for silence, 
even as we noisily and merrily try to recreate that sound from Sinai by singing the Torah (trope) 
and wordless Chassidic melodies (niggunim). 
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Judaism is a religion of words, and yet whenever the language of Judaism aspires to the spiritual 
it breaks into song, as if the words themselves sought escape from the gravitational pull of finite 
meanings. … Words are the language of the mind. Music is the language of the soul.[5] 

Yet if we do treat the Torah as a song or poem, we can’t perform the original with fidelity. Sadly, 
musical notation wasn’t included in the revelation on Sinai along with the alphabet, and we weren’t 
there to hear it. In its stead, though, comes a pleasure of the text, as French critic Roland 
Barthes[6] phrased it, if we approach the Torah with our ear tuned to its music and poetry. 

This pleasure transcends the many joys of scholarship: it opens something prayerful in the 
primitive Hebrew of the Scriptures that we lose when we erect rational understanding – clarity 
– as the goal of all interpretation. If the Torah is the Supreme Poem or Song, every syllable has 
a secret melody. 

[1] Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “The Torah as G-d’s Song,” https://www.chabad.org/parshah/article_cdo/aid/2308716/jewish/The-
Torah-as-G-ds-Song.htm 

[2] The Netziv (Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin), Preface to Ha’emek Davar, Parag 3 

[3] Rabbi Sacks, op. cit. 

[4] The Set Table. Codification of the laws of the Torah – halacha – written by Joseph Caro in 1563 

[5] Rabbi Sacks, op. cit. 

[6] Roland Barthes, Le Plaisir du texte (Editions du Seuil, 1973. 

 

 
Afterthoughts 
 
Although I preferred performance of piano as a child since it was immediately rewarding. Once I 
had mastered the piece and the musical memory in my fingers was now automatic I could enjoy 
the very music itself. My uncle Eric, the principal violist for the BBC symphony orchestra would 
mesmerize me with his fiddling on family get togethers, although I rarely heard my mother pick 
up the fiddle. As a concert violinist she had given up that career for my father and his religious 
halachic observance, which precluded her playing on Friday and Saturday evenings where most 
concerts took place.   
 
Music revealed itself to me one day when visiting a girlfriend’s mum who was dying of breast 
cancer. The Bach Brandenburg concerto no. 5 was playing in the background as she lay on satin 
sheets propped up, an Italian Contessa. From them on I was hooked. When they played the funeral 
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march of the Eroica Symphony during the Munich Olympics memorial to the 11 Israeli athletes I 
discovered the sense of the tragic in music that could never again be expressed in words. When I 
hear Debussy I realized that love could only be expressed in music sublimely. Every mood I 
experienced was better expressed by music.  
 
Yet Mum insisted I take musical theory and composition. Here all I saw was the mathematical 
reduction of musical genius into rules of western musicality, (which never applied to the east). I 
realized what “well-tempered” meant which involved bending the mathematical models of the 
scale to fit the western sense of musicality. I was pained to have to study the dry theory, harmony 
and counterpoint, since at that age I did not appreciate the science of music. 
 
Like a professor who studies the poetics of the Song of Songs, the style, literary genre, the grammar 
and prosidy, the use of metaphor and metimony, the allegory and the meter, he has made a career 
of it and received awards for his publications, yet never once has he fallen in love, understood the 
madness and obsession of love, the craziness and insanity of it, how it breaks lives apart and hurts 
so many in its wake.  
 
Later I realized the wisdom of my mother’s insistence. There was now a second appreciation for 
the underlying rules that governed the great composers, each with his own style. 
 
In the above review of chazal’s interpretation of the difference between shira and zimrah could it 
possibly mean the difference between these two ways of seeing music? 
 
Is it possible that zimrah was a reduction of music to the rational theory of composition where 
shira represented the total experience itself?  
 
Rabbi Shlomo Pappenheim explains that when used side-by-side the 
terms mizmor and shir assume specific meanings: shir denotes the words/lyrics of a song, 
while mizmor denotes the tune/melody of the song. 
 
MAHARAL (Sanhedrin 101a), writes that although calling the Torah a "Zimrah" is disrespectful, 
calling the Torah a "Shirah" is not. A Zimrah is a lighthearted tune, such as the tune a person hums 
to himself when he is in a merry mood. A Shirah, though, refers to a musical composition which 
requires great talent and concentration to compose or perform. I like his comparison and 
contrasting pop songs from classical music! He surely had heard both troubadours as well as 
Chopin in Prague! 
 
The Me’or Eynayim’s theory of Daas comes closest. Daas is the experience of the 
Torah/spirituality/the Divine beyond the rational analysis and theory. The halachic expertise and 
lomdus represents mere zimrah and David’s mistake was to extol the divine but limited to his own 
rational understanding. He would be punished mida keneged mida..with the forgetting of one 
particular law that every cheder kid knows by heart…the Levitical exclusion to carry the Ark on 
their shoulders. 
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The Ark then represents the external weight on the shoulders of the 
law/halacha/observance/lomdus/rational Hora’ah. But he failed to see Torah as what was inside 
the Ark, the Luchot…representing the heart the experience/Daas the music of Torah as a shira. 
 
Living in this paradox between shira and zimra we carve out our own individual religious 
experiences of the divine, some more rational others more experiential… 
 
What grabbed me about this gemoroh was its audacious criticism of David so against the Pshat of 
the story line in Samuel 6. They were clearly bothered by his use of the word zimrah despite its 
use as praise most other places. 
 
This led to an exploration of the musicality of Torah…. 
 
 
 
  
   
 
 
 


