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 Chodesh Tov.  

We are gathered here today in honor of the the arrival of a sefer torah to our community.  We have davened, and shortly we will dance, feast, and celebrate.  We do this together, as a community.  But there is another persona, or character in our celebration.  And that is the torah herself.  Right now she sits behind me in the aron.  Soon we will remove her, hold her, circle around her and dance with her. 

We do not call this event a hagigat sefer torah – a celebration of the sefer torah.  But a hachnasat sefer torah. - A welcoming of the sefer torah into her new home; emphasizing that she, herself, is a participant in this event, almost as though she is a person.

I choose this analogy between person and sefer torah deliberately, because within our tradition, there are many parallels between the way we interact with a sefer torah, and the way that we interact with a deeply revered, honored and beloved individual.
For example, unlike a regular book, we take care to dress a sefer torah in appropriate garb; often velvet with gold trim.  Sometimes the Torah is bejeweled with crowns and a breast plate.  And for special chagim, such as Rosh Hashanna and Yom Kippur, many communities change her outfit to white reflect the mood of the holiday.  (Just to note: that I have chosen to use the feminine pronoun and imagery here.  But Torah need not always evoke the feminine.  Indeed, in Yemen, the mantle covering a Torah case referred to as a “guftan, which was the term used to mean “standard male dress.” - p.94 Harvey  Goldberg)

Other examples:  When the Torah is removed from the aron, we stand in respect.  And when paraded through the shul, we come forward; desiring to be close, we kiss her.  So too, the Rambam – in his Mishna Torah – cautions us to take care about designating a special place for the Torah to reside.  Inside the shul, this means keeping her in an aron kodesh.  And if taking a Torah scroll while traveling, the Rambam tells, the scroll should not be thrown into a sack that is loaded onto a donkey.  Rather, as one rides on the animal, one should hold it close to ones chest.  Today, if we are taking a torah scroll in a car, we are careful not to throw it into the trunk, but rather place it on a seat and even buckle it in as one would do for a passenger.

So if the sefer torah is akin to a person, a hachnasa is in many ways like the welcoming of a child into a community through a brit milah or baby-naming.  This is particularly true when a hachnasa is held for a new sefer torah.  Generally, at this sort of event, the scroll arrives on the scene of the celebration unfinished – not yet a full, Kosher torah from which the community can publicly read.  And at the event itself, the sofer completes the last few letters.  Whereas just a few minutes before it is incomplete, with the sofer’s action, it becomes fully formed, and comes into itself.
At this sort of hachnasa, the community not only celebrates the fact that they now possess a sefer torah which they did not before.  They are also celebrating the birth – in a sense – of a new sefer torah in the world.  If we are to draw this analogy one step further:  I would say that at a simchat bat, or a brit millah, all the guests celebrate not only because they are happy for the parents who now have a new baby in their family.  They also sing, “siman tov, mazal tov.  Yihei lanu u’lochol yisrael,” words that indicate that this is an auspicious time for all of us (here) and for all of Israel.  Why for all of Israel?  Because a new baby signifies the continuity of klal yisrael; of all the Jewish people.  So too, a new torah born into the world signifies continuity and perpetuation.  Moshe received the Torah from Sinai and transmitted it to Joshua.  Joshua transmitted it to the Elders, the Elders to the Prophets, and the Prophets transmitted to the people of the Great Assembly.”  Those who take part in the writing of a new scroll join in this chain of transmission and perpetuation. 

If this is the case, what happens, in an instance in which a sefer torah is not new?  What happens – in other words - when a community welcomes a sefer torah that has had a previous life?  A sefer torah that is adopted?  Is it important to know where that sefer torah came from?  Where her previous home was, and through what channels she came into our possession?
I ask this question in part because when I was preparing to speak here today, my first thought was to give a talk about this particular sefer torah.  About how it came into our hands, and about its particular history.   In considering how I might do the research for this sort of talk, I thought of two directions in which I might proceed.  
The first would be to find people who knew this Torah, and could tell me about her past; to call the organization that sold us the torah, to find out from whom they received it, then call those people.  To jog their memories about when the Torah came into their community, under what circumstances, who donated it.  Perhaps I might even find a transcript from a speech made at this Torah’s first hachnasa.

Amy Robert, in fact, helped me to begin this research by getting in contact with the organization that sold the Torah to us, which is located in Skokie Illinois and is called “All Torah Scrolls dot Com.” This organization is a partnership between a sofer and a businessman.  According to their website, Yitzchak Winer, the sofer, has direct contact with sofrim in Israel.  These sofrim, in turn, procure used sifrei Torah which they transfer to him.  Once in his hands – back in Skokie – Yitzchak Winer then works to refurbish and restore them.  Avi Fox is the business man who works with Jewish organizations, synagogues, schools and institutions like ours, to help each one identify the best Torah to match their needs and financial means.  
During an initial phone conversation with Avi, Amy found out that our scroll, was – like most of his others - purchased from a broker in Israel.  But that it was difficult to trace exactly how the torah came into this individual’s hands.   If we pursued it, it sounded like might possibly find out some further information.  I decided not to, however, and I’ll explain why in a moment.
The second direction that I considered pursuing in order to learn about the provenance of our Sefer Torah, was to see what the scroll had to say for itself.  What might we learn by examining the parchment, the ink, the handwriting, the stitches that held the klaf together. For this task, we got information from the organization that sold it to us, as well as from Rabbi Miara, a local sofer whom we have relied on in the past, and who helped us to examine this sefer torah before purchasing it.

We learned, that there was, in fact little to learn.  It appears to be a Torah that was written in Europe before World War II.  It seems to have been well taken care of, and well-used (which interestingly go hand-in-hand, as a Torah that is regularly read from, is a Torah that is regularly taken out, and allowed to breath, which is what is best for preserving it).  But because there is little variation from sefer torah to sefer torah, it was hard to glean much more information than that.

One thing that I did do - before finally deciding that I would not pursue the search for the Torah’s provenance - was search for a marking or a hint, from the sofer himself.  It was just around the time that we were going to read breishit, so I was able to have a look at the very beginning of the scroll.  There, on the back, were a few cryptic notes, including the name “Yitchak” – who may well have been Yitzchak Winer, the sofer who refurbished the Torah.

What about the sofer who wrote originally wrote the sefer torah.  What was his name?  Where did he live?  Who commissioned him to write it?  Of this, I found nothing.  But after reading the section of the Rambam’s Mishna Torah, which outlines the laws pertaining to the writing of a sefer torah, I decided that I would look no further.

Here are a few things that I learned from reading the Mishne Torah:

Like tefillin and mezuzah, ink used for a Torah scroll must be pure black.  It may not contain even a tint of another color.  In fact, if the ink contains any hint of a color, or if it is written in gold the scroll is considered pasul, invalid. (Mishne Torah, Hilchot Tefillin, Mezuzah, v’Sefer Torah 1:5)
With regards to the parchment.  Prior to writing a scroll, the sofer must prepare it by ruling it.  If you look closely at a Torah scroll, you see horizontal lines scratched into the parchment under each line of text.  In addition, lines are made to indicate the border of each panel of parchment, beyond which no text is written. 

With regards to the style that the sofer must use to write the sefer torah, the Rambam provides precise instructions about how the letters and words must be spaced.  For example: the space between each word should be the size of a small letter.  And the length of each line should be thirty letters long, so that one can write the word l’mishpchoteihem three times across each line.  Many other such details are provided regarding the spacing of the letters, and the margins.

In addition, the Rambam takes care to provide instructions about the shape of the scroll itself.  He tells us that the measure of the circumference of the scroll (when fully rolled) should not exceed the length of the scroll (as it measures from top to bottom)  Likewise the length of the scroll, should not exceed the measure of the circumference (9:1)  .

From these laws, as well as many others like them, we learn what it is that a sofer must strive for in writing a sefer Torah.  The effort to create a beautiful Torah scroll is a practice in conformity to a precise format.  It involves no creativity.  The stamp of the sofer should in no way be present on the text itself.   The letters and words should contain no color, no golden embellishments.  Both literally and metaphorically, they are black with no flair of artistry or originality.
Further highlighting the importance of this approach is the Rambam’s instructions regarding how a sofer must go about the actual work of writing.  He writes that it is “permissible to write tefillin and mezuzot without [looking at] an existent text,” that is to say:  a sofer may write a mezuzah or tefillin from memory.  However, it is “forbidden to write even one letter of a Torah scroll without [looking at] an existent text.” (1:12)

From this I believe we can learn that a Torah scroll may not come from the mind of the sofer.  Instead, it must come from a previously written scroll.  No one should think that a sefer torah comes out of the imagination the person that writes it.  It is not the creation of the sofer, for the sofer is only a vessel for the transmission of the words of the Torah.

By the same token, the sofer can be sure that the Torah from which he transcribes, also does not bear a stamp of creativity or originality.  It too, is the purest representation of the Torah that came before it.  And the Torah that came before it.
This process also helps to explain why we must be so vigilant in insuring that a sefer torah contains no wrong letters, no stray marks, no deviations. There should be nothing within the sefer torah that sets it off from any other as a unique or individual.  

I believe that this framework for understanding what a sefer torah should and should not be, offers us an answer to question I posed about our adopted Torah, which we welcome today.  Does it matter where she came from?
We knew about Jews who lived in difficult times who went to heroic lengths to save their sifrei torah from destruction.  Jews from Iraq, for example, who were exiled from their homes in 1951, smuggled sifrei Torah out of the country on pain of punishment.  And Jews in Eastern Europe went to great lengths to hide their sifrei Torah before being shipped off to their own deaths.  Today, those who own these scrolls and lein from them, have the privilege of knowing the sacrifices that individuals who lived before them went through in order to save and preserve these very scrolls.

But about us?  We, who own a scroll and lein from it without knowing its particular story? And what if we were to find out the story of our scroll was actually not a very interesting story at all.  What if it had simply been just one among many Torahs?  If, for example, it belonged to a shul that merged with another shul, and that after the merger, the congregation found that they simply did not have enough room to house all of their sifrei Torah?

Of course, this is a totally hypothetical situation.  But if it did happen to be the story of our Torah, I would say that this Torah too, people have gone through heroic measures to save.  The Rambam teaches us that we should not view a sefer torah as a unique object, written by a particular person at a particular place and time.  Indeed, it should bear no stamps of historical context or individuality.

Drawing on this approach, we should see our sefer Torah that we welcome today, as the same Torah that Rabbi Akiva helped to preserve by martyring himself at the hands of the Romans.  It is the same Torah for which the Jews who lived in the Rhineland in the eleventh century were killed at the hands of the Crusaders.  It is the same Torah which the converses in medieval Spain continued to observe even as they feared death at the hands of the Inquisition.  And it is the words of this Torah that some Jews recited on their lips as they marched to their ends in the Nazi death camps.

This Torah is not only one which Jews died for.  It is also one which Jews lived by.  When our parents and grandparents celebrated their bar (and in some cases bat-) mitzvahs, it was this Torah that they read from.  When Beis Yaakov opened in 1917 to provide the girls of Krakow Poland with a formal Jewish education, it was this Torah that they studied.  When the Yisrael Meir Kagan (who was the Hafetz Chaim) engaged in debate with Rabbi Abraham Kook and Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch about how the Jewish people should respond to modernity, it was this Torah that formed the basis and enlivened their discussions.  Going back further in time:  It this Torah that Rambam , Ramban, Ibn Ezra and Rashi pored over and wrote their commentaries that continue to elucidate our reading of it to this day.  And going back even further:  It is this Torah to which Hillel referred when he summarized its essence as “What you dislike, do not do to your friend,” and then instructed, “The rest is commentary.  Go and learn!”
Let us take this Torah that Hillel spoke about so long ago; let us celebrate with it, let us lein from it, let us live by it, and – as a Hillel said – Let us “Go and Learn!”
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