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WRITTEN IN STONE

This shiur is sponsored by Aaron & Lillian Fuchs and Jason Fuchs in memory of Lillian’s mother,
Sylvia Glatter, Zelda bat Leah a”h, whose yahrtzeit is on 14 Elul.

1. DEVARIM 27:1-8 — THE TORAH SHOULD BE WRITTEN ON STONES
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Moshe and the Elders of Israel commanded the people, saying, keep all of the mitzvas which | am
commanding you today. And it shall be on the day on which you pass over the Jordan to the land which
the Lord your God gives to you, you shall erect for yourselves great stones and coat them with plaster.
And you shall write on them all the words of this Torah when you have passed over, in order that you
shall go into the land which the Lord your God gives to you, a land flowing with milk and honey, as the
Lord, the God of your forefathers, said to you. And it shall be when you have passed over this Jordan
that you shall erect these stones which | am commanding you today on Mount Eival, and you shall coat
them with plaster. And there, you shall build an altar to the Lord, your God, an altar of stones. You shall
not wield any iron upon them. You shall build the altar of the Lord, your God, out of whole stones. And
on it, you shall offer up burnt offerings to the Lord, your God. And you shall slaughter peace offerings,
and you shall eat there, and you shall rejoice before the Lord, your God. And you shall write on the
stones all the words of this Torah very clearly.

2. TUR HA’ARUCH — WAS THE WHOLE TORAH WRITTEN ON THESE STONES?

“You shall inscribe upon them all the words of this Torah.” lbn Ezra writes, quoting Rabbeinu Saadya
Gaon, that it was a list of the commandments that was inscribed on these stones, in a manner similar
to the well-known work Halachot Gedolot, where the commandments are recorded in the form of a list
of warnings of what to do and what not to do. The words 20'n X2, normally understood to mean “in
clearly comprehensible language”, in this context means “in clearly legible script” and does not refer to
interpretation. Some commentaries claim that the entire text of the Torah was inscribed on these
stones with careful attention given to the crowns on all the letters, and in addition the text was
translated and inscribed in 70 languages. In which case, either the stones were extremely large, or a
miracle occurred that enabled the scribes to accomplish this.



3. SHADAL — IT REFERS TO THE BLESSINGS AND CURSES
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Perhaps, as in the opinion of Ralbag in the commentary of Joshua 8, that “all the words of the Torah”
mentioned here and there [in Joshua] refer to the blessings and the curses as explicitly stated there:
“Then read all the words of the Torah the blessing and the curse.”

4. RAV ZV| SHIMON - PERHAPS THE WHOLE TORAH WAS INSCRIBED, THIS WAS VERY IMPORTANT

Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman (1843-1921) brings archaeological support to show that writing the whole
Torah on stone is not such a far-fetched idea, and might not have required a miracle. The Code of
Hammurabi (a code of law from the 18th century BCE authored by Hammurabi, king of Babylon)
composed of 232 articles, an introduction and a conclusion, was inscribed on one large basalt rock in
tiny letters. Therefore, in our particular case — in which the number of stones is not specified — it is
entirely plausible to suggest that the whole Torah was inscribed on stone. According to the source
cited by Ramban this “Torah rock” served as a prototype, an authoritative version of the Torah. In the
biblical period, when texts were made by manually copying others, this type of master text was of
great importance. The Torah text requires utmost precision. Every letter, and even every decoration of
the letters is very important. In order to prevent corruption of the text and to ensure the preservation
of the original version of the Torah, the Torah itself commanded the establishment of an authoritative
text to be visible and accessible to all. This was the reason for the commandment to inscribe the Torah
on stone and set it up in the heart of the country, on Mount Eval in Sh’chem.

5. OHR HACHAIM — ANOTHER POSSIBLE PURPOSE OF THIS COMMANDMENT
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“In order that you may enter the land, etc.” Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra explains this to mean that when
you commence observing His commandments, i.e. by inscribing the stones (and this is the first
commandment), you will enter the Holy Land as a reward for this. Ramban understands the words: “in
order that you will enter” as a commandment to inscribe the entire Torah on these stones at the time
the Israelites would cross the Jordan [as opposed to Ibn Ezra who wrote that only the actual
commandments were inscribed on these stones].

| do not believe that either one of these two explanations does justice to the plain meaning of our
verse. Another thing we have to explain are the words 17 1'nIaN 717X ‘N 12T WWKRD — “as the Lord the
God of your fathers has said to you.” The Torah should have written the word 317, to you, immediately
after the words 12T "wKD, and there would have been no doubt about who had said this to the
Israelites.



However, the Torah had to consider the fact that previously Moses had told the Israelites that the fact
that they would enter the Holy Land was not due to their own merits, but as a consequence of the
wickedness of the Canaanites residing there at that time. Another reason given by the Torah for the
Israelites entering and taking possession of the land was the promise God had made to their
forefathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. In view of all this, the Torah here had to state that fulfiiment of
a commandment would be a factor in the Israelites entering the Holy Land due to their own nixn input.
The positioning of the word 17 at the end of the verse is an arbitrary decision by Moses, the author of
our verse. The pattern of the whole pasuk should be understood as follows: “in order that your entry
into the land which God your God gives you, in accordance with what He said to your forefathers, will
be because you are entitled to by your own merit [because you carry out this commandment], so that
you do not have to rely on the covenant God made with your ancestors.”

6. CHIBBAH YETEIRA (R. YEHUDA HENKIN) — WRITING DOWN TORAH SHE’BA’AL PEH
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7. SHEM MISHMUEL — TWO ASPECTS OF THE SOUL (R. HARVEY BELOVSKI TRANSLATION)
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Let us consider this most unusual mitzvah, the writing of a Torah not in the normal manner, but instead
on stones. It is noteworthy that the normal material on which the text of the Torah is written is
parchment, the skin of a kosher beast, which comes from the animal kingdom, whereas on this
occasion it was to be written on stone, an inanimate substance. This fundamental difference holds the
key to understanding the purpose of this one-time mitzvah, which was performed as klal Yisrael
entered the land. My holy father noted that the whole function of writing a sefer Torah is to fix the
ideas contained therein firmly in the heart of the writer. This is expressed by the following verse:

729 MY Yy 02nd — “write them upon the tablet of your heart.” (Mishlei 3:3)



The parchment which is used for a Sefer Torah is certainly intended to reflect this great aim. The skin of
the animal must first be treated before writing can begin. If untreated skin is used, the whole exercise
is futile, as the writing is invalid. This symbolizes the fact that one needs preparation before Torah can
be effectively received. Just as the skin needs refining before the writing can be valid, so too, one
needs to take steps to remove any traces of personal defilement before beginning one’s Torah
development. The problem with this is that it is Torah study itself which enables the person to
overcome any intrinsic character defects [as it says in the Zohar] ‘Come and see! No man is ever
purified except with the words of Torah.” (Zohar HaKadosh 3:80b) How, then, can this vicious circle be
broken? It seems that to achieve purification one needs Torah, but to learn Torah requires prior
purification!

Actually, we can resolve this difficulty by suggesting that there are two distinct facets to the Jewish
heart. The deepest and most fundamental aspect is the seat of the Divine soul; this cannot be defiled
and is impervious to alien forces. The second, more external manifestation of the Jewish heart is much
more impressionable; it is able to receive influence from the outside. This means that while it can
receive good influences, it is can also be defiled by bad influences. It is this secondary aspect which one
is instructed to purify. This purification will enable it to accept and retain Torah knowledge and ideals.

The way this works is absolutely clear. The inner aspect of the heart is always capable of instigating a
program of Torah study and mitzvah observance. By stimulating this inner, Godly element, one will
enable its influence to spread to the more coarse, outer manifestation, which will have a cleansing and
purifying effect. Once this stage has been reached, even the secondary aspect of the heart will be
ready to receive the Torah. Without this prior purification, nothing positive will result.

It is the first stage to which the Zohar refers, in which the inner core of the Jew grasps the Torah and
allows it to spread to the rest of the personality. The second step is similar to the writing of a Sefer
Torah, in which the skin is prepared before the writing commences. The hide hints at the outer part of
the personality, which must first be prepared before it can successfully receive the Torah. This is hinted
at by the very requirement to write a Sefer Torah on parchment, the product of an animal. The animal
world is subject to change. The passage of time affects the animal, and the processes of nature ensure
that after a certain period the animal’s cells are replenished. This symbolizes the outer part of the
heart, which is also subject to change, for through the influence of the inner, non-defilable part, it can
be improved and sanctified. However, the inner, intrinsically holy part of the personality is unchanging
and unchangeable. As such, it is represented by stone, which is the least changing entity in the
creation.

When the Jewish nation was about to enter Eretz Yisrael, they were making a new start in a new land.
They needed a tangible reminder of the correct way in which to begin their service of God. So God
required them to erect stones and write the text of the Torah upon them. This indicates that the first
element of Divine service comes from the innermost, unchanging part of the personality. They were to
try to arouse the holy attachment to Torah which lay deep within them and allow it to pervade and
purify the rest of their personalities.



