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Vayelech 

The Torah Song 
 
 

"Now, write down this song and teach it to the 
people of Israel; put it in their mouths, in order 
that this poem may be My witness against the 
people of Israel."(31:19) 

 
The Sefer Hachinuch lists this passuk as the source for the final Mitzva 
of the 613 mitzvot in the Torah. It is the Mitzva to write a Sefer Torah. 
Is that the true meaning of this verse? After all doesn't the Torah refer 
to a song or a poem – "shira" rather than the writing of the entire 
Torah? Why is this verse interpreted by the Rabbis as a Mitzva to write 
a Sefer Torah? 
 
 

Chavruta Mekorot: 
 
1. Devarim 31:14-24.  
How does verse 19 and 22 (that discuss "shira") relate to the notion of 
"Sefer Torah" in verse 24? See also v.9 and 32:44 

 In other words, what has Moshe written here? 
 
2. Rashi, Rashbam, Ramban on 31:19. 
I have found the achronim to be most interesting here: Torah Temima, 
Hirsch, HaEmek Davar, HakTav Vehakabbala.. 
 
3. The Gemara in Eruvin 54b (wide lines) in a famous piece about the 
transmission of Torah Sheb'al Peh uses this passuk to teach us about 
teaching methodology for Torah… even to the extent of using 
"simanim," clues and memory aids. ("siman" being Rav Hisda's pun on 
the phrase "sima bephihem!") 
 
Halakhic: 
Rambam Hil. Tefillin,  Mezuzah and Sefer Torah 7:1 
Shulkhan Aruch. Yoreh Deah. Siman 170. 
 

 

Shiur Part 1 – What is "The Song?" 
 
THEORY A : THE SONG = HAAZINU 
 
What was the song that Moshe was required to write down and to 
teach to Bnei Yisrael? Both Rashi and Ramban tell us that it refers to 
Shirat Haazinu, the poem that appears in the following Chapter – 
Devarim ch.32. 
 
This is supported by the concluding line to Shirat Haazinu: 
 

"Moses came, together with Hoshea bin Nun and recited the 
words of this poem (shira) in the audience of Bnei Yisrael" 
(32:44) 

 
This would appear to be a direct fulfilment of the verse in which BOTH 
Moshe AND Yehoshua are addressed in the Ohel Moed and 
instructed: 
 

"Now, you (2
nd

 person plural) write down this song/poem 
(shira) and teach it to the people of Israel; put it in their 
mouths, in order that this poem may be My witness against 
the people of Israel."(31:19) 

 
Rashi and Ramban have full support for their position. Indeed it makes 
sense that Shirat Haazinu be committed to the collective national 
memory. The Shira talks about the dangers of national complacency in 
periods of comfort and tranquillity. It warns of the dangers of 
assimilation and idolatry and the destruction and national failure that 
will ensue if Israel deserts God. This prediction and warning of 

potential national ruin would seem to be an apt message to the 
"stiff-necked people." 
 
PUTTING IT IN CONTEXT 
 
If the Mitzva here is to write and memorise Shirat Haazinu, then 
we need to comprehend its mission, its message. The Malbim in 
a beautiful piece of d'rash, puts the writing of Shirat Haazinu into 
its wider context here in the Parsha. After all, why are we told to 
write down this Parsha? The verses inform us: 
 

"The Lord said to Moses: You are soon to lie with your 
fathers. This people will go astray after alien gods in their 
midst, in the land that they are about to enter; they will 
forsake Me and break my covenant that I made with 
them. Then my anger will flare up against them and I will 
abandon them and hide my face from them. They shall be 
ready prey; and many evils and troubles shall befall them 
… therefore, write down this song and teach it to the 
children of Israel… that this song be for Me a witness 
regarding the children of Israel." (31:16-19) 

 
The Malbim comments: 
 

"This can be appropriately explained by means of a 
parable: A king freed a slave from jail appointing him as 
responsible for his royal treasury. The king knew that this 
man had a long history as a thief. He also understood that 
he probably would not change this side of his character, 
the likelihood being that at some point, he would steal 
from the king, incurring his own death sentence. 
However, the king didn't want the man to die. And so, he 
recorded the entire episode in his royal archive; that the 
man was an incurable thief and that he himself had 
approved the appointment with full knowledge. Anyone 
who read the entry in the royal records thought that the 
purpose of the record was to deter and warn the thief that 
of he stole he would be severely punished. But in truth, it 
was a reminder for the king himself, that in the eventuality 
that the thief might commit the crime, the king would treat 
him lightly. After all he knew that the man was a thief and 
that he selected him. 
 
Similarly here; God says: I know that they will sin in the 
future, and therefore, WRITE DOWN THIS SONG for 
your own good. TEACH IT TO THE CHILDREN OF 
ISRAEL, MEMORISE IT, let it be in your memory, on the 
tips of your tongues as an excuse, an explanation to Me 
so that you not be punished IN ORDER THAT THIS 
SONG BE A TESTIMONY FOR ME REGARDING BNEI 
YISRAEL – this will testify as to their exemption from 
punishment." 

 
This is a very unusual reading, but it has a certain charm as it 
turns all the sinister foreboding of Shirat Haazinu on its head! For 
the Malbim, when the Torah states: "It should be for you as a 
witness", it does not mean to say that it shall be a witness for the 
prosecution, but a witness for the defence! This is not just 
another terrible warning that Am Yisrael shall sin; it is a reminder 
to God that he chose us in spite of our faults and our 
waywardness. 
 
HALAKHIC IMPLICATIONS 
 
Now if Moses is instructed to write Shirat Haazinu there will be no 
Mitzva of writing a Sefer Torah. Indeed this is the opinion of 
certain Rishonim[1]. The Mitzva is simply for Moshe to write 
Haazinu.  
 
And yet, the majority of Halakhic authorities do list this verse as 
the source for writing down the entire Torah! One wonders why 
they see this verse as a prooftext. 
 
The RAMBAM resolves the clash between p'shat and Halakha in 
an interesting way. 
 

"It is a Positive Commandment incumbent upon every 
man of Israel to write for himself a Sefer Torah, as it 
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states: Now write for you this song. That is to say, write the 
Torah which contains this song since we do not write individual 
parshiot of the Torah." [2]   

 
The Rambam's methodology here is interesting. The real Mitzva is to 
write Shirat Haazinu. However, the Halakha mandates that  the Torah 
not be written other than as an organic entity, a single  unit. In other 
words, the writing of the entire Torah is mandated in order to facilitate 
the Mitzva of writing Shirat Haazinu. [3] 
 
[This rather convoluted methodology of the Rambam was once given a 
deeper meaning by my Rosh Yeshiva, Rav Amital shlita . In a "drasha" 
at Seuda Shlishit 5749, Rav Amital presented the following idea, which 
in a sense is quite radical. Rav Amital asserted that Shirat Haazinu 
essentially represents a study in History. "Remember world history, 
consider the fluctuations of generations; discuss it with your father and 
he shall inform you, your elder and he shall tell you." (32:7) If we follow 
the Rambam's logic, the entire Torah is being written in order to 
facilitate a text that interprets Jewish history, a key to decoding the 
past and future. What does this mean?  
 
Rav Amital posited that History and Torah are integrally connected. 
Without an understanding of our Historical situation, one can misread 
and misapply the entire Torah! The Torah rests upon Shirat Haazinu in 
order to tell us that a Torah divorced from the needs and context of its 
time, cannot be correct. And the converse us true as well. Rav Amital 
critiqued those who divorce our national History from Judaism seeing 
the course of Medinat Yisrael as a political secular process with no 
connection to God.] 
 
THEORY B – THE SONG =THE ENTIRE TORAH 
 
However, there is a second school of commentators that prefer to see 
the command to write a Sefer Torah as flowing more naturally from the 
text itself. The "shira" under discussion is the ENTIRE TORAH. How 
might this work? After all, the Torah uses the phrase "shira!" What 
might this term imply? 
 
1. The Netziv 
 

"In Massechet Nedarim 38 it is suggested that the phrase 
"shira" as in "Write down this song" applies to the entire 
Torah…. How may the entire Torah be compared to song or 
poetry, after all it is not written in poetic style. Rather we must 
suggest that Torah as a whole contains the inner qualities of 
poetry in that poetry uses language in a unique way. Everyone 
knows that poetry differs from prose in that the ideas are not 
explicitly expressed, as in prose. In poetry one needs a 
commentary alongside the poem to say: "this stanza refers to 
this or that." This is not an external addition to the text, but this 
is the very nature of poetry, even for the layman. Moreover, in 
poetry, an expert, one who understands the allusion and the 
choice of phrase, will be enlightened by the language and style 
of the poem in a way radically different to a person who simply 
wishes to know the basic theme of the poem. In fact that 
person, ignorant in poetry, will probably emerge 
misunderstanding the intent of the poet.  Such is the nature of 
Torah. The stories are not explicitly interpreted and laid out 
before the reader. Rather one has to create a commentary that 
dwells upon the allusions, the precision of language … maybe 
alluding to a particular law, a teaching or a midrash." (HaEmek 
Davar. Introduction to Torah sect.3) 

 
 
2. Torah Temimma 
 
One might suggest a different approach that puts the phrase "shira" in 
a more textual (p'shat) framework. Look at the parsha. Verse 9 talks 
about Moshe writing the Torah: 

 
"9 And Moses wrote this law, and delivered it unto the priests 
the sons of Levi…" 
 

Verse 19 has God instructing Moshe to write down this "song" as a 
testimony and witness to the nation: 
 

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.  

 
And then in verse 22, 26 and 30 we are told that Moses 
completes the Torah. [4]  

 
22 So Moses wrote this song the same day, and taught 
it the children of Israel. 23 And he gave Joshua the son 
of Nun a charge, and said: 'Be strong and of good 
courage; for thou shalt bring the children of Israel into 
the land which I swore unto them; and I will be with 
thee.' 24 And it came to pass, when Moses had made 
an end of writing the words of this law in a book, until 
they were finished, 25 that Moses commanded the 
Levites, that bore the ark of the covenant of the LORD, 
saying: 26 'Take this book of the law, 

 
There is certainly some ambiguity here. Is Moses writing the Law 
or the Song? 
 
Two options come to mind. The first is that the word "shira" is 
simply a synonym for "Torah." Then, the verses flow smoothly. 
The conclusion being that the verses are discussing a single 
creation; the Torah Shebichtav.   
 
Alternatively, we might suggest that this song is indeed Shirat 
Haazinu, but that effectively it completes the Torah. The Torah 
Temima follows this second approach: 
 

"This works according to the theory posited in Talmud 
Gittin 60b that the Torah was written in successive 
instalments i.e. whenever Moses was transmitted a 
particular parsha, he would write it down, until the end of 
the forty wilderness years. Now, when he comes to write 
Shirat Haazinu, and God tells him that his death is 
imminent, the Torah adds that "now" i.e. now that all the 
sections are complete write this down and complete it. 
Now that the Torah is complete, "teach it to the People of 
Israel." Hence, the essence of this Mitzva is the writing of 
the entire Torah." 

 
The Torah Temmima is discussing the precise moment in which 
Chumash was written. He follows a tradition that the Torah was 
transmitted in instalments. Apparently, this Shira is the final 
instalment of Torah. With that final jigsaw piece, the 5 Books of 
the Torah are now complete and whole. 
 

 



Shiur Part 2: Halakha – Writing a Torah 
 
And now, on a more Halakhic note, this mitzva should create 
something of a challenge for us, in a Halakhic sense. After all, this is 
one of 613 mitzvot. How is it that so few Jews write themselves a 
Sefer Torah? Shouldn't every Yeshiva High School teach the art of 
writing a Sefer Torah as an elementary skill if this is a Mitzva 
Mide'oraita? 
 
The answer to this question might relate to the fundamental thrust of 
this Mitzva. Why do we have to write a Sefer Torah? Is it that we have 
to WRITE it, or maybe it is enough simply to OWN a Sefer Torah?  
 
We can present a logic to either possibility.  
 
If the Mitzva is to WRITE a Sefer Torah, maybe the purpose is to 
engage in the process of letting the words of Torah flow through the 
person. Alternatively, we might suggest that the aim of the Mitzva is to 
increase the number of Sifrei Torah in the world, therefore a new Sefer 
Torah must be written. (The obvious difference between these two 
opinions will be whether I may have a Sefer Torah written for me 
without me writing it personally.) 
 
But maybe the Mitzva is not to write a Sefer Torah, nor to have one 
written especially for you, but to OWN a Sefer Torah. The logic here 
might be that a Sefer Torah affects the person who owns it in some 
way. We shall discuss the possible logic here later in the shiur. 
 
One classic difference between the theory of ownership vs. writing, 
may be found in the Gemara:  
 

Rav said: Even if a person inherited a Sefer Torah, he must 
write one on his own, as it states "Write this Poem." 
(Massechet Sanhedrin 21b) 
 

WRITING OR LEARNING? 
 
Further options are available, however in the theory behind the 
Halakha of this Mitzva. In this regard, I found a comprehensive 
analysis of this topic in an article by Professor Gilat of Bar Ilan that I 
found in one of the shiurim on the (very useful – full of excellent 
content) Bar Ilan Parshat Hashavua website. (You can find the article 
at http://www.biu.ac.il/JH/Eparasha/nitzavim/gilat.html ) 
 
Prof. Gilat poses the question… 

Let us examine the content and substance of the 
commandment to write a Sefer Torah. Is this an independent 
commandment like those of tzitzit (corner fringes on 
garments), tefillin (phylacteries) and mezuzah (the inscription 
on the door- post of a house), which are not in any way 
dependent on the general commandment to study the Torah, 
or perhaps, the main point of this commandment is that every 
Jew should have a Sefer Torah in his home so that he can 
study from it, in order to learn to fear the Lord?  

Each of these two ideas has numerous implications for the 
extent of the commandment and the manner in which it must 
be observed. The following are but a few examples:  

A. If a man writes a Sefer Torah for himself and later dedicates 
it to a synagogue or gives it as a gift and removes it from his 
home - has he observed the commandment of writing a Sefer 
Torah, or not? If we assume that the main point of the mitzvah 
is the actual writing of the Sefer Torah, then he has fulfilled his 
obligation. After all, he wrote a Sefer Torah and we are not 
concerned with what happens after that. However, if we say 
that the crucial issue is that every Jew have a Sefer Torah in 
his home in order to be able to study it, then from the moment 
he removed from his house he is delinquent in observing a 
positive commandment, and is obliged to write another Sefer 
Torah. This was the halakhic decision rendered by Rabbi 
Abraham Chaim Shorr, author of Torat Chaim and one of the 

great Torah scholars of the 17th century, in his 
commentary on Sanhedrin 21b. [5]  

B. Are women included in the obligation to write a Sefer 
Torah? If the main point of the commandment is to fulfill 
the mitzvah of Torah study, since women are exempt from 
the obligation to study the Torah they would be exempt as 
well from the commandment to write a Sefer Torah. This 
is the position expressed by the author of Sefer 
Hachinuch, 613: "It (the commandment that every one of 
Israel write a Sefer Torah for himself) applies everywhere 
and at all times to men, who are obligated to study the 
Torah... and not to women". However, if writing a Sefer 
Torah is a separate commandment, independent of the 
commandment to study the Torah, then women should 
also be obliged to fulfill it, since it is not one of those 
commandments which must be observed at a specified 
time from which women are generally exempt. [6]  

C. If, in fact, the main point of the commandment is the 
actual writing of the Sefer Torah, everyone should have to 
observe it once during his lifetime. "Diligent people are 
quick to observe the commandments as soon as possible" 
(zerizim makdimim le-mitzvot) is a known motif in the 
Halachah, but even if one delayed observing this 
commandment and did so only at the end of his life, he 
has still observed it to the letter of the law.  

However, if we assume that the main point of the 
commandment is so that every Jew will have a Sefer 
Torah in his home from which he can study at all times, 
then in that case he must observe the commandment to 
write a Sefer Torah as soon as he becomes legally 
responsible for the observance of the commandments 
(bar mitzvah) and every moment that passes while he is 
without a Sefer Torah places him in the category of 
having ignored a positive commandment. Even if he 
writes a Sefer Torah later on, the benefit which he derives 
from it is from then on but does not make up for the non-
fulfillment of this commandment in the past. [7]  

D. Finally, we must examine the following far-reaching 
conclusion, noted by several Rishonim, based on the link 
between writing a Sefer Torah and the study of Torah. 
The Rosh (Rabbi Asher ben Yechiel) in his legal 
determinations (Piske ha-Rosh), Rabbi Yerucham Ben 
Rabbi Meshulam in his book Sefer Toldot Adam 
Vechavah and Rabbenu Ya'akov ben Ha-Rosh, author of 
the Tur, all of whom lived in the 13th and 14th centuries, 
wrote as follows:  

"... And thus it was in former generations, that each 
person would write a Sefer Torah and study from it, 
but now, when we write a Sefer Torah and place it 
in the synagogue to be read publicly, there is a 
positive commandment incumbent on every Jew 
who can afford to do so to write the Five Books of 
Moses (chumashim), the Mishnah and the Talmud 
and their interpretations, so that he and his sons 
can study them, because the purpose of the 
commandment of writing a Sefer Torah is so that 
one may study from it, as it is written 'Teach it to 
the Children of Israel, put it in their mouths' (31:19), 
and through the Talmud and its commentaries a 
man can learn the explanation of the 
commandments and know the laws perfectly, 
therefore these are the books which a man must 
write for himself, and not sell them".  
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The opinion of the Rosh caused many a raised eyebrow 
among the commentators to the Tur and the Shulchan Aruch. 
Rabbi David son of Rabbi Shmuel (16th-17th cent.), author of 
the commentary Turei Zahav on the Shulchan Aruch ( the 
Taz), asked:  

"How can we abolish the positive commandment of 
"write down this poem" simply because "things have 
changed"? (Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh De'ah 270, 4).  

Furthermore, Rabbi Yosef Karo, in his Bet Yosef on the Tur, 
tries to modify the words of the Rosh with the interpretation 
that the Rosh had no intention of abolishing the obligation to 
write a Sefer Torah; he simply wanted to add another 
obligation - to write or obtain copies of the Five Chumashim, 
the Mishnah and the Talmud.  

These challenges to the opinion of the Rosh are based on the 
perception that the commandment to write a Sefer Torah is not 
an integral part of the mitzvah of Torah study. However, the 
opinion of the Rosh, which Rabbenu Yerucham attributes the 
Babylonian Gaonim, is based on the view that the 
commandment to write a Sefer Torah is the means to the end 
of increasing the knowledge of Torah and its observance by 
the People of Israel. If, in ancient times, it was possible to 
make do solely by copying the text of the Written Torah, today, 
as in the days of the Rosh, we must see to it that the Oral Law 
as well (Torah she-be'al peh), in its written form as Mishnah 
and Talmud, be present in every Jewish home. Only in this 
way can we be certain that we will properly understand and 
observe the commandments and laws. Rabbi Yehoshua Falk 
Katz, author of the Sm"a , in his books Derishah u-Prishah 
on the Tur, and Rabbi Shabtai Hacohen (the Shach), both of 
them commentators on the Shulchan Aruch in the 16th and 
17th centuries, support this opinion of the Rosh. They maintain 
that in our times one observes the commandment of writing a 
Sefer Torah by purchasing published editions of the Five 
Books of Moses, the Talmud, Codes of Jewish Law (Poskim) 
and Responsa (She'elot Utshuvot).  

IN CONCLUSION 
 
We have attempted to discuss this Mitzva from a variety of angles; the 
Biblical, and the Halakhic. We now understand that possibly our 
buying Sefarim might constitute a fulfillment of a Mitzva De'oraita! 
 
Shabbat Shalom! 

 

FOOTNOTES 
 
[1] Rav Saadia Gaon, the Baal Halachot Gedolot, the Sefer Yerayim. 
[2] Mishne Torah. Hil. Tefillin,  Mezuzah and Sefer Torah 7:1 
[3] Many have raised queries regarding the Rambam's logic here. 
First, maybe the Torah mandates us to write Shirat Haazinu apart, in 
the same manner as we write Mezuzot and tefillin without harming the 
integrity of the wholeness of Torah. 
Second, maybe there is no issur of writing individual parshiot. This is a 
discussion found in Talmud Gittin 60b, and there, two views are 
presented.  
The Achronim deal with this Rambam. See Shaagat Aryeh #34; 
Chatam Sofer Yoreh Deah #254. 
[4] This is the approach of the Ralbag – brought in Nechama 
Leibowitz's gilyon 5711-12. 
[5] The Chid"a in "Darchei Yosef," Yoreh De'ah, 72,11 wrote similarly, 
however compare: "Pitchei Teshuvah" on Yoreh De'ah 72,3.  
[6] See: " Sha'agat Aryeh", par. 35; "Aruch Hashulchan" 72, 5-6; 
"Avnei Nezer" by Rabbi Abraham of Sokatschov, Yoreh De'ah par. 
352; "Da'at Kohen" by Rabbi Abraham Isaac Hakohen Kook, Yoreh 

De'ah. Jerusalem, 1942, par. 68; Rabbi Yosef Kapach in 
Maimonides' "Sefer Hamitzvot", Jerusalem, 1971, p.67, note 85.  
[7] See: Minchat Chinuch by Rabbi Yosef Babad, 613, 10. 
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