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Why Is the Torah So Hard To Read
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One of the more unusual features of a Torah scroll is that it lacks vowels and punctuation. Yet
when one considers the importance of precision when reading from a Torah scroll in
synagogue, the lack of vowels and punctuation is quite striking. Though it might put baalei
keriah out of work, wouldn’t it be so much easier if Torah scrolls had vowels and punctuation
like the chumashim we use to follow along with the Torah reading? Is their absence simply an
attempt to preserve continuity between the Torah scrolls of our ancestors and those of today or
is there more at stake here?

According to the Shulchan Arukh (Yoreh Deah 274:7), not only is the practice that a Torah
scroll should be written without vowels and punctuation, but including them makes the Torah
scroll invalid (pasul), such that it can no longer be used for a public reading of the Torah.
Though this requirement does not appear in the Gemara and is only hinted to in Massechet
Sofrim (3:7), general practice follows the Shulchan Arukh and it is the norm for all Torah scrolls
in use today. In a teshuvah of the Rashba (238), he is asked why this is the case and explains
that vowels and punctuation are not written into a Torah scroll is because “we only have that
which was given to us at Mount Sinai.” The Torah that the Jewish people received at Mount
Sinai was without vowels and punctuation, and the one we read from today must be the same.

In an interesting teshuvah, the Radbaz (Rabbi David ben Solomon ibn Zimra, 1479-1573)
further explores this question and offers a series of theological reflections on why a Torah scroll
cannot have any vowels or punctuation. He cites midrashim and other sources to argue that
unlike other texts, which are defined by a singular reading, the Torah can be read on many
different levels. For example, it is read one way by the angels and in other ways by human
beings. Each word of the Torah contains a surplus of meaning that invites additional analysis
no matter how many times one has read it. The vowels, punctuation, and trope that we use for
the proper reading of the Torah are of course important, but they are to be considered as part
of the Oral Torah, the ongoing interpretation of the Written Torah. They never fully determine
the meaning of the Torah, and to write them into a Torah scroll would impose fixed meaning on
the divine letters and words, and in a sense, would profane them. Because a Torah scroll lacks
vowels and punctuation, our encounter with it serves as a reminder that there are “seventy
faces of Torah.”
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Responsa, Radbaz 3:643

| will share my opinion regarding your question why is it that vowels are not written on a Torah
scroll even though everything was given to Moshe at Mount Sinai. In truth, it would have been
appropriate for the trope to be written in the Torah scroll, so that the reader could read them
properly without confusion, for even the trope explains the meaning of the written words
sometimes.

Answer:

Your question is connected to what the angels asked the Holy One blessed be He when

Moshe went up to receive the Torah. The ministering angels said, “Why has one born of
woman come among us?” The Holy One blessed be He answered them, “He has come to
receive the Torah.” In response, the angels told God, “Give it to us, as it is written, “You who
have covered the heavens with Your splendor” (Psalms 8:2). In turn, Moshe said to the angels,
“What is written in the Torah? ‘Do not murder! Do not commit adultery! etc.” Do you have
murder amongst you? Is there adultery amongst you? Why would the Torah be for you?” The
angels agreed with Moshe and said, “Oh Lord, our Lord, how majestic is Your name throughout
the earth” (Psalms 8:10).

One could raise the following difficulty: Is it really possible the angels did not know the answer
[that the Torah contained laws that appeared irrelevant to them]? Rather, one could say that
they would read the Torah in a different heavenly way without the spaces between the words,



in a manner similar to the [way the] names of God [are read]. As the rabbis said, the entirety of
the Torah are the names of the Holy One blessed be He. God informed them [the angels] that
there with another earthly reading of Torah that was dependent on the spaces between the
words and related to human matters of impurity and purity, that which is prohibited and
permitted, exemptions and obligations, and the rest of the laws.

After knowing this you will understand the answer to your question, because God commanded
that the Torah be written without vowels and trope like the Torah was when it was with Him
[before it was given to Moshe]. This [the lack of vowels and punctuation in the Torah] would
allow for two readings, one heavenly and one earthly, so that one who can grasp them will
grasp them. So too the rabbis said that Bezalel joined together the letters [of Torah] which had
been used to create the heaven and the earth.

The vowels and trope were passed on [to Moshe] like the remainder of the Oral Torah, which is
a commentary on the Written Torah. So too, the vowels and trope are a commentary on the
Written Torah. It is known that the letters [of Torah] without vowels and trope have many
meanings, different possible combinations, and even contradict readings. Therefore, the
vowels and trope were not given to be written in the Torah scroll. They are written in
chumashim so that the way Torah is to be read will not be forgotten. This was done because of
“a time to act for God” (Psalms 119:121) like the remainder of the Oral Torah...

If one adds vowels and punctuation to a Torah scroll, one has given it boundary and
measure.... It would only be possible for it to be read and interpreted according to the specific
vowels in each word. However, because a Torah scroll contains all kinds of perfection and in
every word hangs heaps and heaps, we do not add vowels so that it can be interpreted in all
different kinds of perfection. Therefore, the rabbis said [in many midrashim], “Don’t read it as
this. Rather, read it is as that!” If the Torah had specific punctuation, we could not say this...

The entirety of the Torah functions this way, and therefore the rabbis said, “There are seventy
faces to Torah.”
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