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Many of our worship songs have their words taken directly from the Bible, which is a 

wonderful thing. This is also the case with the famous Byrds song ‘Turn! Turn! Turn!’ that 

has featured in our worship so far in this new year. Actually it was Pete Seeger, the father 

of American folk music, that wrote this song whose words are directly lifted from the book 

of Kohelet. Seeger, who sadly passed away in 2014, wasn’t Jewish, but throughout his life 

he was profoundly influenced by Judaism and this influence made its way into his songs. 

Seeger wrote ‘Turn! Turn! Turn!’ back in the 1960s as a reaction to the Vietnam War, 

hoping that its final lines “A time for peace, I swear it’s not too late” would speak to the 

soul of the American nation at a time of great blood-letting. Actually, as anyone familiar 

with Kohelet chapter 3 will instantly know, the wonderful hook, “turn, turn, turn”, was 

added by Seeger since he felt that it summed up the meaning of the whole chapter and 

obviously also made sense musically too. And of course he was right; the fundamental idea 

running through Kohelet chapter 3 is that not only is there a time for everything in life, and 

these times represent seasons as it were that we pass through on our journey, but that life 

itself, like the seasons, is continually revolving, continually turning like a wheel, and being 

renewed. It is for this reason that we speak of the life-cycle.  This is something that is also 

continually turning, and yet in spite of this so many of us actually think of life as being a 

linear experience in which we are born and then we die, and that’s the end; but that is not 

the Biblical perspective, which is that life does not end with death, but that through death 

and resurrection we are renewed and become something much more glorious than we 

were before. Speaking of this life cycle Yeshua said, “Yes, indeed! I tell you that unless a 

grain of wheat that falls to the ground dies, it stays just a grain; but if it dies, it produces a 

big harvest.” When we speak of the life cycle therefore, even though it involves death, what 

we are really speaking about is a continual renewal. Something that is continually being 

turned over. Wikipedia puts it this way: “A life cycle is a period involving all different 

generations of a species succeeding each other through means of reproduction.” In other 

words, as the writer of Kohelet put it, just as there is a time to die there is a time for birth. 

In time one new generation replaces another; life is renewed and continues on its path. 

The events of the Jewish life cycle act to mark the rotation of this cycle amongst us. Thus 

just as one sits shiva, another celebrates the birth of a baby girl; a baby boy is b’rit milahed; 

yet another is bar or bat mitzvahed; another is married. As surely as Rosh Chodesh reminds 

us of the continual birth, flourishing and death of the moon, so our life-cycle events keep 

the wheel of Jewish life turning around and around.  These life-cycle events are not only 

important to those who participate in them as they punctuate the passage of their earthly 

life, but they remind us that we are part of collective whole - the Jewish people - and not 

only in our contemporary generation, but part of a collective whole that stretches back to 

our father Avraham and our mother Sarah. As one Jewish man has said, looking back on 

his bar mitzvah: “There’s a real sense of belonging when you realise that what you’re doing 

is the same thing that somebody else has done, and somebody else has done, all the way 

back: and not because they felt like it or somebody suggested they might do it but 

because that was what God told them to do... When I walk through the streets of 
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Manchester with my kippa on my head I get some funny looks and a few abusive remarks 

but that’s the sort of thing you learn to live with. It’s worth it because this is my destiny. 

There’s no reason why I should be ashamed of it or try to hide it.”  

 

But it isn’t just the events of our life cycle which speak of the continual renewal of Judaism 

and the Jewish people. The holy days which Hashem Himself gave us and which mark the 

seasons of our year also lead us through the path of both individual and communal 

renewal.  These too continually rotate and bring life to us as they mark the passage of each 

year. As Arthur Waskow writes in his book ‘Seasons of our Joy’: “The rain. The dew. The 

dryness. And then rain again, and dew, and dryness. The story of the circling year.  From 

the rabbis, mystics, and farmers of sixteen centuries ago we have a book that tells the story 

of the circling year. That teaches us what to do if the delicate machinery should stop - if 

the rain that lubricates the circling year should stop, and the movement from warm to 

cold, from dry to wet, should end.  The book begins when the rainy season in the Land of 

Israel begins - at Sukkot, the harvest festival - and it ends with Yom Kippur, the holy day 

that comes just before the harvest.  So the book itself circles through the round of the 

year.  The book is part of the Talmud - a gigantic collection of profound conversations, 

legal debates, and tall tales.  It is called Fasts, a Ta-anit.  And in that book there is a story 

that is five centuries older still.  The round of the year was broken. The lubricant had failed, 

and the delicate machinery was stuck.  For months and months there had been no rain.  

The people sent a message the Honi the Circle-drawer, ‘Pray that rain may fall.’ He prayed, 

but no rain fell.  So he drew a circle and stood inside it and said to G-d, ‘I swear by Your 

great Name that I will not move from here until You have mercy on Your children.’  Rain 

began, but only a drizzle. Honi’s followers said to him, ‘We look to you to save us from 

death; but we believe this drizzle comes only to clear you from your oath.’  So Honi cried 

out, ‘I prayed not for this drizzle, but for rain that would fill cisterns, ditches, and caves.’  

The rain then began to come down with great force, every drop as big as the opening of a 

barrel.  So his followers said to him, ‘Rabbi, we look to you to save us from death; but we 

believe this torrent comes to destroy the world.’ Honi cried out to G-d again: ‘I prayed not 

for this torrent but for a rain of benevolence, blessing and bounty.’  Then rain fell in a 

normal way until the thirsty land was full, the streams abrim, and floods coming.  So Honi 

prayed again, ‘Your people cannot endure too much punishment nor too much benefit.  

May it be Your will that the rain may stop and there be relief for the world.’  Immediately 

the wind began to blow, the clouds dispersed, and the sun shone. The people went out 

into the fields to gather mushrooms.  But the head of the rabbinical court sent word to 

Honi, ‘If you were not Honi, I would have you excommunicated for forcing the hand of G-d. 

But you! you act like a petulant child before G-d and He does what you want as a father 

grants the desires of his favourite son.’  What was the circle in which Honi stood to force 

G-d’s hand,” asks Arthur Wiskow? “At the end of the book of Ta-anit,” he explains, “a rabbi 

glimpsed the future: In days to come the Blessed Holy One will hold a circle-dance for the 

tzaddikim, the righteous men and women.  G-d will sit in their midst in the Garden of Eden, 

and as they dance around, every one of them will point a finger toward G-d, singing, ‘You 
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are our G-d, for whom we waited, that You might save us.  You are the L-rd for whom we 

waited, we will be glad and rejoice in Your salvation.’  What is this circle that the tzaddikim 

will dance in?  These circles are the cycles of the year.  Honi was telling G-d, ‘If you have 

stopped the circle I will stop the circle.  I will not leave here until you release the round of 

the year.‘ The tzaddikim were telling G-d, ‘We rejoice in a circle because You rejoice in a 

circle.  We waited and You sent us the circle of Your seasons.”  

 

What Waskow is saying is that we live, breathe and move inside the circle of the seasons, 

the round of the year, the festivals of joy with which we the Jewish people dance our praise 

of G-d. There are moments of dryness and sadness, in the cycle - but beneath them there 

is a deeper joy in the circling of the year. So all the festivals, even those of sadness and 

solemnity, are seasons of our joy.  It is up to us to actively dance with them and it is as we 

do this that we are renewed. Dancing in a circle is something that we do on Simchat Torah, 

something which neatly symbolises the fact that this festival, perhaps more than any of the 

others, is all about the recycling and renewal of Jewish life. Simchat Torah is of course the 

festival on which we celebrate completing the reading of the Torah and then promptly 

begin reading it all over again.  Indeed, it is no accident that we speak of this practice of 

regularly reading from the Torah as being a cycle. The particular practice followed by most 

modern Jewish communities today of dividing the Torah into 54 weekly parashiyot or 

sections for public reading is actually derived from the practice of the Babylonian Jewish 

community during the time of the sages who wrote the Babylonian Talmud. This practice 

stems from the fact that in certain years there are 54 days of Shabbat. This is possible only 

in a leap year which contains 13 lunar months, and even then provided that hardly any 

festivals occur on Shabbat. In a year that has fewer Shabbat days, as is the case in most 

years, two consecutive parashiyot are joined in accordance with predetermined rules so 

that the entire reading will be concluded within one year and by a fixed date in the 

calendar. This date is the day after Simchat Torah, the Rejoicing of the Torah; on the 

following Shabbat, referred to as Shabbat Bresheet, the Torah reading recommences with 

the Book of Bresheet. There is some evidence that in the land of Israel during the period of 

the Sages a different mode of reading from the Torah was widespread, referred to 

somewhat inaccurately as the ‘triennial cycle’. Here, too, the Torah was read publicly in 

sequence, but it was divided into a greater number of readings called sedarim - derived 

from the Hebrew word for ‘order’. The length of each seder and the overall number of 

sedarim in the Torah varied from one synagogue to another. That which was read in one 

synagogue on Shabbat was not necessarily identical to that read on the same Shabbat in 

another synagogue. While this flexible reading system might have fitted the needs of 

individual synagogues in the Land they could not meet the requirements of the Galut 

where a national religious system was required which held together communities spread 

over distant locations. This, then, seems to be the reason that the Babylonian cycle of 

Torah readings eventually won out, replacing the customs of the land of Israel in a process 

which reached its final stages around the twelfth century. From then on all those attending 

synagogue would hear the entire Torah every year, and this is why we here today are 
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celebrating Simchat Torah.  Over the past year we, like countless generations of Jews 

before us, have followed the story of Hashem’s creation, the entry of sin into the world and 

the fall of man, the destruction of the first generations by the power of the flood, the 

calling of Avraham and the lives and teachings of the patriarchs, the enslavement of our 

Jewish people in Egypt, the ten plagues, our people’s first Passover and passage through 

the Yam Suf, the passage to Mount Sinai, the revelation of Hashem and the giving of the 

Torah, the sin of the Golden Calf and the building of the Mishkan; we have studied the 

various mitzvot that were given to our people in the desert, we have read about their 

failure of faith at the gates of the Land and of the subsequent forty years of wandering in 

the desert; we have read about the miracles of G-d’s provision, of the various wars against 

the Midyanites and others; we have read Moshe’s final speech to the next generation of 

Jews as they in turn stood at the gates of the Land, poised to conquer, and now finally, 

today we read of Moshe’s passing and the commencement of Yehoshua’s leadership.  In 

this past year, as in previous years, these readings have accompanied us upon our way, and 

in that, owing to the cycle of readings, we read them at the same time of year each year 

they have become part of the cycle of the seasons. Thus, for us, words and days, times and 

seasons melt into one holistic experience. They become the essence of our lives. They 

surge through our veins and effectively become what keeps us alive. Imagine life without 

these words? Imagine it without the holy days  and life cycle events about which they 

speak?  What would become of us? Of what would our lives consist?  The Psalmist 

compares such a person to chaff driven by the wind, all dried up and rootless. But, he says, 

those who meditate on Hashem’s Torah “are like trees planted by streams — they bear 

their fruit in season, their leaves never wither, everything they do succeeds.” Thus as one 

cycle of readings comes to an end a new one starts.  The wheel of Jewish life never ceases 

to turn.  

 

Today, although we might be a year older than we were last year, though our bodies are 

ageing, spiritually speaking we are nevertheless being renewed. This is a process which is 

hinted at in the very texts which we read on this day. For at the end of the five books is the 

death of Moshe our Teacher; and at the beginning is the Creation of the World. So Simchat 

Torah acts out by public proclamation the truth which we heard Yeshua declaring at the 

start of this message: That from seeming death comes profound new energy for birth.   

Today, as we start a new cycle of the Torah, we are being renewed. Indeed Rabbi Shaul put 

it this way: “be transformed by the renewing of your minds; so that you will know what 

God wants and will agree that what he wants is good, satisfying and able to succeed.” Just 

as a husband and wife may renew their marriage vows under the chuppah so today we are 

renewed in G-d by means of His word.  Indeed, this idea is alluded to by Rabbi Shaul in his 

letter to the Jews in Ephesus when he spoke about how the Messiah loves the Messianic 

Community as a bride, preparing her for the act of marriage by washing her in the mikveh 

of G-d’s Word. It is on account of this idea that traditionally Simchat Torah borrows many 

of its minchagim (customs) from the marriage ceremony.  There is, for example, the 

tradition of ascribing special names to those who come to read from the Torah on this day.  
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The ‘Chatan Torah‘, literally “the Torah bridegroom” is the name given to the person 

reading the final aliyah from Devarim, thus completing the previous year’s cycle. The 

person so honoured is someone who has shown exemplary love and devotion to the 

Torah. Where the reader is a woman she becomes the kallah Torah - Torah bride. In any 

case, the chatan is called to the Torah with a declaration of his good deeds, and a piyyut 

(liturgical poem) in praise of the Torah is read.  In some synagogues, the chatan Torah is 

escorted to the bimah under a chuppah with the accompaniment of singing, dancing, and 

the throwing of candy and rice.  In past generations in some European communities, 

people would light bonfires and shoot off gunpowder to add to the merriment of the 

“wedding.” In other communities, the groom would be accompanied to the synagogue 

from his home with a torchlight procession.  In the Israel, the guests of the groom were 

sprinkled with scents. The final section of Devarim (33:27-34:12) is read.  Then the 

beginning section of Bresheet is read with the honouring of a second person as chatan 

bereishit.  In some congregations, the entire scroll is unrolled so that the beginning and 

end stand next to each other and the congregation is literally encircled by the Torah.  This 

ritual may have emerged from the customs of congregations rejoicing with every newly 

married groom on the Sabbath after the first seven days of marriage.  At that time, the 

groom was called to the Torah with an introduction of effusive praise and somewhat of a 

parody asking the permission of God and the community to call the groom forward.  He 

was showered with candies and sent back to his seat with a Torah scroll to hold for the 

remainder of the service from which was read the account of the marriage of Yitzchak in 

Bresheet.  Thus, some congregations adapted this for their Simchat Torah celebration. 

Since Simchat Torah was thus envisaged as an act of marriage with G-d, it became 

traditional practice also to erect a chuppah over the bimah under which the Torah would 

be read and our people’s marriage to G-d would be renewed. The ‘Encyclopaedia of 

American Synagogue Ritual’ explains: “the word for canopy, the chuppah is the enclosure 

in which Jewish weddings take place. A remnant of the tribal heritage of the Jewish people, 

it is perhaps reflective of cohabitation as the legal form of Jewish marriage.  In earlier 

times, the bride was led to the groom’s tent or chambers where the marriage was 

consummated. In the period of the Talmud, the groom’s father set up a royal purple tent in 

the courtyard of his home where the marriage would be finalised by consummation.  It was 

probably used to create a separate, sanctified place in the midst of the marketplace... As a 

result of the metaphors that abound in rabbinic literature, the chuppah is also used as a 

canopy under which a new Torah may be carried into the synagogue in a processional 

similar to one that may precede a wedding.” The practice at Simchat Torah of processing 

the sefer Torah seven times, in circular fashion, around the synagogue is also drawn from 

the marriage service. One of the many explanations for these seven circuits during the 

marriage service is that they represent a seven-fold bond which marriage will establish 

between the bride and groom and their families. This act also recalls the seven times that 

the Tefillin straps are wrapped around a man's arm. Just as a man binds himself in love to 

G-d, so is his bond in love to his bride. The number seven represents the completion of the 

seven day process in which earth was created. During these seven days, the earth revolved 



Message for Simchat Torah 
 

 

24/10/2016 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 6 

                                                                                 

on its axis seven times. Since marriage re-enacts the creative process, the Kallah's [bride’s] 

encirclement symbolises the repetition of these seven earthly rotations.  

 

As in marriage, so at Simchat Torah, for today is the day when we renew our bonds of love 

with Hashem. We process seven times around the shul in joy at our union, consciously 

evoking the memory of creation, knowing that through the Living Word, Mashiach Yeshua, 

while our bodies are ageing and outwardly decaying we are also being made anew.  And 

so the circle of our lives continues and shall continue to turn until they finally come into 

their fullness when the Messiah shall appear.  Then it shall be said: ““Let us rejoice and be 

glad! Let us give him the glory! For the time has come for the wedding of the Lamb, and 

his Bride has prepared herself — fine linen, bright and clean has been given her to wear.”” 

(Revelation 19:7–8 CJB) 


