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First Part: The origin of the Hagbaha 

1. Bible: One time episode or always? Nehemia 8:5-8 

5. And Ezra opened the scroll before the eyes of the entire 
people, for he was above all the people, and when he 
opened it, all the people stood1. 

  
ֽי־ ָ֔ם ּכִ ָע ־ה ֣י ָכל ֵינֵ ְע ֵ֙פֶר֙ ל ַּס ְּתַ֨ח עֶזְרָ֚א ה ִפ הוַּי
ָל־ ּ֥ו כ ְד ֽמ ֹו עָ ֑ה ּוכְפִתְח֖ ָעָ֖ם הָיָ ָל־ה ֥ל ּכ מֵעַ

:םָהעָֽ   

6. And Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God, and all the 
people answered, "Amen, Amen," with the uplifting of 
their hands2, and they bent their heads and prostrated 
themselves to the Lord on their faces to the ground. 

  

ֹול  ֖ים הַּגָד֑ ֱֹלהִ ָא ֥ה ה יְהֹוָ ְָר֔א אֶת־ ֶז וַיְבָ֣רְֶך ע ו
֚ן  ֜ם ָאמֵ ל־הָעָ נּ֨ו כָ ַֽעֲ ַּי ֔ם | ו ְֵדיהֶ ַ֣על י ֙ ּבְמֹ ֵן ָאמ

ֹוָ֖ה אַּפַ֥יִם אָֽרְצָה ֛ לַיה ַֽחֲוּו ְּת ְדּ֧ו ַוּיִׁש ִּק :ַוּי  

7. And Jeshua, and Bani, and Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, 
Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, 
Hanan, Pelaiah, and the Levites explained the Law to the 
people, and the people stood in their place. 

  

֣י  ּ֡וב ׁשַּבְתַ ין ַעּק ִ֡ ָמ ֣ה י ֵֽבְיָ ֵר ְׁש נִ֡י ו ּ֡ועַ ּובָ | זְויֵׁש
֚ן  ָבָ֨ד חָנָ ֹוז יֽ ְָי֩ה  ֲזַר ִיטָ֣א ע ּיָ֡ה מַֽעֲׂשֵיָ֡ה ְקל ֹֽודִ ה
֑ה  ָ֖ם לַּתֹורָ ֶת־ָהע יִנ֥ים א ִ֔ם מְבִ ְִוּי ֽל ּפְלָאָיה֙ וְהַ
ְָמדָֽם ַל־ע ֖ם ע :וְהָעָ  

8. And they read in the scroll, in the Law of God, 
distinctly, and gave sense, and they explained the reading to 
them. 

  
ׁ֑ש  ֖ים מְפֹרָ ֱֹלהִ ֽא ְתֹורַ֥ת הָ ֶ֛פר ּב ּו בַּסֵ רְא֥ וַּיִקְ ח

ְִקרָֽ  ֖ינּו ַּבּמ ּיָבִ ֶ֔כֶל וַ :אוְׂשֹ֣ום ׂש  

 

2. Talmud: Geliliah, no Hagbaha (Megillah 32a) 

																																																													
1	Heb.	עָמְדּו ,	an	expression	of	silence	(they	stood	silent),	like	(Job	32:16):	“…	for	they	remained	silent	(עָמְדּו )	;	they	
no	longer	answered.”	(Rashi)	
2	With	the	raising	of	their	hands,	meaning	that	they	lifted	their	hands	on	high	to	thank	the	Holy	One,	blessed	be	
He,	as	it	is	stated:	(I	Kings	8:22):	“…	and	spread	forth	his	hands	towards	heaven.”	(Rashi)	



And Rabbi Shefatya said that Rabbi Yoḥanan said: If ten people read from the Torah, the greatest 
among them should furl the Torah scroll, for this is the most distinguished honor. And the 
one who furls it takes the reward of all of them, as Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said:If ten people read 
from the Torah, the one who furls it receives the reward of all of them. The Gemara asks: Can it 
enter your mind to say that he actually receives the reward of all of them? Why should all the others 
forfeit their reward? Rather, say instead: He receives a reward equivalent to that of all of them. 

3. The first mention of Hagbahah (Masekhet Soferim: 14:14) 

Immediately they furl the Torah scroll until three columns 
and they lift the Torah and show the script to the people 
that are standing to their right and to their left and he 
show it to all the sides because it is a mitzvah for all the 
men and women to see the writing, bow and say, ‘This is 
the Torah that Moses placed before the Children of Israel’ 
(Deut. 4:44). (or) ‘The Torah of the Lord is perfect, 
restoring the soul’ (Ps. 19:8).” 

מיד גולל ספר תורה עד שלשה דפין 
ומגביהו ומראה פני כתיבתו לעם 
העומדים לימינו ולשמאלו ומחזירו לפניו 

שים ולנשים ולאחריו שמצוה לכל האנ
) דברים ד(לראות הכתב ולכרוע ולומר 

וזאת התורה אשר שם משה לפני בני 
תורת ה׳ תמימה ) תהלים יט) (או(ישראל 

משיבת נפש  
 

4. Source of the Practice: Deut. 27:26 and Ramban ad. Loc.  

"Cursed is anyone who does not uphold the words of this law by carrying them out." Then all the 
people shall say, "Amen!" 

And I believe that is referring to the Chazan who does 
not holds the Torah scroll for the people to show 
them the script like is mentioned in Masekhet Sofrim 

ולי נראה על החזן שאינו מקים ספר תורה על 
הצבור להראות פני כתיבתו לכל כמו 

  (י״ד:י״ד)שמפורש במסכת סופרים
 

5. “The Law” and the order: Shulkhan Arukh 134:2 

He should show the script of the Torah Scroll to 
the people which are standing to the right and to 
the left, and he should turn around back and 
forth, because it is a mitzvah for all the men and 
women to see the writing, bow and say, ‘This is 
the Torah that Moses placed before the Children 
of Israel’ (Deut. 4:44). (or) ‘The Torah of the 
Lord is perfect, restoring the soul’ (Ps. 19:8).” 
AGA: And is our tradition to do this after the 
Torah is read.  

לָעָם הָע ִיבַת סֵפֶר ּתֹורָה  ְת ֵי ּכ ְֶאה ְּפנ ַר ִינֹו מ ִים לִימ ֹוְמד
לִׂשְמֹאלֹו ָיו, וְ יו ּולְַאֲחר ֹו לְפָנָ ָל , ּומַחֲזִיר ַל ּכ ָה ע ְִצו ֶּמ ׁש

ָׁשִים לִרְאֹות הַּכְתָב וְלִכְרֹעַ  ים ְונ לֹומַר, אֲנָׁשִ וְזֹאת : וְ
ֹורָה וְכו רַת ה' הַּת ְכו' ּתֹו ָה ו ימ וְנָהֲגּו : הַּגָה .'ּתְמִ

ֵן ַאחַר ׁשֶּקָרְאּו  ֹות ּכ ֲַעׂש ֹוִציאִין , ּבַּתֹורָהל ֶּמ ָל ּכְׁש ֲב א
יחַ צִּבּור לִ ֹותֹו אֹומֵר הַּׁשְ ים  א וְהַּקָהָל אֹומְרִ ּו  ְַּדל ּג

ִים' רֹומְמּו כו ֲַחמ ְכו [הּוא] ַאב ָהר '; יְרַחֵם עַם עֲמּוסִים ו
ּגַּדַל יִתְ ּכֹל  ִים לֹומַר עַל הַ ְר ֹומ ֵׁש א ְי ד וְטּור ''ס פי''מ) ו

נֹוהֲ  (ל''ּומַהֲרִי ְיֹום טֹוב ּובְׁשַּבָתוְכֵן  יק ; גִים ּב וְיֵׁש לְהַחֲזִ
ְיָמִין ֹות  ,(ל''מַהֲרִי) הַּתֹורָה ּב ְר ִק ֹון ל עֹולֶה הָרִאׁש ּוכְׁשֶ

ִים ֹוְמר ֹורָה כו: א ַן ּת ֶּנָת .(ּכָל ּבֹו) 'ּבָרּוְך ׁש  
 

6. The Shift from the beginning to the end. (Arukh HaShulchan 147:9) 



והרי מגמרא . והגולל הוא אדם קטן, שמכבדים איש נכבד להגבהת התורה, מתפלא על מנהג שלנוודע שאני 
וחוזרים , ולכן באמת במדינתינו בבתי מדרשות של חסידים מגביהים התורה? מבואר דעיקר שכר הוא הגלילה

כורך המפה ומלביש  ואיש פשוט, וחוזרים ונוטלים אותה וישב על ספסל, ומניחים אותה על הבימה וגוללים בעצמן
ואפשר לומר דהגבהה שמראה הספר תורה . ומנהג האשכנזים תמוה. וברור הוא שמטעם זה עושים כן. המעיל
–וכולם עומדים מפני כבוד התורה , לעם ס לא היה הגבהה אחר "אבל בזמן הש. זהו יותר גדול מהגלילה 

.וכן מנהג ספרד גם היום, הקריאה אלא קודם הקריאה  

Why? R. Chaim Benvenisti (1603–1673), an important Turkish halakhist, explains in his book Sha’ayarei 
Knesset ha-Gedolah that the Ashkenazic custom originated because uneducated people thought that seeing the Torah 
at hagbaha was more important than hearing the Torah reading, so they would walk out of the synagogue right after 

hagbaha. By postponing hagbaha, people would leave only after the Torah reading… 

7. Changes in the Liturgy: Siddur ha-Shelah3, Sha'ar ha-Shamayim 
(Amsterdam: 1717), p. 117b. 

Deuteronomy 4:44 + Numbers 9:23 

And this is the teaching which Moses set before the 
children of Israel:    ֖י ֶ֔ה לִפְנֵ ָ֣ם מׁש ־ׂש ֑ה ֲאֶׁשר ֖את הַּתֹורָ וְזֹ מד

ֽל: י יִׂשְרָאֵ ְֵנ֥ ּב  

At the Lord's bidding they would encamp, and at the 
Lord's bidding they would travel; they kept the charge of 
the Lord by the word of the Lord through Moses. 

  
ֶת־ ָ֑עּו א ִּס ִ֥י יְהֹוָ֖ה י ־ּפ ֲנּ֔ו ְועַל ֙ יַֽח ָה ֤י ְיהֹו כגעַל־ּפִ

ָ֔רּו  הֹוָה֙ ָׁשמ רֶת יְ ְמֶ֤ ַד־מִׁש וָ֖ה ּבְי יְהֹ עַל־ּפִ֥י 
ֽה: מׁשֶ  

Me'am Lo'ez, Rav Yaakov Kuli expounds on this custom saying: "the combination of these two verses, though from 
different sections of the Torah, alludes to the dual nature of Torah -- a Written and an Oral Law both stemming from 

a single Source." 

8. Why we do not bow anymore?4 

R. Isaiah di Trani (c. 1235–c. 1300), known as Riaz, is quoted in Shiltei Gibborim (Kiddushin 14b) 
as saying that one should stand for the Torah but not bow to the Torah. He explains that there is no 
source anywhere that indicates that people should bow to the Torah or the Ark. Others have 
justified not bowing during hagbaha because the Torah may not be kosher, or because the person 
lifting the Torah is standing between the congregation and the Torah scroll, or that Masekhet 
Soferim only meant that it is good to bow during hagbaha, but not obligatory.  

  

																																																													
3	R. Isaiah Horowitz (the Shenei Luhot ha-Brit (Shelah), 1565–1630)	
4	From	now	on	almost	everything	is	quoted	from	the	article:	Pointing to the Torah and other Hagbaha Customs By: 
ZVI RON:	



Second Part: Why do we point the Torah during Hagbahah? 

• Not all modern authorities agree to follow this tradition: Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach and 
Rav Eliyashiv were against.  
 

1. The origin of pointing the Torah during Hagbah (1800s) 

The earliest mention of pointing during hagbaha is found in Divrei Mordekhai, a book of responsa 
by R. Moredekhai Krispin, a rabbi in Rhodes in the 1800s. No source for the custom is given, only 
a justification for why it is not considered inappropriate. In Bamidbar Rabbah (2:3) R. Hanina 
explains that while it is generally considered insolent and punishable by death to point to the image 
of a king using a finger, because of His great love for the Jewish People, God allows young children 
to point to His Name in the house of study. R. Krispin writes that this is what people rely on when 
they point to the Torah. This justification is quoted by R. Hayyim Palaggi (1788–1869), who 
served as the Hakham Bashi, the Chief Rabbi of the Ottoman Empire, in his book Sefer Hayyim 
when he discusses this custom. This work is the most common source referenced for the custom.35 
R. Palaggi discusses this custom in other works as well. In his book Ruah Hayyim he explains that 
pointing with a finger is not considered inappropriate in connection with God, bringing proofs from 
the Talmud and midrash. For example, the famous comment at the end of Ta‘anit (31a), based on 
Isaiah 25:9, that in the Garden of Eden the righteous will form a circle around God and point to 
Him with their finger.  

2. Explaining the origin of this tradition:  

As a teaching method: 

A popular explanation for the custom to point is based on the idea found in Menahot 29a that the 
word zeh in the Torah implies pointing with a finger. “A Tanna of the school of R. Ishmael stated, 
‘Three things presented difficulties to Moses, until the Holy One, blessed be He, showed Moses 
with His finger, and these are they: the menorah, the new moon, and the creeping things. The 
menorah, as it is written, ‘And this was (v-zeh) the work of the candlestick’ (Num. 8:4). The new 
moon, as it is written, ‘This (ha-zeh) month shall be unto you the beginning of months’ (Ex. 12:2). 
The creeping things, as it is written, ‘And these are (v-zeh) they which are unclean’ (Lev. 11:29). 
Others add, also the rules for slaughtering beasts, as it is written, ‘Now this is (v-zeh) that which 
thou shall offer upon the altar’ (Ex. 29:38).” 

Like kissing the Torah: 

These sources are concerned with justifying a preexisting practice and bringing support to 
something commonly done, but raise the question of why people started pointing to the Torah in 
the first place. It has been suggested that it arose from people attempting to kiss the Torah as it is 
taken from the Ark to the bimah. People who were far away and could not reach the Torah would 
stick out their hands in the direction of the Torah, sometimes holding zizit, and then kiss the zizit or 



their finger. In Sephardic congregations where hagbaha takes place right after the Torah arrives at 
the bimah, some people would still be sticking their hands out during hagbaha, leading to the 
impression that people should point to the Torah during hagbaha. This would explain why all the 
early references to the custom of pointing appear in Sephardic sources. 

Pointing the letter of the Torah: 

"by gazing at the Torah closely so as to be able to clearly read its letters, a person is infused by a great [spiritual] 
light." (Arizal) 

Another factor that may have contributed to the prevalence of pointing is the practice of looking at 
letters in the Torah during hagbaha. The kabbalistic work Sha‘ar ha-Kavanot compiled by R. Shmuel 
Vital, son of R. Haim Vital, relates that R. Isaac Luria, the Ari, would get close to the Torah during 
hagbaha so that he could see the actual letters, and that this practice draws down a great light. This 
was quoted by R. Abraham Gombiner (c. 1633–c.1683) in his Magen Avraham (Orah Hayyim, 
134:3) and was later included in Sha‘arei Efraim (10:13) and the Mishnah Berurah (134:11). Previous 
to kabbalistic influence, an indistinct view of text of the Torah during hagbaha was considered 
sufficient, but making out individual letters was not stressed. By being included in the Magen 
Avraham and Mishnah Berurah, this kabbalistic custom became well known and widely practiced. R. 
Yosef Chaim of Baghdad (the Ben Ish Hai, 1832–1909) adds that he saw in a book that during 
hagbaha a person should look for a word in the Torah that begins with the first letter of his name. 

3. With which finger should we point? 

The original practice: the Index. 

He [Rav Palaggi] references Divrei Mordekhai there as well. In his book Lev Hayyim, R. Palaggi 
once again discusses the custom of pointing to the Torah. This time he explains that the most 
appropriate finger to point with is the index finger, since it is the second finger if we begin counting 
with the thumb, corresponding to the second word in the series of five-word statements describing 
the Torah in Psalms 19:8–10. In each of the six statements, the second word is the Name of God. 
For example, “The Torah of the Lord is perfect, restoring the soul; The testimony of the Lord is 
trustworthy, making the simple wise, נאמנה מחכימת פתי' עדות ה, תמימה משיבת נפש' תורת ה  " 
(Ps. 19:8). Pointing with the second finger is therefore ideal since the entire Torah is understood to 
be the Name of God. 

Our current practice: The little finger 

First mention: 1969! 

In contemporary synagogues when the Torah is opened and lifted up during hagbaha, many 
congregants can be seen pointing to the Torah with their little finger. The earliest reference to this 
custom is found in the encyclopedic work me-Am Lo’ez, a Ladino commentary to Tanach… The 
custom of pointing to the Torah using the little finger is mentioned as part of the commentary to Ki 



Tavo (27:26) in a discussion of customs related to hagbaha.51 There it simply states, “It is customary 
to point to the writing with the little finger and to kiss it.”… The rest of the me-Am Lo’ez 
commentary to Deuteronomy, including the discussion of hagbaha, was written by R. Shmuel 
Kroizer (1921–1997), 

Explanations: 

• Humility:  

One popular explanation is that pointing to the Torah with the littlest finger demonstrates the classic 
teaching that only a humble person can acquire Torah greatness. (Nissim Dayan, Na’eh Zivam (Bnei 
Brak: 2002), p. 43.  

• The first commandment: 

The ten fingers can be seen as representing the Ten Commandments, and if we begin counting the 
fingers with our hands palms down, the little finger on the right hand corresponds to the First 
Commandment, making it an appropriate finger to point to the Torah. (Sefer Kara Ravaz, p. 275) 

• Cleaning our ears: 

Rabbenu Bahya in his commentary to the Torah (Lev. 8:23) mentions an idea current among 
scientists of his time that each finger assists one of the five senses. For example, the index finger is 
commonly used to clean out nostrils, so it serves the sense of smell; the ring finger is used to clean 
out the eyes, so it serves the sense of sight. The little finger is used for cleaning out the ear, thus 
serving the sense of hearing. Based on this, it has been suggested that pointing with the little finger 
recalls the Israelites saying na‘aseh v-nishma at the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai. (Sefer Kara 
Ravaz, p. 275.) 

• Pointing is rude: 

There may be another reason for the choice of using the little finger to point to the Torah. Finger 
pointing sometimes has negative connotations in Tanakh. For example, “If you remove from your 
midst perversion, finger pointing and evil speech” (Is. 58:9), is explained by Radak as referring to the 
way of belligerent people to point one finger at each other. In Proverbs 6:13 finger pointing is listed 
as one of the actions of a lawless man. Among both ancient and modern peoples, in both Islamic 
and European cultures, many consider pointing at someone with the index finger offensive… 
Because of this some people bend their index finger down a bit so that they are not actually pointing 
at the Torah. It may be that once the custom of pointing to the Torah became prevalent, it was 
considered inappropriate to use the index finger for pointing because of negative cultural 
connotations, leading to the use of the little finger as an alternative with no offensive connotations. 
Pointing to the Torah and other Hagbaha Customs By: ZVI RON 


