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A Statistical Analysis of Iggeros Moshe,
Orach Chaim 1:35

By: SHELDON EPSTEIN and DAVID GREENBERGER

The Gemara,' in describing the penchant of the early Chachamin to
count the verses in the Torah, asserts that the middle verse of the
Torah is Vayikra 13:33 and that in total there are 5,888 verses. Nei-
ther of these assertions is consistent with the breakdown of verses as
we have them in our Chumashim, i.e., a total of 5,845 verses” and a
middle verse of ayikra 8:8. During the discussion of a related ques-
tion, the Gemara suggests “we are not experts in verses” and most
commentators use this statement to explain the discrepancy between
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2 Most Chumashim indicate that there are 5,845 verses and offer a numeri-
cally equivalent “sizan,” but an actual count shows 5,846 verses. A dis-
cussion of this type of discrepancy, which sometimes also appears in
the number of verses in a parashah and the parashabh’s siman, is beyond
the scope of this paper.
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our text and the Gemara’s assertions. In a recent article in Hakirah,” it
was argued that the 160-verse discrepancy between our middle verse
and the one offered in the Gemara is too great to attribute to our lack
of propetly preserving our mesorah with regard to verses. An alternate
interpretation of the Gemara was offered which showed how the Ge-
mara and our Chumashim can be brought into complete agreement.
The two ways of reading the Gemara has halachic ramifications. In
this paper we discuss a responsum from Rav Moshe Feinstein that is
based on this Gemara, and conduct a statistical study to see if his posi-
tion is viable.

Iggeros Moshe Orach Chaim 1:35: “Reading Two Long
Pesukim”

“At Mincha on Shabbos Parashas Tazria* the reader made a mistake
and read only two verses for Levi: Es Halzipor and 1’eHizah; and
the one who was called up made the concluding blessing. I ruled
that they should read for the Yisrae/ the third okh, again from Es
HaTzpor, and call another Yisrael/ for BaYom HaShmini. Even
though the Acharonin write that it is better in the case of a mistake
like this to call up a second time the person for whom only two

3 “Symmetrically Designed Sifrei Torah: A Quantitative Analysis,” Vol. 5,
fall 2007, pp. 171-225.

4 Below is the prescribed reading for parashas Metzora:
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verses were read (see Magen Avrabam Orach Chaim 137:8 and Taz 4),
it seems to me that there is a difference between short and long
verses. For short verses that cannot be divided into three verses it
is preferable to call the same person again because his previous
reading is nothing. Even though he has already made a blessing, the
blessing is certainly for naught. Therefore, why have him lose the
benefit of a reading... But by [2] long verses that can be divided
into three there is definitely [a possibility] that they are three. This
is certainly so in the second half of the Torah which is after
Ve’Hisgalach that the Gemara Kiddushin 30 says is the midway point
in verses, and by us the midway point is 1VaYepod Lo Bo in parashas
Tzav, which is 160 verses before 1'e’Hisgalach. This means that the
truth is that the verses from 1¢’Hisgalach until the end of the Torah
must be divided into an additional 160 verses. Also, we have 5,845
verses in the entite Torah, and the Gemara there says there are
5,888 verses. If so, it is possible that in truth these two verses are
three and it is considered a “reading.” Therefore, it is not proper
that the reader should read a second time... Therefore, my think-
ing is that by long verses where the Gemara does not specifically say
that they are [only| two verses we can treat them like three verses,
and this is certainly the way we should rule in parashos after
Ve’Hisgalach.”>>

The following is the full text of the responsum:
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A Numerical Review of Rav Moshe’s Position

Table 1 lists the discrepancy between the various claims given in
the Gemara and what actually appears in our Chumashin.

Table 1

Gemara vs. Actual

According In our
Property to Gemara Chumash | Difference
Verses in Torah 5,888 5,845 43 Verses
Middle Verse 2230 RPN n:n RPN 160 Verses
Number of Middle Verse 2,944 2,923 21 Verses

Because in our count the Gemara’s middle verse is 160 verses after
the middle verse of our Chumashim, Rav Moshe says that it requires
an additional 160 verses in the latter half of our Chumashim to bring
our system into conformity with the Gemara. In fact, to have our
Chumashim conform exactly to the model presented in the Gemara
requires both the combining as well as the dividing of verses in the
following manner:

1) The number of verses in the Chumash from the beginning
of Bereishis until 1Vayikra 13:33 must be reduced by 139 (or
4.5%).
Explanation: Since the Gemara claims that [Vayikra 13:33
is the midpoint of 5,888 verses, it must be the 2,944"
verse.® Since our Chumash has 5,845 verses, its middle
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¢ We will not concern ourselves here with the question of whether there
is an even or odd number of verses and the definition of the middle
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verse, Vayikra 8:8, is the 2,923". Thus, the Gemara’s mid-
dle verse is the 3,083 verse in our Chumash (i.e.,
2,923+160). To have our 3,083 be the Gemara’s 2,944™
requires dropping 139 verses (i.e., combining verses in the
first half of the Chumash in a way that reduces the number
of verses by 139).

2) The number of verses in the Chumash from Vayikra 13:33
until the end must be increased by 182 (i.e., 6.6%).
Explanation: The Gemara claims 2,944 verses after 17ay-
tkra 13:33 and we have only 2,762 (i.e., 5,845-3,083).

The 139 consolidations and 182 separations we mention are
lower limits to what is required to bring our Chumashim into confor-
mity. It is possible that in the first half of the Chumash verses have
been incorrectly combined, thus requiring more than 139 consolida-
tions after these corrections are made. Note, for example, that the
Gemara’s proof that our verses’ division is wrong is from Shemos 19:9
in the first half of the Torah, where 3 verses are considered by us to
be 1. If this is correct, then we will need to consolidate at least 141
verses to make up for the additional improperly dropped verses.
Thus, Rav Moshe’s need for 160 additional verses in the latter half of
the Torah is an undercount, i.e., we need at least 182 (making his po-
sition even stronger) and might need more if some verses in the latter
half have been incorrectly consolidated.

The Long and Short Verses

Rav Moshe says that the most likely candidates for splitting are the
“long” verses. However, he never defines “long.” To get a better un-
derstanding of the issue, we conducted a statistical analysis of verses’
word length based on our Chumashim. Graph 1 shows the percentage
of verses of each word length in the Torah. The smallest verse in
terms of word size has 3 words and the largest 34 words. The distri-
bution is nearly unimodal, skewed to the right, and the decline in the
right tail is gradual and orderly. There seems to be few if any points

verse in an even-numbered Chumash. Our numbers are thus general and
may be off by 1.
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on the graph that indicate “unexpected” observations of questionable
origin. The distribution has a mean verse size of a little more than
13'2 words and a standard deviation of a little under 5.3 words. We
generally expect less than 1% of the observations to lie more than 3
standard deviations (SD) on either side of the mean. Since there are
5,888 verses, this would mean that we would expect about 294 verses
(i.e., .5%%*5,888) to have more than 30 (i.e., 13.5+3%*5.3) words. Table
2 shows that there are only 20 verses with 30 or more words and that
they are equally distributed (i.e., 10) in both halves of Chumash.

Graph 1: Distribution of Verses’ Length in Torah’
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7 There are some differences between verses’ length in each Chumash but
they are all generally in the same range, i.e.,

50 Verses in "5% Min Max Mean Std. Dev.
nwRI2 1533 3 32 13.427 3.795
mnw 1210 3 34 13.899 4.151
R 859 3 31 13.194 5.208
"2712 1288 3 30 12.710 5.476
japlny 956 3 32 14.897 4.716
Total 5846 3 34 13.679 4.284
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Verses in the Torah with 30 or More Words

# Words First Half of Torah | Second Half of Torah
34 Shemos 32:1
33 Shemos 7:19
Shemos 34:10
32 Bereishis 8:21 Devarim 13: 6
31 Shemos 22:8 Vayikra 16:21
Vayikra 8:30 Devarim 4:10
Devarim 22:24
Devarim 31:21
30 Bereishis 36:6 Bamidbar 5:15
Bereishis 37:2 Bamidbar 8:19
Shemos 16:3 Bamidbar 14:14
Vayikra 5:11 Bamidbar 35:5
Devarim 29:17
Number Over 30 10 10

It is clear from Graph 1 and Table 2 that if we are to find the
missing verses it is not going to be in the longest verses, i.e., those
more than 3 standard deviations (SD) above the mean, of which
there are only 10. We note that the verse the Gemwara in Kiddushin
splits into 3, has 26 words, and Rav Moshe’s language

072109 WHW 17X 229173 2P0 CIW3A NARA WO IWOR 37K)

implies that it is not only the 24-word first verse of the akyah (i.e., ...
IDX7 NX) he is targeting, but the second verse 1M that has 15 words
as well. To validate Rav Moshe’s position, we will investigate if the
differential in “long” and “short” verses between the first and second
halves of the Torah is sufficient to accommodate a consolidation of
139 verses in the first half of the Torah and the accruing of at least
182 verses in the second half. In performing this analysis, we must
keep in mind that there is no reason to assume it is more likely for a
long verse in the second half to be 2 verses than an equal-sized verse
in the first half. For Rav Moshe’s approach to work, there must be a
considerably greater number of long verses in the second half than in
the first half to make up for at least 182 missing verses. Table 3 be-
low shows that the data is not consistent with Rav Moshe’s hypothe-
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sis. In Table 3, the range of verses’ word size is broken into intervals
that roughly match the Standard Deviation of the distribution and the
number of verses in each category, in both the first and second half
of the Torah, is given.

Table 3

Number of Verses in Each Half of the Torah Based on Word Size

Verse Size/  First Second First Half- Distance from

Words Half Half Second Half Mean/SD

3to7 316 382 66 2 SD to 1 SD below Mean
8to 13 1274 1089 -185 Mean to 1 SD below Mean
14 to 19 1078 843 -235 Mean to 1 SD above Mean
20 to 25 365 382 17 1 SD to 2 SD above Mean
26 to 30 43 63 20 2 SD to 3 SD above Mean
31 to 34 6 5 3 SD to 4 SD above Mean

Total

Note that there are only 37 more verses above 1 SD from the
mean in the second half than in the first half. Clearly this is not
enough to account for the 182 missing verses. The most pronounced
imbalances between the number of verses of a category size in both
halves of the Torah are for those categories that lie within 1 SD on
either side of the mean. However, in both cases, the first half has far
more such verses than the second half. Finally, if we consider that
some verses that currently appear as 2 or more verses are actually one
(as needed to decrease the number of verses in the first half of the
Torah), we find that it is, in fact, the second half of the Torah that
has the larger number of very short verses (i.e., 1 to 2 SD below the
mean).

Alternative Reading

We have until now assumed that when Rav Moshe mentions “long”
verse or “short” verse he is referring to the number of words in the
verse. However, perhaps we can interpret what he says as not refer-
ring to the number of words in a verse, but, rather, “long” refers to a
verse that appears to be easily read as 2 verses. For example, the
verse in Metzora that Rav Moshe mentions
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sounds like it can easily be broken after the word 21X77; and would be
considered long. On the other hand, an even longer verse (Shenos
16:3) with 30 words:
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does not appear to be readily broken into 2 verses, and Rav Moshe
would not call this a “long” verse. If this was, in fact, Rav Moshe’s
intention, it would explain why he did not define the “length” of a
“long” verse.

It is our feeling that such a reading of Rav Moshe’s responsum is
not correct. Had this been his intention, he would have had to ex-
plain this and at least say why he thinks the verse of 79¥77 NX can be
broken up, and offer some general guidelines as to how to recognize
verses that are “breakable.” As far as we know, there is no precise
definition of what constitutes a verse. The term is not synonymous
with the English word “sentence,” and does not require a subject,
predicate, or verb. The lack of Rav Moshe offering a definition of a
verse is, in our opinion, a greater omission than his never defining
how many words are required to make a verse long.

As a result of the above analysis, we find Rav Moshe’s justifica-
tion of his decision based on Kiddushin 30a to be tenuous at best.
Moreover, we agree with the point made in the [Hakirah article that it
is most probable that the Gemara in Kiddushin does not mean to imply
that our verse breakdown is flawed and thus cannot be used as a
means of overturning a well-established halachah. R





