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The Mysterious Nature of Sin

Adapted from article by Rabbi Eliyahu Reisman, Edison NJ,
printed in Hamesivta Zichron Reuvein 5781

The Hebrew alphabet is understood to consist of 22 letters.
This number is taken for granted by Chazal in many places as
well as Sefer Yetzira.

In this count, the end-letters 79 Y 1 0 are not counted as
additional letters as they are simply alternate forms of the same
letter. Neither are the degushos n ® 2 71 3, as the dagesh simply
indicates the pronunciation but does not change the meaning.

The v, as well, is counted as one letter.
But here we find an anomaly. The letter v
has two identities, the shin (W) and the sin
(¥). Not only are these letters pronounced
differently, but the substitution of one of
these letters for the other creates a totally
different word. nv, for example, means
there, while D¥ means put.

It would seem, then, that the sin and
shin are two different letters. And yet, our
tradition maintains that they number no
more than 22.

Further evidence that they are one
letter can be found in the chapters of
Tanach which feature alphabetical acrostics. They have a single
entry for v, sometimes using shin and sometimes sin. They
never receive two spots in the acrostic, as one would expect if
they were in fact two different letters. Likewise, the exposition
on the Hebrew alphabet in Shabbos 104a only counts @ once.

It is true that the right and left dots on the v do not appear
in their written form. We rely on tradition to know which is a
shin and which is a sin. But that itself is surprising - why should
two letters share the same symbol?

It seems reasonable to assume that each letter in the
Hebrew alphabet should represent a distinct sound, and that
each sound should be represented by a distinct letter. The
distinctions between several letter pairs have been lost by
many communities over the years e.g. /1,3/p ,A/0,V/R, and n/3,
but they all originally had distinct sounds.

When it comes to W and 0, however, we fail to find a difference.
Shiyarei Knesses Hagdolah, O.C. 50, asserts that "there is no
difference in pronunciation between the sin and the samach."
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A Fragment from the Cairo Genizah

It is very common for paytanim to use a ¥ in place of 0 in
alphabetically acrostic piyutim. For example, in Shacharis for
Shabbos, we have:

YY1 DNRYA n’npip :027 722 OPT IR 031 07071 1T ORI

D2ip 17 PR3 DURIY Oxiaa:

Ha’aderes V’ha'emuna does this as well:
"NY MY 1IYN (091w nY 23Wn1 10N :0av1y "Ny nxan Min
onvy

There are also many words which are spelled with a samech
in Talmudic literature, but in their original Biblical form
are spelled with a sin. Some examples are wIn (pottery),
v (lineage) and py (dealing). These words appear jarring
to many people who are accustomed to
the Talmudic spelling poy ,o1m ,07n. At
any rate, one assumes that if the letters
® and o were pronounced differently, this
substitution would not occur.

A fragment from the Cairo Genizah
features a letter from an unnamed Gaon,
possibly R' Hai, responding to a writer
who made an astounding assertion: that
there is in fact no letter sin!! The w has only
one identity, and that is the shin. Every
instance of sin in the Torah, the claim went, is no more than
a kri/ksiv, just as the tens of other places in Tanach where
tradition tells us to pronounce a word differently that it is
written. So too, for example, the Hebrew word for "ten", is
pronounced 10V, "esser," but written 1wy, "esher."

The Gaon dismisses this claim, arguing that if all words with
sin were indeed kri/ksiv, then the words should be spelled with
a 0 everywhere except for the specific Scriptural verses in which
they appear. The word for "ten" would then be 10V in the Hebrew
language. Rather, he writes, "The v simply serves the function of
two letters; normally it is a shin but it can also serve the function
of samach where the scribes of the language are accustomed to
doing so... this was taught to Moshe at Sinai..." The fragment
ends here, and the rest of this letter has not been found.

The shoel based his position on a Midrashic work called p19
nian1 mon. This Midrash questions the use of sin instead of
samach in the Torah and provides explanations for it in specific
words. For example, in Parshas Toldos: “Why is Eisav written
1wy with a © (and not 10¥)? Because in the future he will be as if
moth-eaten (WV).” There are many more expositions of this
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type there. The

writer understood from these Midrashim

that the ® has no identity of its own and is only a kri/ksiv. R’
Hai dismisses this based on several points; the n1an>1 n1mon P
is not necessarily authoritative (n111x’nn n1riwna); it has not
been accurately preserved (there are many textual variations
among the manuscripts of this Midrash), and furthermore, the
expositions therein are Aggadic and not the simple meaning
of the text. _

What does seem clear from the n1an1nimonpo, 4
is that the ¥ and v do in fact share an identical
pronunciation. If there were a difference between
the sound of ® and o then it would make no sense
to ask why Eisav is written with a & - just as no one
would ask why Eisav isn’t written 1ny!

We find this in Yoma 75b as well: 1771 15w 2°n>
190, and the same can be found in the Mesorah to
Hosea 2:8 which uses the expression 1117w 1’1n
qno. Prima facie they seem to imply that the sin is
a form of kri/ksiv.

Berachos have been printed. 1v'97°W is a transliteration of his
secular title — “Sir Leon”.

Itisn'tjust French. This phenomenon of transliterating "s" as o
transcends borders and languages. Some examples:

- Maharil, the 15th century German authority on Ashkenazic
custom, spells German words exclusively with ¥, e.g. Twynpxin
hackmesser (butcher knife) and vipwm weisskraut (white
cabbage).

- The famous and beautiful illustrated
Haggadah printed in Venice in 1609 has captions
in Yiddish. These captions use W without
exception, e.g. K1V XnnY X is translated PR w7
V112 W7 (das is das Brot), and 092X is 7wV (essen).

- The names of cities all over the world can
be found in all the classic Torah works spelled
with » for "s", e.g. Nn11awW*Y - Lisbon nrviovwip -
Constantinople, X110 - Soncino.

- The Bach, Maharsha, and Rema are
commonly referred to by the last names ,wp770
wYT7R, and WHIOR, respectively. None of these

It would seem self-evident that the letter ¥
should serve no function at all in the transliteration
of foreign words to Hebrew. Any word with an "s" sound could be
ably and unambiguously represented by o.

It is surprising, then, to notice that Rashi, in his numerous
»1yY” translations that appear throughout the Torah and
Talmud, chooses to use ¥ instead of © for “s”.3 For example,
Y”7019IRW>T — 1 desanfants (Gen 15:2); w”1”W - NIN1A seines
(Gen 41:5); w»w1b - 0P fosses (Ex 14:11); Y’ Mpwx - X177 120V
escurel (Avodah Zara 69b).

Most people, being unfamiliar with Old French, simply are led
to believe that the ¥ represents a "sh" sound. This is impossible
as Old French has no "sh" phoneme at all.* The fact that Rashi's
commentary is almost always unpunctuated doesn't help. (The
popular Hama'or edition of Mikraos Gedolos tries to be helpful
by vowelizing the la'az transliterations. Unfortunately, they got
some of them wrong. While they correctly spell fosses v 10 they
made disenfants into Y"010IRWT.)

Now the fact that Old French had no "sh" sound makes the
W a bit less misleading. There was no danger of mistaking the
sin for a shin by anyone familiar with the language, and anyone
unfamiliar with the language would have no use for the la'az
anyway.” But that still doesn't explain why Rashi would prefer
W over 0.

And it's not just Rashi. Tosafos in several places transliterate
"s" as w too. Rabbi Yaakov of Orleans is referred to as
w”1911Rn. Another Tosafist with a © to his name is IX"97w 77,
who is referred to by many Rishonim and whose Tosafos on

The Venice Hagadah 1609

are family names per se. The Bach is called after
his mother, Sirka (or Surka, perhaps a variant of
Sara?), Maharsha is named for his mother-in-law
Eidel, who supported his Yeshiva, and Rema for
his father Isserl. The ¥ at the end of each of these names is a
posessive pronoun, Sirka's, Eidel's, Isserl's. All these names are
commonly spelled ending with » although is Rema's case it is
sometimes found with 0.

Also fitting this pattern is the author of Be'er Hagolah, nwn
nP31 - Moshe Rivkah's.

- T have examined several works in Ladino, which is to Spanish
what Yiddish is to German, that is, Spanish language spelled
with Hebrew letters. In most cases the “s” is transliterated as 0.
One haggadah, however, printed in Livorno in the 19 century,
uses a mix of ¥ and 0. For example, 117%1 PM1¥N2 1WTP WK is
translated DROITPMIPIR VIV P 1770701V W11 P que nos santifico
con sus encomendensas.

There must have been some method for choosing when to use
¥ and when to use o. Perhaps the time of 1%°5>wn >nn o°9°05 will
come soon and we will know the answer.

! They are: Megillas Eicha, Tehillim 25, 34, 37, 111, 112, 119, and 145, and the end of Mishlei 31 ? Ginzei
Schechter Vol II p. 88. JTS, New York 1929 * There are six exceptions that I know of. They are all Arabic
or Italian words, not French, leading some to claim that those translations were not written by Rashi.
"N210" in Pesachim 42b is an error and should read "N19" (Laazei Rashi & Steinsaltz) * Neither did most
ancient languages, including Latin, which explains why Hebrew names in Tanach with v are commonly
transliterated to "s" - Simeon, Samson, Solomon. This is unrelated to the reverse phenomenon that we
are dealing with. ° Rabbi A. M. Glantzer shows in his work Dax 121un that Rashi's French translations
are usually not intended to tell us the meaning of a Hebrew word in French, but to illustrate linguistic
issues by showing parallel phrases in French. For example, in Gen 41:5 where Pharaoh dreams of the good
stalks sprouting, Rashi translates NIN12 as seines to illustrate that vegetable life could be described as
"healthy" despite not being animate. (This point resolves the difficulty faced by every student of Chumash
who wonders why Rashi did not translate Nix12 as seines the first time it appears, in verse 3 regarding
the robust cows.) - In Ex 14:11 he translates D27 |'k 7200 si pour falliance di non fosses to illustrate
the use of the double negative, because the Hebrew literally reads “for lack of no graves”. Hence the 1'%
is intended for a reader already fluent in French.
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