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Some Rabbinic Sources on women and Torah
Reading
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Primary Sources

Baraita, Babylonian Talmud, Megilla 23a (~250CE)
"Our rabbis taught: All may be included among the
seven [called to the Torah on Shabbat], even a minor
and a woman, only the Sages said that a woman should
not read the Torah because of public dignity [or, dignity
of the congregation]"

Tosefta, Megilla 3 (~200CE)

"All may be included among the seven [called to the
Torah on Shabbat], even a women, even a minor. We do
not bring a woman to read in public. In a synagogue
where there is only one person who can read, [that
person] stands and sits, stands and sits, stands and sits,
even seven times."
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The Tosefta and the Baraita, starting points in the discussion of women and Torah reading, offer
similar traditions. Both begin with permission and then qualify their statements. But while the
Tosefta simply says that it is not done, the Baraita offers a reason, "Kavod Hatsibur"”, the dignity of
the congregation, or public dignity, a concept that begs explanation.

Some Commentaries
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Maimonides, Laws of Prayer, 12;17 (12" C Egypt)
"A woman may not read [the Torah] in public because
of the public dignity."

Shulchan Aruch, Orach Hayim,282;3 (14" C Spain)

"All may be included among the seven [called to the
Torah on Shabbat], even a woman and a minor who
understands to whom he is reciting the blessing, but the
Rabbis said that a woman should not read in public
because of public dignity. Rema: And these may only
join the quorum of those called to the Torah, but all of
them may not be women or minors."
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Maimonides' editing of the passage, to read "in public” suggests that "in private” is permissible, even
now. This also suggests that "public dignity"” is not an absolute concept but a relative one, meaning, it
may be set aside. The addition of the Rema suggests that it is only problematic when all of the
readers are women or children.

Hasdei David, (R. David Pardo) Tosefta Megilla,
3, from "All are called up" (18" C Venice)

"And it seems that in any case, if she was called up, she
shall not step down, for according to the law, she is part
of the quorum of seven..."
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| R. Pardo sees it as a "l'chatchila-b'dieved” [ab initio-post factum] issue - permitted but not preferred |




Piskei Ha-Rid (Rabbeinu Yeshaya Ha’acharon
d'Trani )Megilla 267 (13" C Italy/Germany)

"It may be deduced [from the discrepancy between the
Baraita and the Tosefta] that only for the seven [that is,
on Shabbat] are the minor [and the woman] called up,
but for the three and four [that is, on Mondays,
Thursdays, and the New Moon], they are not."

Yaavet; (R. Yaakov Emden) Megila 23a (18" C
Germany)

"Where there are not seven men competent [to read] and
there is one woman competent and it cannot be done
without her, then in such an emergency situation, there
is a return to the original law and women are counted
among the seven."

The Kol Yaakov Prayerbook of R. Isaac Luria (Ari
z"l), page 35 (16" C Safed)

"Since the seventh parallels the atara, which is the
secret of malchut, which means that it is the secret of the
feminine and of children, therefore in the seventh
[aliyah], when necessary, it is permissible to call even a
woman or a minor."
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Many rabbis throughout the generations have reviewed the Baraita and Tosefta, trying to reconcile
the different parts of the passages, and the different approaches towards the kavod hatsibur issue.
Some of the various interpretations can perhaps be categorized as:
e Women were once allowed to read, but historically this fell out of practice (indeed, the phrase
"kavod hatsibbur” only appears in later writings and was likely a post-Mishanic addition)
e Women are in theory allowed to read, but in practice do not due to the dignity issue
Women are theoretically allowed to read only from the first few aliyot, or by contrast only in

the last aliyah

e Women are allowed to read only where there is no available man; or by contrast in any case
other than when there are no other able men (perhaps so as not to exacerbate the shame)

e Women are allowed to read post factum (b'dieved) but not ab initio (l'chatchila)

What is kavod hatsibur?

Bayit Chadash, (R. Yoel Sirkis) Orach Haim, 690,
from "One who reads” (17" C Krakow)

"For whoever presumes [an issue of] the dignity of the
congregation regarding Torah reading, such is the case
in [reading] the megilla, for the two issues have one
reason. And according to this it would seem that
according to Maimonides, women can absolve men of
their obligation regarding Megilla reading, and even
here a woman shall not read in public ab initio because
of the dignity of the congregation, like Torah reading."

RPA AT PN 1% 297 1IN LRI N2

7"7 L0700 DRI MXT T2Y wnT o 9377
nYTHT D"YRT AR 770D IR 2O AV KIT L9002
77 12°OKY LA ROPna DOWIRD MINCXI 2wl 2"ann
MO MIXT T 1N AWK RPN XY AEansh Ma0x2
".AMna NRMP2

The question of how a woman's reading influences public dignity is never directly addressed by the
rabbis but simply implied. It may refer to the idea that men are "shamed” when a woman, who was
assumed to be less learned than men, read - implying that the men in the community were

incompetent or unlearned.




Alternatively, it simply reflected social norms in which women were considered as part of a social
class meant to be unseen and unheard, and a woman's reading was a violation of such social
conventions. The fact that it was not overtly explained seems to strengthen the idea that the issue
was an assumed women'’s status.

In any case, halakhically, the main disagreement about the meaning of "the dignity of the
congregation” is whether this is an absolute concept or a relative one. Here, the Bayit Chadash sets
aside the dignity in a parallel case of Megilla reading on Purim, a case in which women's reading has
become readily accepted in the Orthodox community.

Mishna Sukka 38 (~2" C CE)
"Our Rabbis taught: It has truly been laid down that a
son may recite [the Grace After Meals] for his father, a
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slave may recite it for his master, and a wife for her
husband; but the Sages said, may a curse be upon that
man whose wife and sons have to recite the benediction
for him."
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Ritva, (Rabbi Yom Tov ben Avraham) Megilla 4
(14th C Spain)

"And since we hold like R. Yehoshua b. Levi that
women are under obligation [to read the Megilla], they
can also fulfill this obligation [on behalf of others], but
this would be inconsistent with the 'dignity of the
congregation', and is subsumed within the class of things
that are cursed."
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Ritva, (Rabbi Yom Tov ben Avraham) Sukka 38
(14th C Spain)

"He shall be cursed, meaning that he did not learn,
because had he learned, they [i.e, the slave, woman or
minor| would not read for him."

"Dignity of the congregation” is a low-ranking rationale within the halakhic system. It is not "G-d
given”, (de‘orayta) nor is it rabbinic (derabanan), but is rather similar to the reason of "cursed”,
something not recommended but obviously not against halakha (otherwise “cursed” would be
unnecessary). Here, notions of what is considered "cursed” or violating of "dignity" relate to social
norms and hierarchies, and a system of gender status in society.

As Mendel Shapiro wrote, "Just asking the question, 'What is kavod hatsibbur?’, confirms that we have
lost the immediate, intuitive understanding of why women may not read from the Torah. Kavod
Hatsibbur' is a social sensitivity, and the fact that it must be interpreted to us shows how far removed
we are from the social culture of the Talmud... In light of women'’s status at the time, no explanation
was required.”

Can the dignity of the congregation be set aside?
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were to say that they are permitted to waive it, then the
rabbi's enactment is useless because every congregation
will waive it. Also, Israel has become fragmented..."
Beit Yosef, Orach Hayim 53: Rabbi Yosef Karo
(16th C Spain)

"If the congregation wanted to waive their dignity, it
seems that they have the right to do that."
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There is a clear split between these two major commentators on this question of waiving kavod
hatsibur. Bayit Chadash says that a congregation may not waive its dignity, as he feared communal
splintering. He also makes a certain reference in some of his writings to an absolutist nature of the
dignity, equating it with the "dignity of G-d" (kavod hashamayim). Beit Yosef, however, accepts the
relative nature of the dignity issue and says, simply, that a congregation may waive its own dignity.

Responsa, Maharam (Rabbi Meir) of Rotenberg,
4;108 (13" C Germany/France)

"And a town which is inhabited by priests and where
there is not even one Israelite, it appears to me that a
kohen should read twice [ie, the first two aliyof] and
thereafter women should read, for all can complete the
quorum of seven [who are called up to the Torah], even
a slave, a maidservant, and a minor...And with respect
to the conclusion 'but the Rabbis said a woman shall not
read in public because of kavod hatsibbur, where there is
no choice, the dignity of the congregation is pushed
aside in order to avoid casting suspicion on the priests
called to read, that people should not say they are
children of divorcees [ie, disgraced priests.]"
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This responsa is a clear example of a community waiving its own dignity to allow a woman to read.

Being 'Motzi' Men (Women Absolving Men Of Their Obligation)

Turei Even (R. Aryeh Leib Gunzberg), Megila
4;23 (18" C Volozhin)

"A woman is called up to the seven readers, even as the
last of the seven, that closes up the reading and blesses
on it, and she absolves with this blessing all the
listeners....Because the blessings said on the Torah are
not on the commandment [to study Torah] but on the
Torah itself, which requires a blessing, therefore women
are also obligated to bless and in turn they can absolve
men as well."

R. Asher (Rosh), Berachot 47 (14" C Spain, Germany)
"And the fact that a minor and a slave and a woman who
are not obligated in Torah study are included in the
quorum of seven [who are called up to the Torah on
Shabbat] is because the Sefer Torah is there for the
purpose of being heard, and it is not a blessing said
in vain..."
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A common misconception is that the blessings on the Torah reading are "commandment blessings”
[birkhot mitzvah] on Torah study, from which women are traditionally exempt. Most rabbis take the
blessings to be on something else, whether as the Turei Even says, on "the Torah itself" [Torah gufa], or
as others suggest, on the communal obligation of Torah reading. Hence, for example, when a sick person
requests a special, private Torah reading, a common ruling is that this is forbidden, because the purpose
of expediting a Torah reading is communal, not personal. Hence it is an obligation on everyone, and thus
anyone may say the blessings and absolve the entire community of the obligation.

Historically, there was a time when the blessings were only said once - the first blessing at the beginning
of the first aliyah, and the second blessing at the end of the last aliyah. This custom fell out of practice
as it became more common for people to come and go during the service. Thus, to ensure that everyone
hears the blessings, they are made between every aliyah.
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On Inclusiveness
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am haaretz [common folk] in the quorum [for Grace After
Meals], even though it says in Berachot that an am haaretz
is not reckoned for the quorum."

Tosfot, Rosh Hashana 33, From the text 'Rabbi A5 I WK L,NID0IN
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to Rabbi Yose, for his reasoning stands with him [that

women not be denied the satisfaction of participating in
religious ritual life.]...Michal the daughter of Saul wore
phylacteries, and the wife of Jonah would make the
pilgrimage [to Jerusalem three times a year], and this is the
fact....that it was brought to the women's section and
women lay their hands on the sacrifice, in order to create
pleasantness for women."

R. Yose was a Talmudic innovator who promoted a series of inclusive practices, some with the rationale
of "pleasantness” [nachat ruach] or "causing animosity"” [evah]. His rulings related not only to women but
to "commoners” [amei haaretz], people who, consistent with social hierarchies and norms of his day,
were excluded from certain ritualistic practices. R Yose's legacy was adopted in part by various religious
legislators through the centuries - in this example, Rabbeinu Tam, who added as evidence some examples
of women breaking gender barriers throughout history.

Overcoming Kol Isha? — Is a woman's voice sinful?

Responsa, (R. Ovadia Yosef) Yihve Da'at, 3;51 (20" C [Ao 72 "] R3990 '3 PR AT Nt
Israel) TN DRMPY D09 9O RN 0 awp opn Pom..."
"And in any case, I have trouble with the Gemara, 'All are x5 =wR 2757 1K SaR ,OPY TWR BR YA Pand
called up for Torah ;eadmg. among the seven, e\l’lerllla woman - ayyp MOX? WWN K7W 7 .N2°XT 712D 2101 7NN XIPD
and a minor,' but the rabbis salq, A woman shall not read YU QY 702 TR ONOW B 9V AR LANTW AwRa 91p
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For they did not suspect to prohibit it because the voice of a
woman is erva [=nakedness, improperly revealed sexuality],
although it is just reading from the Torah with cantillation
marks. This requires further study."

Perhaps the most common objection voiced about women reading from the Torah relates to the notion of
"kol isha", a tradition that holds a woman's singing voice to be sexual and sinful. In fact, none of the
sources until the 20™ century even mention this is an issue in the halakhic discourse around women and
Torah reading. Here, R. Ovadia Yosef, brings it up with wonder as to why it has not been raised by
anyone. In other words, kol isha is a complete non-issue, not even a speck on the radar of halakhic
consideration. In a lengthy response, R. Yosef discusses issues of prayer and singing, and writes that the
chanting of Torah verses is not the same as sexual singing, and is not considered erva.




On_women touching the Sefer Torah

Tosefta, Brachot, 2;12 (~200CE) 12 779957 2 P79 (J272°9) M92 NodR KNEoIN
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permitted to read from the Torah, the prophets and the
scriptures, and to study the Mishna, the Midrash, laws and

aggadot."
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recently given birth are permitted to read from the Torah,
and to study the Midrash, the laws and aggadot..."

A common misconception is that women are forbidden from holding, touching or coming near a Torah due
to their potential for impurity. Halakhically, this, like Kol Isha, is a complete non-issue.

A note about minyan

Rema, (Rabbi Menachem Azaria de Fano) Orach 70,290 IR KRN
Hayim 690 (16th C Poland) " 7wy MoIvIn w1 ok ponoa v
"There is room to question [or doubt] whether women are

included in the ten."

Magen Avraham, (Rabbi Avraham '"Abaleh" :7''P0 "1 178,270 MR ,ATIAK A
Gombiner) Orach Hayim 690 (17" C Poland) [Top] MR D9W¥NT K™ LAMNT DR Uwh
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the seven...There is room to question the issue"

Even though rabbinic sources never explicitly discuss the issue of women being counted in the minyan,
the quorum of ten required for "public prayer”, Magen Avraham entertains the possibility that women can
be counted as part of the quorum for Torah reading, though the issue is left open and unresolved.

On Change and Halacha

Rabbi Eliezer Berkovits, Jewish Women in Time and Torah (1990)

"It is obvious that the Talmudic opinions regarding the inadequate intelligence of women no longer have any validity.
The view that a woman's knowledge extends only to the spindle might have applied in a society which provided women
with only a limited education, but it does not hold today...The rabbinic view was a completely time-conditioned,
midrashic interpretation....In light of all this, there is little doubt that woman's status, both in marriage and in society,
has to be revised. There is ample precedent for doing so."

Mendel Shapiro, "Kriat Hatorah by Women'' (manuscript, Jerusalem 2000)

"If the 'essential halacha' (ikar hadin) can countenance krait hatorah by women in one form or another, how do we
account for the Orthodox community's refusal to seriously face this possibility? It seems to me, that the explanation lies
not in halakha per se, but in a sense of ingrained conservatism, naturally suspicious of change, that is heightened by the
perception of being under siege from a dynamic, attractive, and sometimes unsavory general culture....Women may not
receive aliyot or read from the Torah because it goes against ingrained minhag; it upsets the received religious
order....What I cannot abide is the prevailing attitude in the Orthodox community that refuses to tolerate innovative
practices simply because they fail to conform to social convention..."




