Sources on Torah reading by women

Part 5: Does the community have the right to waive its
"respect” so that a woman can read?

a. Shulhan Arukh, Oreh Haim 144:3

One does not roll a sefer Torah in public because of the "respect for
the public".

But if they only possess one sefer Torah, and they need to read two
sections, they do roll it and "respect for the public" is put aside.

b. Maimonides, Responsum 294

Question. Regarding daily Torah reading in a community that has
no sefer Torah. Should they read from a humash [a scroll that does
not contain all five of the books of the Torah] with the blessings
before and after the reading, or should they refrain from reading
entirely?

Similarly, if the sefer Torah is not made according to halakha, is it
permitted for the reader to say the blessing or forbidden?

Answer. It is permitted to say a blessing over a sefer Torah that is
pasul [i.e. not made to the standard required].

The blessing that is recited on reading from a scroll is not like the
blessing recited on taking a /ulav or sitting in a succa. For if the
lulav or sukkah were pasul [i.e. not made to the standard required]
this would be a empty blessing: the blessing is recited on the
command to take the /ulav or sit in the sukkah and if these were
not properly-made then no command has been fulfilled.

But in this case of reading from a sefer Torah, the command is the
reading, whether from a scroll that is kasher or pasul. One would
recite the blessing even if one read from memory. . . .

The proof for this idea is to be found in the tractate of Gittin (60a)
"One does not read from a humash because of "respect for the
public".

Can there be any greater defect in a sefer Torah than not
containing all five books? If a sefer Torah lacked one single letter it
would be invalid!

Why was the reason given as "respect for the public"? The rabbis
could have given as the reason the fact that the scroll was invalid
and the blessing empty . . . for the prohibition on reading from a
humash is because of "respect for the public" and not because the
blessing is empty. . .

Nevertheless, every community should have a sefer Torah that is
kasher according to halakha and should read from it in the first
instance. But if they do not have one they should read from one
which is pasul and should recite the blessings as we have indicated.
And thus taught Rabenu Hanokh the Sefaradi, of blessed memory.

Moshe ben R. Maimon, of blessed memory

c. Beyt Yosef, Oreh Haim 143:1

Thus wrote Rabbeinu Yeroham, that our scrolls [or books?], which
are not made like Torah scrolls, cannot be used for public reading.

The question of of "respect for the public" does not apply here for
the community could forgo its "respect".

So we learn from his words that humashim which are written like a
Torah scroll may be read from, if the community forgoes its
"respect".
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Sources on Torah reading by women

d. Beyt Yosef, Oreh Haim 144:3

We only appoint [as shaliah tzibur] someone whose beard has filled
out. But someone who has reached puberty can "go before the Ark"
as long as it is on an occasional basis. . . .

And thus wrote the Rambam in the 8th chapter of Hilkhot Tefilla,
"Someone who does not have a full beard should not be shaliah
tzibur, even though he may be a great sage, because of the
"respect for the public". But he may recite the blessings over the
Shema as soon as he reaches puberty after his 13th birthday."

And according to this if the public wanted to forgo their respect it
seems that they have permission.

e. Bach, Orech Chaim 53:2:1 (Rabbi Joel Sirkis, 1561 -1640)
We only appoint someone whose beard has filled out. . . .

It seems that neither the Rambam nor the Rashba would allow the
public to forgo their "respect". For the meaning of "respect for the
public" does not refer to human respect - in which case the public
could forgo it - but means that it is not respectful to the community
to send before God someone to represent them who is not of
imposing appearance.

Just as they would only send a representative of stature and noble
appearance and full beard to a king of flesh and blood, even if he
was a great sage, all the more so to the King of Kings, the Holy
One.

In this case there is no possibility of saying that the community
could appoint him if they chose to forgo their "respect"

But the matter is clear. Because the sages have ordained that they
were concerned for the "respect for the public" the public has no
authority to forgo it.

And furthermore, if this were the case and you said that the public
were permitted to forgo their "respect"”, then all the ordinances of
the sages concerning "respect for the public" (not rolling a Torah
scroll in public, a woman not reading in public because of respect
for the public, someone in rags not blessing the people because it is
embarrassing to the public, similarly a child not blessing the people
because it is not respectful to the public to be under his blessing)
would serve no purpose because every community would forgo its
"respect".

And furthermore, Israel would split into separate groups - one
community would forgo its "respect" and another would not. But
clearly they have no power to uproot the ruling of the sages . . .

f. Shulchan Arukh, Orach Chayim 53:6

We only appoint someone who has a full beard because of "respect
for the public" but, on an occasional basis, someone who has
reached puberty can "go before the Ark" as long as he has not
been appointed by the congregation or by the regular prayer leader
to relieve him and to pray in his stead on defined occasions.
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