Sources on Torah reading by women

Part 6: Are women included in the study of the Torah?

a. Megillah 21b

"On Mondays, Thursdays and shabbat afternoons, three people
read." What do these three readers correspond to?

Rav Asi said: They correspond to Torah, Prophets, and Writings.
Rava said: They correspond to Priests, Levites, and Israelites.

With regard to this teaching of Rav Shimi: "One may not read
fewer than ten verses in the synagogue, and “God spoke to
Moses” is included in the count", to what do these ten verses
correspond?

Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: They correspond to the ten idlers
that are in the synagogue.

Rav Yosef said: They correspond to the ten commandments that
were spoken to Moses at Sinai.

Rabbi Levi said: They correspond to the ten praises that David
said in the book of Psalms.

And Rabbi Yohanan said: They correspond to the ten utterances
with which the world was created.

b. Rosh (Rabbi Asher ben Yehiel, 1290 -1327) on Masechet
Brachot (7:20)

The fact that a child, a slave and a woman, who are not included
in the command to study Torah, are nevertheless are included
among the seven [called up on Shabbat] is because the sefer
Torah is to be heard.

The blessing is not in vain because we doesn't say "who has
commanded us regarding words of Torah" but, instead, "who
has chosen us" and "who has given us”. (quote from Rabenu
Tam)

c. B'Midbar 5:27 (King James version)

And when he hath made her to drink the water, then it shall come
to pass, that, if she be defiled, and have done trespass against
her husband, that the water that causeth the curse shall enter
into her, and become bitter, and her belly shall swell, and her
thigh shall rot: and the woman shall be a curse among her
people.

d. Mishna Sota 3:4

The Mishnah knows that the process doesn't always work. So how
do we explain it not working?

As soon as she's drunk her face goes green, her eyes bulge and
her veins protrude. They say, “Get her out, get her out, before
she makes the courtyard “tamei”.

If she had merit then this would defer it. Some merits would
defer it for a year, some for two years, some for three years.

For this reason Ben Azzai said, “A person is obliged to teach his
daughter Torah so that if she drank she would know that the
merit deferred her death.”

Rabbi Eliezer says, "Someone who teaches his daughter Torah is
teaching her to sleep around”.

Rabbi Yehoshua says, "A woman would rather have income of one
kav and sex than nine kavs and chastity.”

For Rabbi Eliezer, teaching one's daughter Torah is like teaching
her how to sleep around . . . for Ben Azzai, it's a protection
against losing faith in the system if this should ever happen to
her.
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Sources on Torah reading by women

e. Talmud Bavli, Sota, 21b

The Talmud, commenting on the Mishnah, cannot believe that
Rabbi Eliezer really said what he did say! And it gives his
reasoning - teaching girls makes them cunning and helps them
get round the rules.

Ben Azzai says that a person is obliged to teach his daughter
Torah while Rabbi Eliezer says anyone who teaches his daughter
Torah is teaching her promiscuity.

Teaching her promiscuity?! Perish the thought! Let me say “like
teaching her promiscuity ”.

Rabbi Abahu gave Rabbi Eliezer's reasoning by quoting Proverbs
(8:12): "I, Wisdom, live in guile and I find out knowledge of
deception.” As soon as wisdom came to mankind, so did
deception.

f. Talmud Yerushalmi Sota 3:4

A lady asked Rabbi Eliezer, *“Why did the people of the golden
calf, although their sin was the same, die in three separate
ways?”.

He said to her, "The wisdom of a woman is only in her distaff”
and quoted the verse “Every wise-hearted woman spun [yarn]
with her hands” (Shemot 35:25).

His son said to him, "By not replying to her with a word of Torah
you've lost me 120 m*® of ma'aser every year.”

He said, “Let the words of Torah be burned rather than be trans-
mitted to women.”

g. Maimonides: Hilchot Talmud Torah 1:13

A woman that studies Torah receives a reward. . . .

Even though she receives a reward, the sages commanded that a
person shouldn't teach his daughter Torah because the minds of
most women aren't attuned to study. They turn words of Torah
into nothingness because of the poverty of their intellect.

h. Lechem Mishneh on Hilchot Talmud Torah 1:13
Rashi interprets “like teaching her promiscuity” (on Sotah 21b).

i. Maimonides: Hilchot YeSodey HaTorah 4:13

The issues of these four chapters, concerning the five command-
ments - to believe in God and his unity, to love and fear God and
to worship him - were known by the first sages by the term
“Pardes” (orchard).

They said that “four entered the orchard” and, even though these
were leaders of Israel and great sages, they didn’t all have the
strength to understand all of these things in their essence.

And I say that only a person who has already filled their stomach
with “bread and meat” should journey in the “orchard”. This
“bread and meat” is to know to clarify what is permitted and
forbidden and their ramifications from the other commandments.

Even though the sages called these things “small” - for they said
(Sukka 28a) that the divine chariot was a great matter and the
arguments of Abbaya and Rava were small ones - they should
have precedence. For they settle a person’s mind and they are
the greatest goodness that the Holy One bestowed on this world,
in order to inherit the next one.

Everyone can know them: adult and child, man and
woman, someone with a profound intellect and someone
with a shallower one.
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Sources on Torah reading by women

j. Nehemiah 8:1-3

The entire people assembled as one in the square before the
Water Gate, and they asked Ezra the scribe to bring the scroll of
the Torah of Moses with which the LORD had commanded Israel.

On the first day of the seventh month, Ezra the priest brought the
Torah before the congregation, from men to women and all who
could listen and understand.

He read from it, facing the square before the Water Gate, from
first light until noon, to the men and the women and those
who could understand; all the people were listening to the
scroll of the Torah.

k. Exodus 15:22-25 (King James translation)

22 So Moses brought Israel from the Red Sea, and they went out
into the wilderness of Shur; and they went three days in the
wilderness, and found no water.

23 And when they came to Marah, they could not drink of the
waters of Marah, for they were bitter: therefore the name of it
was called Marah.

24 And the people murmured against Moses, saying, What shall
we drink?

25 And he cried unto the Lord; and the Lord shewed him a tree,
which when he had cast into the waters, the waters were made
sweet: there he made for them a statute and an ordinance, and
there he proved them.

l. Talmud Bavli, Baba Kama, 82a

They went for three days in the desert and found no water
(Exodus 15:22).

The interpreters said, "Water must refer to Torah", as in the
verse, "Hoy, let anyone who is thirsty go to water" (Isaiah 55:1).

Because they had walked for three days without Torah they were
exhausted.

The prophets amongst them decreed that they should read from
the Torah on Shabbat, on Monday and on Thursday, so that three
days should not go by without Torah.
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