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ISSUES IN JEWISH CONTEMPORARY

SOCIETY
WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH
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(A) TORAH AS THE FOCUS AND PURPOSE OF EXISTENCE
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The first words of the Torah are - ‘In the beginning, Hashem created the heavens and the earth’ But they could be
translated as ‘for the sake of ‘reishit’ Hashem created the heavens and the earth’. i.e. the creation had a purpose
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Chazal explain that the Torah and the Jewish people are called ‘reishit’ - they are the purpose of creation - that people
should connect to Hashem through a life of chochma
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The account of creation is concluded by the expression ‘the sixth day’ and not a sixth day, as on each previous day
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Rashi explains that there was a specific ‘sixth’ on which the creation depended - this was the 6th Sivan - Matan Torah
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Torah keeps the world going - if not for Torah the ‘heavens and earth’ would have no purpose

(B) TORAH AS OUR CONNECTION WITH HASHEM
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We are required to make a connection with Hashem in love since He is our very life. How does a person hope to come to
love of Hashem?
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The Rambam suggests a number of routes to achieving ahavat Hashem. The first is the study of Torah to a point that one
feels overawed by its majesty and brilliance and wants to come close to the Divine Author.
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In our tefilla we make the direct connection between loving Hashem and learning Torah. We even call the Torah ‘our
lives and the length of our days’ - the exact same expression used to refer to Hashem Himself in source 6. The Sefer
Nefesh Hachaim says in a number of places that on a mystical level Hashem and the Torah are one and the same.
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The Ramban explains in the introduction to his perush on the Torah that the whole Torah is actually a string of the
Names of Hashem

(C) THE SOURCE FOR THE OBLIGATION TO LEARN TORAH

(1) ‘Velimadtem’
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The mitzvah of ‘limud haTorah’ is presented in the Torah in the context of teaching children
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Chazal understood from this passuk that there is an obligation to teach sons but not daughters - the word ‘b’neichem’ is
understood restrictively. Furthermore, since the obligation to be taught and the obligation to learn are linked, Chazal
derive that women are exempt from the mitzvah of ‘limud haTorah’. Naturally, exempt does not mean prohibited, simply
that the mitzvah of limud haTorah for women falls into a category of ‘aina metzuva ve’osah’ - a voluntary mitzvah
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All of the above is of course in principle. In practice, women have a chiuv to learn all the halachot relevant to all
mitzvah which they are obligated in (which means practically everything). This learning should be as thorough in all
respects as that of men so as to enable the proper performance of mitzvot. However, this is not part of the mitzvah of
limud haTorah but a preparation for the mitzvah itself.
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The Rambam begins his hilchot Talmud Torah with the exemption of women (which he does not do in other mitzvot, such
as Keriat Shema). The Beis Halevi explains that the Rambam wishes to emphasize that the mitzvah is not the learning of
details for the mitzvot (i.e. a means to an end) in respect of which women are obligated, but learning for its own sake -
limud haTorah
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Chazal conclude that women do share in the reward of limud haTorah as being facilitators - sending their sons to yeshiva
and waiting with self sacrifice for their husbands who are learning
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The Rambam explains that the reward for a voluntary mitzvah is less than for an obligatory mitzvah. The Maharal
explains that being commanded puts a person’s actions in line with the rest of creation which is also performing the
Ratzon Hashem as ‘commanded’. To take on something outside this system is praiseworthy but is outside the system.
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There is a debate in the Mishna as to whether teaching Torah to women is to be encouraged since, although they are not
obligated, they are allowed to learn. R. Eliezer’s view is that teaching women Torah is tantamount to teaching them
‘tiflut’, which the Rambam understands as nonsense
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This understanding is in line with the continuation of that page of gemara which discusses the evils of men who have a
little Torah knowledge which will end up misapplied
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The Rambam in his Mishne Torah understands that women may half learn material since in many cases there will be a
concern that they are not intellectually attuned to the learning. How is this apparent prohibition to be squared with the
case of Bruria and other such examples throughout history?
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Bruria, the daughter of R. Chananiah b. Teradiyon was acknowledged as a Torah scholar in her own right. Similarly
there have always been women throughout the ages who were talmidot chachamim, The daughter of R. Shmuel ben Ali,
Rosh Yeshiva of Baghdad in the late 12C was reputed to be well versed in Tanach and Talmud and taught Tanach to
young men through a window so that they couldn’t see her!
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The Chida (Europe and N Africa 18C) asks 2 questions on the psak of the Rambam (i) the halacha is not normally like R.
Eliezer and (ii) how could Beruria be taught so much Torah if the halacha prohibited it? His answer is to read this
whole issue as a practical warning not a halachic issur. Thus IF the female candidate is suitable and dedicated (as in the
case of Beruria) there is no halachic problem. This has obvious implications for our modern society in which women are
highly educated
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Chazal tell of other times in Jewish history when women were expertly versed in the intricacies of halacha
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The Perisha (17C), commenting on the Tur (who repeats the wording of the Rambam) says that there is a real prohibition
BUT the Rambam himself envisages a situation where women get real reward for the learning. This is where the woman
shows that she is intellectually capable and motivated and thus it is correct to teach such people. The prohibition is only
on indiscriminate teaching of women

The Chafetz Chaim makes the point that women today who are exposed to secular education must be be exposed to
proper Torah education - hence his backing for the early Beis Yaacov movement. Rav Zalman Sorotzkin (20C E.Europe
and Israel) went so far as to reverse the statement of R. Eliezer and state that anyone who does NOT teach his daughter
Torah today but leaves her open to secular influence, it’s as if he taught her tiflut!!
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The Torah Temimah brings an opinion that women who are inclined and motivated to learn should be greatly
encouraged

(1) ‘Veshinantam’
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There is another passuk relating to the obligation to learn Torah. Again, this is in the context of teaching children, but
the verb used is ‘veshinantam’ and not ‘velimadetem’.
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This mitzva is not so much an in depth understanding of the methodology of Torah as a broad knowledge of the full
corpus of Torah, such that if a person were to ask you on any issue, you could respond confidently
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Whilst ‘b ’neichem’ was interpreted narrowly in source 3 above, in this passuk it is interpreted widely to go beyond family
to students generally
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... the Gemara attaches its saying p>m X% ooua -whereby the duty of teaching Torah would be
restricted to sons and exclude daughters - to nyia nx onx onm> and not to 137 onawh. As a matter of
fact women are only not to be directed to the scientific study of the Law ... But the understanding of
the Jewish Scripture and the knowledge of the Torah .... that leads to a conscientious fulfilling of a
Jewish life belong to the education of the intellect and feelings of our daughters as much as our sons.

Commentary of Rav S.R. Hirsch on Devarim 11:19
Rav S.R. Hirsch takes the view that ‘veshinantam’ is incumbent on women just as on men! This would mean that women
are obligated to have a full familiarity with Torah, not just on a practical basis but also as an a priori requirement

(i) ‘Vehodatam’
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There is yet another passuk dealing with talmud torah. This relates to transmission of the centrality of the experience at
Sinai and the hashkafot and theology of the Torah. This is unquestionably applicable to men and women in equal
measure.

1t therefore emerges that women’s exemption from talmud Torah relates only to the scientific analysis of Torah to
generate halacha. In every other context, both in principle and in practice, women are required to relate fully. This
underlines that there is far far more to Torah than ‘learning’ in the narrow sense!




