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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 2: 5 - WOMEN AND TALMUD TORAH

PART 1 - FOUNDATIONS
OU ISRAEL CENTER - WINTER 2021/22

A] TORAH AS THE FOCUS AND PURPOSE OF EXISTENCE
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Rashi underlines the purpose of the Creation narrative in the Chumash - not to explains HOW the world was made, but
WHY! Our physical existence has meaning and purpose - primarily Torah in its widest sense.
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The purpose of all physical creation was contingent upon the giving and acceptance of Torah on the 6th of Sivan.
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God instructs Yehoshua that he must be involved in Torah learn - yomam velayla’ - day and night.
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Chazal saw the ongoing learning of Torah as one of the foundation that sustains the existence of the world.
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The kabbalistic sources stress the centrality of Torah for existence in a number of ways: (i) the equivalence of Torah and
God’s ‘Mind’; (ii) that, on a mystical level, all of the Torah is made from the Names of God, (iii) that God created Man
‘together with’ the Torah.’

1. In kabbalistic thought, the Torah is connected significantly with the Sefira of Chochma and much commentary is dedicated to the manner in which Creation was emanated from God
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Torah, God and the Jewish People are inextricably linked.

* Torah, in its widest sense, is paramount and central in Jewish thought . To state simply (and, as we shall see, incorrectly) that women
are ‘exempt from learning Torah’ risks disconnecting women from this most fundamental Jewish value.

B] TORAH SHEB'AL PEH AS THE CENTRAL COVENANT WITH GOD
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The Oral Torah - Talmud and commentaries - is the central element of the covenant between God and the Jewish People.

C] THE MITZVOT OF LEARNING TORAH: 1 - AHAVAT HASHEM
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The Torah emphasizes in a number of places the mitzva to love God.

* The mechanism of this mitzva is challenging since the normal mode of expressing love is to give to another, and there is nothing that
we can give to God.
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Chazal understand that Talmud Torah is one of the central ways in which were are able to fulfil the mitzva of loving God.
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The Rambam reflects this in the Sefer Hamitzvot Mitzva #3 - to love God.
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The beracha of Ahavat Olam before the evening Shema connects closely the concept of the love between God and the
Jewish people and links this directly with learning Torah.
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through the medium of this and other Sefirot.
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The link between Ahavat Hashem and Talmud Torah are linked halachically concerning the obligation of bircat haTorah.
Once a person makes the beracha of Ahava Rabba before morning Shema, they also fulfil the obligation of bircat
haTorah.

* All commentators agree that the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem is incumbent upon men and women equally. If women are able to connect
with the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem through learning Torah, this will be a Torah mitzva, and indeed obligation.

* Of course, there are MANY other ways in which we are able to fulfill the mitzva of Ahavat Hashem - including through appreciation of
nature, awareness of Divine Providence, a life of kiddush Hashem, mesirut nefesh al kiddush Hashem, outreach to connect other Jews
to Torah and others2. So women have always been able to fulfil this mitzva, even at times when they were unable to learn Torah. Now
that women are more connected to Talmud Torah, this can be an additional mode of fulfilling this central mitzva.

D] THE MITZVOT OF LEARNING TORAH: 2 - YIRAT SHAMAYIM

MVYZ 199Y) DRI TNNND T2 WY WY Wiy PIYwa N 71 900 DI DY oYy oppn - 20.
DNAD DDA AT OITIN

VN> 07727
The Torah mitzva of Hakhel requires the men, women and children to attend the public Torah reading by the king.
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Rashi implies that the women have a different type of halachic obligation to the men.
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Ramban understands that the men and women all have an obligation to learn, in order to increase their Yirat Shamayim.

E] THE MITZVOT OF LEARNING TORAH: 3 - VELIMADTEM
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The mitzvah of ‘limud haTorah’ is usually presented in the Torah in the context of teaching children - in this case
through ‘shinun’ - repetition.
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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 on any issue, one could respond confidently and without hesitation.
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While we will see below that, although ‘beneichem’ is sometimes interpreted by Chazal narrowly to mean only sons, in
this verse it is interpreted widely to apply beyond family - to students generally.

2. See https://rabbimanning.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Ahavat-Hashem.pdf
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




5782 - )31 DNIAN rabbi@rabbimanning.com 4 “'oa

26. ... the Gemara attaches its saying ©5nma XY 05%4a -whereby the duty of teaching Torah would be restricted to sons and
exclude daughters - to 0572 nx 0NN OH1HP) and not to 42ap oPNVY). 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. That is already indicated in the Torah by the command of hakhel. .... Also, it has been the practice from
times immemorial .... to give women a knowledge of biblical and liturgical writings and a general knowledge and
understanding of the Torah and the rabbinic teachings.

Commentary of Rav Shimshon R. Hirsch on Devarim 11:19
R. Shimon Refael 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.

F] THE MITZVOT OF LEARNING TORAH: 4 - VEHODATEM
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This is yet another verse dealing with talmud torah, relating to the transmission of our experience at Sinai and the
hashkafot and theology of the Torah. This is unquestionably applicable to men and women in equal measure.
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The Netziv explains that this mitzva requires us to transmit ALL of Torah to our children and grandchildren.
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The Alshich stresses that the stronger our understanding of these matters, the greater the impression we will make on our
children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

G] THE MITZVOT OF LEARNING TORAH: 5 - VELIMADTEM
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The ‘main’ mitzva of Talmud Torah - certainly the one which engenders the most halachic commentary - is that of
‘velimadtem otam et beneichem’. It is THIS mitzva that we will be analyzing for the rest of this shiur and be ’H in Part 2.

H] THE SUGYA IN KIDDUSHIN - WOMEN'S EXEMPTION FROM ‘VELIMADTEM’
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Chazal understood from this verse that there is an obligation to teach sons but not daughters - the word ‘beneichem’ 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 mitzva of ‘limud haTorah’. Naturally, exemption does not mean prohibition,
simply that the mitzva of limud haTorah for women falls into a category of ‘aina metzuva ve’osah’ - a voluntary mitzva.
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The Malbim explores why the word ‘beneichem’ is sometimes understood by Chazal broadly, to include men and women
(such as Bnei Yisrael) and on other occasions is understood narrowly, to refer only to men. QOur case is only one of many
such narrow readings and the Malbim brings many examples in which the word means only sons. In fact, the Malbim
argues that ‘bnei’ and ‘beneichem’ usually means sons only, unless there is a contextual reason to argue for a more
inclusive reading to include women.
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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 hilchot Keriat Shema). The Beit Halevi explains that the Rambam wishes to emphasize that this mitzva 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 Torah lishma, from which women are exempted.
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The Rambam rules that a woman may fulfil the mitzva of ‘velimadtem’ if she wishes and this will be considered a Torah

mitzva. Nevertheless, it will be a voluntary mitzva, for which the reward in Olam HaBa is less’ than for an obligatory
. 4
mitzva'.

* As we shall see in Part 2, although there is a detailed halachic discussion as to whether it is permitted to TEACH Gemara and Torah
Sheb’al Peh to women, there are NO classic sources that prohibit women from LEARNING Gemara and Torah Shebe’al Peh.
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The Radvaz rules that one must tear keriya if present r’l at the moment of death of a Jewish woman just as at that of a
Jewish man. The reason for the custom is the comparison of a Jew to a walking Sefer Torah because of their talmud
Torah. A Jewish woman who learns Torah, even where that learning is voluntary, is also compared to a Sefer Torah.

3. Reward in the Next World is of course infinite and the concept of ‘lesser’ and ‘greater’ infinity must be explored in more depth.
4. The Maharal explains that to being ‘commanded’ puts places a person’s actions in step with the rest of creation which operates through God’s Will and command. To accept a
voluntary practice, while praiseworthy, remains outside the system.
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I] THE SUGYA IN SOTA - A PROHIBITION ON TEACHING WOMEN TORAH?
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The Mishna in Sota outlines depicts graphically the expected consequences if a guilty woman drinks from the Sota.
However, women who had a specific merit would not react immediately to the waters. Rather their merit prolonged their
death, sometimes for years. Based on this, Ben Azai requires a person to teach their daughter Torah so that, if she ever
committed adultery and was required to drink as a Sota, she would realize why the water did not have immediate effect.
R. Eliezer disagrees and states that teaching one’s daughter Torah is equivalent to teaching them ‘tiflut’ (see definition
below). R. Yehoshua appears to agree with R. Eliezer and argues that women are strongly connected to and in need of
tiflut. He also adds that certain kinds of behavior ‘destroy the world’ - including a ‘rasha arum’ - a cunning wicked
person. As we shall see below, this addition is important!

) MINNT MITMNAT MDT RIN N NIV NN NPN N ,NNNT MDY NN DRIDT MDT 1D 0NIY ') 1N Nt ¥» 37.

NNY NA MNNN DX DNIN NN DX 7 710D 22 (321 °5wn) 2OV 12 DN 12T WIT N NX NN IOND 121D NN

NNNN NN DYV 295 NONX NPIN NPN MNND QN ,IYY 290 NON NI NPN T 11D <12 D - DA MNHND NN .NINA NN

NN NPX NMNPT DNN DT DY PN XD ... OIYD NP NNN GN 02D PIN NN NN T2 I - N

WNID N ) NYITH 22N INKT TY INMI2ID N JION I PONDY PIPNT NNVND ,XTPON NI YTIPT M) NI
Mmn»INa

.NJ DOID
The Gemara discusses what could be the special merit that protects women from the effect of the Sota waters. Initially, it
rejects the possibility that this merit could be Torah learning (velimadtem) since women are not obligated in this mitzva
and the reward is lower. However, Ravina rules that women ARE able to share in the great merit of the obligatory
mitzva of Torah learning through the mesirut nefesh of sending their husbands and sons to learn Torah.

* Ravina underlines how women can share in the merit of the obligation of ve/imadtem. He is not discussing the independent merit
that a woman receives for volunteering to take part in this mitzva, nor the reward for any of the other mitzvot of Torah learning in which
women are obligated - as outlined above.
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The Gemara explains R. Eliezer’s negativity concerning teaching women Torah. He is concerned at the cunning, and
potential deceitfulness, that comes with imparting wisdom. As we shall see below, many commentators flag that this is a
particular concern with people who have limited education and context with which to process this learning’.

* What is the definition of ‘tiflut’?
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The Rambam defines this as worthless and nonsense.
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Rashi explains that, from the limited Torah learning given to her, the woman will gain cunning and know how to sin
secretly.

5. We will discuss in more depth in the next shiur how this relates constructively to the education of women - then and now.
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The Meiri learns that she will assume she has more learning than she really does, and will try to show this to others - by
implication misleading them.
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Importantly, the SAME discussion in the Gemara also flags the dangers of teaching Torah to men! This explains the
continuation of R. Yehoshua’s warning that a ‘rasha arum’ - a cunning and wicked man - destroys the world. This even
includes a man who has learnt Chumash and Mishna but who has not learnt halacha properly from a Rav by serving and
learning from them. Such a person is labeled an Am Ha Aretz and worse. A little knowledge is a very dangerous thing!

* Teaching Torah to men is an obligatory mitzva, so we are required to try and do so. Only when we see that that the man is misapplying
Torah knowledge do we desist. R. Eliezer appears to rule that, for women, since there is no obligation and since the dangers of
misapplication are high, once should not engage in the process at all!

J] R. ELIEZER AND TEACHING TORAH - A WIDER PERSPECTIVE
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We see elsewhere that R. Eliezer was very opposed to teaching women any Torah - even Chumash!
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We also see that R. Eliezer was extremely particular about mesora - passing on the Torah of his Rebbi and NEVER
adding to it from his own innovations.
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R. Eliezer was compared by his own Rebbi - R. Yochanan ben Zakkai - to a waterproofed cistern that never lost a drop!
In contrast, R. Elazar ben Arach was compared to an overflowing well which constants produces new water. However,
the Mishna records a disagreement as to whether R. Yochanan ben Zakkai saw the model of pure mesora, or that of
innovation, as the ideal!

* We are only at the beginning of our discussion concerning women and Torah!

* In Part 2 we will be’H examine the Talmudic precedent of Bruria who mastered Torah - particularly Torah Shebe’al Peh. We will also
look briefly at the concept of ‘nashim da’atan kalla’.

» We will also look to the classic mefarshim and recent and contemporary poskim on the issue of teaching women Torah and women
learning Gemara. To be continued .....
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