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Tikkun Leil Shavuot
A Night of Torah

Why should someone stay up to learn Torah on Shavuot night?

Shavuot is Zeman Matan Torateinu, the time of receiving our Torah. There are various customs
associated with the holiday. One of the more Torah-oriented ones is staying up all night to study
Torah.

This practice has its earliest roots in the Zohar:
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Zohar Emor 98a

The ancient pious ones would not sleep on that night but would study the Torah and say “Let
us come take possession of the inheritance holy to us and our children....” That night, the
Congregation of Yisrael is adorned, and comes to couple with the King.... R. Shimon said thus
when fellows gathered with him that night: “Let us come to affix [le-takna] the jewels of the
bride so that tomorrow she will be found in her jewels and her adornments for the King, as is
fitting.

In kabbalistic works,Torah can be referred to as a tachshit, a jewel. According to the Zohar, the
pious learn Torah on Shavuot night in order to adorn or bejewel the kenesset Yisrael, the
metaphysical essence of the Jewish people past and present, in preparation for her wedding with
God, i.e., renewing the covenant of Sinai.

The introduction to the Zohar tells us that learning on Shavuot also grants a person the merit of
being like an indispensable attendant to the wedding at Sinai:
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Zohar Introduction, 8a

Rabbi Shimon said to them: meritorious is your portion in that tomorrow the bride will only
g0 up to the Chuppa together with you, because everyone adorned her this evening and
delighted with her for all of it ...

Arizal adds that a person who stays up all Shavuot night to learn Torah will come to no harm in
the coming year?

With incentive on that order, the practice eventually spreads beyond kabbalistic circles. In the
seventeenth century, Magen Avraham offers a more straightforward rationale for it, based on a
midrash. The midrash states that God found benei Yisrael asleep when it was time to give Israel
the Torah:
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Shir Ha-shirim Rabba 1:12

Israel slept all that night because sleep on Shavuot is sweet and the night is short...God came
and found them asleep. He began to approach them with noises. That is what is written “And
it was on the third day when it was morning and there were sounds and lightning” (Shemot
19:16)...Rav Yitzchak said: This is what they are criticized for by Yeshaya (50:2)), as it is said,
“Why did I come and there is no man, I called and there is no response...

The noise that accompanied the giving of Torah served in part to awaken benei Yisrael for that
momentous event! Beyond that, though, Yeshaya chastises benei Yisrael for lack of readiness for
Torah. Magen Avraham suggests that this shortcoming demands rectification on our part:
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Magen Avraham 494

In the Zohar it is written that the ancient pious ones would stay awake all that night and busy
themselves with Torah. Already, most of those who study Torah have the custom to do so. It
is possible to provide a reason for this in accordance with a simple reading [as opposed to a
kabbalistic one] because Israel were asleep all that night and the Holy One Blessed be He had
to awaken them, as is written in the Midrash, therefore we need to remedy this.

Here, we see a rationale not restricted to the pious but open to any learned person who wishes to

rectify a missed opportunity of the entire Jewish people. Magen Avraham does not make any
special mention of what one should study.

What to Study

In practice, whether or not one’s orientation toward learning on the night of Shavuot is
kabbalistic can determine what one studies then. The Zohar gives a rough outline of what one
should learn:
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Zohar Introduction, 8a

To be with her [the bride representing Israel] all that night, and to rejoice with her in her
adornment. For she is adorned by the study of Torah from Chumash to Prophets and from
Prophets to Writings and midrash of verses and in the hints of wisdom ...
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Arizal lays out a program of study that builds on the description found in the Zohar, including the
beginnings and ends of most portions of Tanach and then moving on to kabbala.2 Reading the
beginning and end of each portion is tantamount to reading the whole thing. Rav Ya’akov Chayim
Sofer explains that this completes the kabbalistic objective of rectification of the sefirot begun by
sefirat ha-omer.? The same word, tikkun, can mean either rectification or adornment.
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Kaf Ha-chayim 494:8

The reason for the three verses that we read from each parsha on the night of the holiday of
Shavuot is because during the seven weeks, seven sefirot are rectified through sefirat ha-
omer...The Keter, and Netzach, Hod, and Yesod, remain and these are rectified on the night of
Shavuot by learning Tanach...The practical implication of this is that someone who is unable
to remain awake all night for some reason should at least learn the Tanach [segments of the
tikkun] in order to complete the rectification [of the sefirot].

To the Kabbalists, learning specifically tikkun leil Shavuot has great significance in preparmg the
celestial bride for her wedding covenant. Rationalists, however, prominently Ra
Reischer, a contemporary of Magen Avraham, treat tikkun leil Shavuot as a lesser form o Shavuot
learning:4
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Rav Ya'akov Reischer, Chok Ya'akov 494

The primary tikkun [formal text of tikkun leil Shavuot] was enacted for the ignorant people
who do not know how to learn

This comment is more consistent with Magen Avraham’s more populist explanation than with
the Zohar’s appeal to the select pious.

Women on Leil Shavuot

How does this discussion relate to women?

If we take a kabbalistic approach, then the question is not just about learning, but about whether
a woman recites tikkun leil Shavuot. This question, in turn, may depend on whether women can
accompany the Bride or on whether women count the omer. In a responsum, Ben Ish Chai
assumes the answer to both is no:
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Responsa Rav Pe'alim I Sod Yesharim 9

The custom here in our home is that the women don’t recite the learning of the night of
Shavuot, rather they sleep...It seems to me with the help of Heaven that the learning of
Shavuot night is only fitting for males: one, because they began the rectification from the
beginning of sefirat ha-omer and women were not involved with this rectification of the
sefira, and second, because those who learn this holy learning of the night of Shavuot [i.e.,
tikkun leil Shavuot], are considered and called attendants of the Lady...Only males should be
attendants of the Lady...in order that it not seem that the Feminine is chasing after the
Masculine, but that the Masculine chases after the Feminine.

For Ben Ish Chai, a woman does not stay up to recite tikkun leil Shavuot. She may not attend the
bride for kabbalistic reasons, and she cannot complete a process begun by counting the omer if
she didn’t count the omer to start with (an assumption consistent with his own ruling on the
subject).

Rav Ya’akov Chayim Sofer, on the other hand, also a kabbalist, maintains that women who count
the omer should recite tikkun leil Shavuot.
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Kaf Ha-chayim 494:8

According to this, also women who are accustomed to count theomer...may learn the Tanach
[portion of the tikkun] as well since it is a completion of the rectification of sefirat ha-omer as
mentioned. But if they do not count the omer, they need not learn the Tanach (from the
tikkun] but should learn some other matter.

He notes that other women, who did not count the omer should still find something to learn. His
ruling finds a modern echo in the words of Rav Mordechai Eliyahu:>
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Women'’s learning: Women are not obligated in tikkun leil Shavuot, but if they come and learn
Tanach and the like a blessing should come upon them....

This type of inclusive viewpoint finds support among kabbalists and rationalists alike.

What are the implications for practice?

There is widespread support for women to learn Torah on the night of Shavuot. This practice is

not obligatory, however. Neither women nor men have an obligation to learn all night, and all

should consider carefully whether it will interfere with fulfilling mitzvot and proper functioning

on Shavuot day. American educator Gabrielle Berger (nee Hiller), makes this point: i A
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Gabrielle Hiller, '"Tikun Leil Shavuot: A Priority?', YU Torah-to-Go, 13 May 2015

A person should also consider the consequences of staying up all night to ensure that it does
not interfere with other religious obligations...Shavuot has been established as zman matan
Torateinu, the time of the giving of the Torah, and the minhag of Tikkun Leil Shavuot
teaches that it is vital to seriously learn and study the Torah that we received. That message
is not limited to the night of Shavuot. Rather, it should imbue our perspective of the entire
holiday, encouraging us to learn during the day if we are unable to do so during the night.

How can communities make room for more women's learning on leil Shavuot?

www.womenandmitzvot.org

Especially at the early end of the evening, communities can gear Torah study toward
shiurim open to women and men or to dedicated women’s shiurim. If there is parallel
programming for younger children and teens, that can also widen the numbers of
women who will be able to participate. Communities can also make sure that there are
spaces in which women can sit and learn with each other over the course of the night,
and even prepare source sheets to facilitate such learning.

Sometimes married women with children in particular experience Shavuot as difficult,
because husbands may sleep in for most of the day, limiting family time together and
putting a heavier load on their wives. On Shavuot day, parents in the community, and
the community as a whole, stand to benefit if the community pools resources to provide
children’s programming or groups over the course of the day to add to the children’s
experience of the day and to help ensure that staying up late does not come at the
children’s or caretaker’s expense, and everyone should plan the holiday carefully in
advance so as to maximize its potential.
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Simchat Yom Tov

Defining the Mitzva

Each of our festivals marks a joyous religious milestone, tied to our connection with God and the Land. On
Pesach, we begin the Spring harvest as we celebrate our freedom and redemption as God’s people. On Shavuot
we celebrate the reaping of the grain and the giving of the Torah, which binds us to God. On Sukkot we celebrate
the ingathering of the harvest and the miracle of God’s protection as we traveled through the wilderness to the
Promised Land.

It follows that the Torah commands us to rejoice on the festivals:!
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Devarim 16:10-15

And you shall observe the festival of Shavuot to the Lord your God, the abundance of the contribution of
your hand that you shall give as the Lord your God blesses you. And you shall rejoice before the Lord your
God, you and your son and your daughter and your bondsman and your bondswoman, and the Levite who is
in your gates, and the stranger and the orphan and the widow who are among you, in the place that the Lord
your God will choose to make His name dwell there. And you shall remember that you were a bondsman in
Egypt, and you shall keep and observe these laws. You shall observe the festival of Sukkot, for seven days,
when you gather in from your threshing floor and from your wine press. And you shall rejoice on your
festival, you and your son and and your daughter and your bondsman and your bondswoman and the Levite
and the stranger and the orphan and the widow who are in your gates: Seven days you shall hold a festival
for the Lord your God, in the place that the Lord will choose; for the Lord your God will bless all your crops
and all the work of your hands, and you shall be only joyous.

Our connection to God past and present and our gratitude for being able to sustain ourselves provide ample
cause for celebration.

Rejoicing Appropriately

As our households celebrate, we are commanded to include the more vulnerable elements of our community,
the orphan and widow, in the rejoicing. Rambam elaborates on this responsibility to the community. He
emphasizes that our rejoicing becomes service of God only when we generously welcome others to participate
with us.

DY NINYRO DINY 1Y (T 0M2T) 22IRND 2N NMPA 22K KINPI1 N 20 or mabn 0”an
91NN 1N DK 1 XIN M 92NN N MNDT SV M ax ,0vonND DMyn INY
LADM2 INAY KON MIXA NNNY AT PN w1 IR oMy npym

)4
(]

www.womenandmitzvot.org T Der acheha’




Mishneh Torah, Shevitat Yom Tov 6: 18

When one eats and drinks, one must feed the convert, the orphan, and the widow along with the rest of the
unfortunate poor. But one who locks the doors of his courtyard and eats and drinks, he and his children and
his wife, and does not feed and give drink to the poor and embittered, this is not the rejoicing of a mitzva but
rejoicing of his belly...

Our celebration only truly serves God when we open our homes to those who are destitute (or perhaps even to
those who are lonely or difficult to host.) Otherwise, it can become mere decadence and hedonism.

The ultimate source of our celebration, though, is a sense of being before God:
TPPON N 197 NNNY) DY NYINI DN2Y ANAN . 1ird 0127
Devarim 27:7

And you shall sacrifice peace offerings (shelamim) and eat there, and you shall rejoice before the Lord your
God.

One who eats and drinks to excess, and thus loses sight of God’s presence does not fulfill the mitzva:
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Mishneh Torah, Shevitat Yom Tov 6:20

For drunkenness and hilarity and frivolity is not rejoicing but wildness and foolishness, and we were not
commanded in wildness and foolishness but in rejoicing, which includes worship of the Creator of
everything.

In the absence of Beit Ha-mikdash

In Beit Ha-mikdash, the primary expression of simcha was eating peace offerings (shelamim) before God, as
though partaking in a shared celebratory meal. The Talmud addresses the question of where that leaves us after
the Temple’s destruction, when we have no way to offer sacrifices:
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Pesachim 109a

It was taught in a baraita: Rabbi Yehuda ben Beteira says: At a time when Beit Ha-mikdash is standing,
rejoicing is only with meat, as it is said: “And you shall sacrifice peace offerings (shelamim) and eat there
and you shall rejoice before the Lord your God” (Devarim 27:7). And now, when Beit Ha-mikdash is not
standing, rejoicing is only with wine, as it is said: “And wine gladdens a person’s heart” (Tehillim 104:15).

The Talmud teaches that, in the absence of sacrificial meat, wine becomes the central element of our Yom Tov
rejoicing. Te t take this as a description of a rabbinic-level mitzva to rejoice in an era without Beit Ha-
mikdash:
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Tosafot Moed Katani4b s.v.Aseh de-yachid

It seems to me that rejoicing on the festival is also rabbinic, and “ve-samachta” [the Torah-level mitzva of
rejoicing] — that is with peace offerings of joy (shalmei simcha)...

Rambam, however, disagrees, He writes that the mitzva of rejoicing on a festival retains its Torah-level status,
even without our partaking in the sacrifice:
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And the 54th mitzva is that He commanded us to rejoice on festivals, and He, may He be exalted, said: “And
you shall rejoice on your festival.” ...And the first matter hinted at in this command is that one should in any
case sacrifice a peace offering (korban shelamim). And these peace offerings are in addition to the festive
peace offerings (shalmei chagiga), and in the Talmud they are called peace offerings of rejoicing (shalmei
simcha)...The statement “and you shall rejoice on your festival” includes what [the Sages] said also, “rejoice
in all types of rejoicing.” And this includes to eat meat on festivals, and to drink wine, and to wear new
clothes...All this is included in the statement “and you shall rejoice on your festival.” And of these, drinking
wine alone is more obligatory, because it is more specifically associated with rejoicing...

To Rambam, the Torah’s definition of rejoicing includes partaking in the sacrifice but is not restricted to it. Any
act of rejoicing can count as fulfillment of the Torah-level mitzva. Rav Soloveitchik explains how this works
conceptually:
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Shiurim Le-zecher Abba Mari 186

For a person’s emotional state during the festival is the essential mitzva of rejoicing, but the Torah
commanded how to fulfil rejoicing of the heart and formalized the Halacha thus: at the time of Beit Ha-
mikdash, this rejoicing was realized through eating sacrificial meat, and today through various pleasures...

Eating the sacrifice, or feasting with meat or wine, is indeed the external fulfillment of an act of rejoicing, but
the fundamental mitzva is to achieve an emotional and spiritual state of simcha, through these means and
others.

Obligation

Are women obligated in the mitzva of simchat Yom Tov?

On the one hand, both the daughter and the widow are mentioned as rejoicing on the festival in Devarim 16:14.
On the other hand, rejoicing on the festival would seem to be a positive, time-bound commandment from which
women are typically exempt.

The Talmud lists rejoicing on the festival as one of the exceptions to the rule — a positive time-bound
commandment in which women are obligated. i \
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Kiddushin 34a

Behold matza, rejoicing, and hakhel - [each is] a positive, time-bound mitzva, and women are obligated

Later on, however, it presents a challenge to that idea in the name of Abbaye:
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Kiddushin 34b

....Rather than deriving from tefillin, to exempt [women from positive time-bound mitzvot], derive it from
rejoicing, to obligate [women in these mitzvot]. Abbaye said: A woman — her husband causes her to rejoice
[so we cannot derive it from the mitzva of rejoicing]. What about a widow? Through whoever she is with.

Abbaye suggests that the mitzva for a woman to rejoice on a festival is incumbent on her husband, not herself.
At first glance, we might think that the verse’s reference to the widow, who has no husband, refutes this idea.
However, Abbaye explains that the widow is mentioned in order to obligate the head of the household that she
joins for the festival to cause her to rejoice.

Atosefta, paraphrased in both the Talmud Bavli and the Talmud Yerushalmi, states that a man has a mitzva to
cause his wife (and children) to rejoice on the festival, as by giving them wine or whatever suits them:
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Tosefta Pesachim (Lieberman) 10:4

It is a mitzva for a person to cause his children and members of his household to rejoice on the festival. How
does he make them rejoice? With wine, as it is written: “And wine gladdens a person’s heart.” R’ Yehuda
says: women with what is appropriate for them, and children with what is appropriate for them

The tosefta does not indicate whether the husband is required to support his wife’s independent obligation to
rejoice, or whether he alone is obligated in her rejoicing.

The Talmud quotes Rabbi Zeira as assuming that women are obligated to rejoice on a festival. The discussion
revolves around bal te’acher, the prohibition to delay bringing a sacrifice as vowed beyond a single cycle of three
festivals. Does the prohibition apply to women, who are not obligated to make a pilgrimage to Beit Ha-mikdash
on the festivals?2
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Rosh Ha-shana 6b

Rabbi Zeira asks: A woman, what is she [obligated or not] in the mitzva of bal te’acher? Do we say that since
she is not obligated to appear [in Beit Ha-mikdash on the festival, she is not obligated in bal te’acher]? Or
perhaps, since she is obligated in rejoicing [on a festival, she should be obligated in bal te’acher]?

In yet another Talmudic passage, though, Abbaye himself seems to espouse the view that women are obligated
in simchat Yom Tov. Here, the context is a discussion of how independently mobile a child needs to be in order to
be obligated to appear at Beit Ha-mikdash for a festival:3
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Chagiga 5b-6a

Abbaye said to him [Rabbi Zeira]: Until here [Yerushalayim]. Since his mother is obligated in rejoicing, his
mother brings him.

Tosafot resolve the apparent contradiction in a way that understands Abbaye as exempting women from an
independent obligation of simcha.%
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Tosafot Rosh Ha-shana 6b s.v. Isha

Rabbeinu Tam explains “her husband causes her to rejoice,” that the obligation is on her husband and not
on her....and this that was said in Chagiga, that his mother is obligated [in rejoicing] is obligation because of
her husband and not because of herself.

Ritva, however, suggests a different resolution of Abbaye’s statements:
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Ritva Kiddushin 34b

...Awoman, her husband causes her to rejoice. Rashi explains “A woman is not obligated in rejoicing; rather,
her husband is obligated to cause her to rejoice.” This is not clear, for we count it above among the mitzvot
in which women are obligated, and furthermore, Abbaye himself says in Tractate Chagiga that a woman is
obligated in rejoicing...It seems that we should explain that we say thus: That we cannot derive from [the
mitzva of] rejoicing [a rule to obligate women in positive time-bound mitzvot], because rejoicing is
different, since the Torah only obligated women in it through the means of her husband, which is not the
case for other [mitzvot], which are not dependent on the husband at all. So it seems to me.

Ritva writes that a woman would typically rejoice by partaking in her husband’s peace offering, or otherwise
have her rejoicing facilitated by her husband. This does not detract from her own obligation to rejoice. It does
mean, however, that the mitzva of rejoicing cannot serve as a basis for learning about other mitzvot.

According to this line of thought, Abbaye and Rabbi Zeira would agree that a woman who isn’t a member of a
male-headed household is independently obligated to rejoice on a festival. Rabbi Zeira, however, would
disagree with Abbaye about the prominence of the husband’s obligation in the wife’s fulfillment of her own.
Me’iri spells this out:

1OV NWN IND MNY NN 1IN NI NNNAYA NAMN NN 1 peamp »1pRnd nman na
AN PDAa MVY DIpN DM HYyan NNAY TN NAPN IPYY KOK NNNY 2NN nvpan? XY nnnwn
MNNYI N2MN SV 112 PRY NN

Beit Ha-bechira Kiddushin 34b

A woman is obligated in rejoicing as we have explained. What he [Abbaye] said here, “a woman - her
husband causes her to rejoice” is not to release her from the obligation of rejoicing. Rather, her primary
obligation is through the husband’s rejoicing. Nevertheless, regarding the practical halacha, even a woman
without a husband is obligated in rejoicing.

Ahusband and wife’s rejoicing are intertwined. If a woman is married, her husband has a mitzva to facilitate
her rejoicing, but all women also have an independent obligation to rejoice.> i i
W
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Rambam seems to follow this view:2
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Mishneh Torah, Chagiga 1:1

The rejoicing referred to on festivals is that one should offer peace offerings (shelamim) in addition to the
festival peace offerings (shalmei chagiga). These are called peace-offerings of festival joy (shalmei simchat
chagiga), as it says (Devarim 27:7): “You shall sacrifice peace offerings (shelamim) and eat them there and
rejoice before the Lord your God.” Women are obligated in this mitzva.

D22 D21V DM INY OY AN M NN NDAN M NyAY mn 2w o1 nnag mabn ,n7n mwn
01230 521 1N )21 IRYN 1M NN 22 2101 R 102 DN DTN 2201 .NYM TaDna DMDK
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A9 N2 TRN D2 1N )27 17121 NN DNRY NN NI 9222 W NN NI2202 PININ DRY IND

Mishneh Torah, Shevitat Yom Tov 6:17

The seven days of Pesach and the eight days of Sukkot, along with the other festivals, are all forbidden for
eulogizing and fasting. And a person is obligated to be joyful and of a good heart on them—he, his children,
his wife, the members of his household and all who accompany him. As it says (Devarim 16:14), “And you
shall rejoice on your festival, etc.” Even though the joy that is mentioned here is [referring to] peace
offerings (shelamim)—as we explain in the Laws of the Festival Offering—included in that joy is for him, his
children and the members of his household to rejoice, everyone according to what is appropriate for him.

The view that women are obligated in simchat Yom Tov is widely accepted as Halacha:*

111 INWKI NIT,TYVING 29 2101 NN MY DX 27N 2 vapn 10 01 Mavn 0PN NI Y N
D'TA2 DNY NP D'WIN ;DTN MYP DNY 1N DI0PN ,)NNYN T 9K 019N 9N
DMV AINY DY TIINDN9 DINYD 129 5ORND 27 0N a0 powom

Shulchan Aruch 0C 529:2

A person is obligated to be joyous and of good heart on the holiday, he and his wife and his children and all
who join him. How does he cause them to rejoice? He gives the children toasted wheat and nuts; and buys
the women clothing and jewelry according to his means; and he is obligated to feed the stranger, the widow
and the orphan along with the other poor people.

N [NRY Mi¥N=] Yyn XM — 121 [TY1n2 215 210] Ny N1NS DTN 2M™N) w:wapn nMia nmawn
'0'w11 O) NAMN 1AN2 NNNEA 2'NOT NNnn

Mishna Berura 529:15

A person is obligated to be joyous — This is a Torah-level positive commandment, as it is written “you shall
rejoice on your festival,” and it also applies to women

Rav Moshe Sternbuch adds that even those who maintain that women are exempt from rejoicing on festivals
apply the exemption only to concrete actions (e.g., eating meat, drinking wine, and wearing new clothes).
According to all opinions, however, women are obligated in achieving the emotional state of simcha on Yom Tov
because it is a mitzva performed with the heart:

PONA...MARY 1Ny NNNRPNR NYY1A P NNNRYA NNLAY DWIT NN KT DY2N DYINN DIVIN
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Mo'adim U-zmanim 7:11

It seems that women are exempt from rejoicing, and only her husband causes her to rejoice with him,
according to Abbaye...in this aspect of rejoicing, which is rejoicing of the heart, women are also
obligated....in mitzvot that depend on the heart, even if they are time-bound, women are obligated.

Why is the husband responsible for his wife's simchat Yom Tov?

Simchat Yom Tov is a combination of an internal spiritual and emotional state with the external objects
and actions that foster and reflect that state of joy. A husband or father’s mitzva of simchat Yom Tov
includes responsibility for contributing to his household’s rejoicing.

In earlier generations, purchase of the new clothing or festive foods that would help spur a househaold
to happiness depended in a practical sense on funds controlled by the male head of the household.

52’21 2"D MN1 2 IN12AN A SY=] 2"V NI PIVNL.. 1D Nyt PAs 0MaT MAyn nnnn nnn

=] 2" 2'N2T AN NNNYA 12 OX=] 2"N ,1N21 NNX NNNAYA 22 N0T NNNRY XY MY NWN Y PRY
P20 N5V NPNK XN OXT NLI X120 T M¥N T2 DYP2 12 [IwaN 'N=] N°N Nrd 12 D2
..19922 N 02 NAMYN 9 NS INNNY PR INNNRYA

Torah Temima Devarim 16:66

...The matter is according to what is explained in Yevamot 62b, “whoever does not have a wife dwells
without joy, as it is written “you shall rejoice, you and your household.” if so, regarding rejoicing of the
festival where it is also written like this, it is impossible for him [the husband] to fulfill this mitzva on his

own. Logic tends to say that if she does not take part in his rejoicing, his rejoicing is incomplete, and
therefore she is also obligated on his account...

Taken more broadly, simcha is mutually reinforcing. Whatever the household makeup, every household
member, regardless of gender, contributes to every other member’s rejoicing.

In Practice

We saw above that wine is suggested as a means of rejoicing, especially when there is no sacrifice of which to

partake. Should women’s rejoicing on Yom Tov include drinking wine as well? What other acts might be seen as
fulfillments of the mitzva of simcha?

Both the Talmud Bavli and the Yerushalmi list a few examples of what a husband might do to help his wife
rejoice, in the name of Rabbi Yehuda:

N2 9272 172 NINNINYR IR NNYY DTR KIN I N K0 0noa naon (Ka59M) mher inbn
1ONINI DUIDN A 10D NI DI 0N X1 DULP N NI DWW N DT 1 .12 NNen

.]’T]'Jﬂ TTIAN 112D ]le NN 0DIVN
Yerushalmi Pesachim 10:1

It is taught: A person needs to cause his wife and his children to rejoice on the festival. With what does he
make them rejoice? With wine. Rabbi Yehuda says: Women with what is appropriate for them, and children
with what is appropriate for them. Women with what is appropriate for them, like shoes and bells. And
children with what is appropriate for them, like nuts and hazelnuts.
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Pesachim 109a

The Sages taught: A person is obligated to cause his children and the members of his household to rejoice on
afestival, as it is stated: “And you shall rejoice on your festival” (Devarim 16:14). With what should one
make them rejoice? With wine. Rabbi Yehuda says: Men with what is appropriate for them and women with
what is appropriate for them. Rabbi Yehuda elaborates: Men with what is appropriate for them, with wine.
And women, with what? Rav Yosef taught: In Babylonia with colorful clothes and in Eretz Yisrael with
pressed linen clothes.

[t is not clear from either source if Rabbi Yehuda means to reject wine as a means for women to achieve simcha
or simply add to it. Nor is it clear if anyone, man or woman, needs to eat meat in the absence of Beit Ha-
mikdash 2

In his presentation of this halacha, Rambam seems to imply that women need not drink wine or eat meat
(without the sacrifice), since he lists these as male modes of rejoicing:

122N DWAIND NN 92 DN 1'LWIN) DTAA 102 NNP DA M 220 DY nMay NN mwn
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Mishneh Torah, Shevitat Yom Tov 6:18

For the women he buys new clothes and beautiful jewelry according to his means. And the men eat meat and
drink wine, since there is no simcha except with meat, and no simcha except with wine.

Though does not specify meat and wine when he lays out what a man should provide for a widow in his
household to facilitate her rejoicing, Rashi does list food and drink, and wine was the preeminent drink of his
day:

Y NNWN DINNAHDYWN NNNAYYIONN MY KNY N MDNI... mawa 07T 19 PR naon 1w
Anwa

Rashi Kiddushin 34b s.v. Bi-shruya

And the person with whom she is staying is commanded to cause her to rejoice from his own resources, with
food and drink and linen garments.

Similarly, Rabbi Akiva Eiger notes that women are obligated in simchat Yom Tov, and fulfill the mitzva through
meat and wine,” though he argues that women are not obligated as a matter of simcha to eat bread on Yom
Tov:12

TNDRTIIN [DIPN 22N=] NN ,NNNYI N2MNNA XNT X 19D NP KNTAN 10K K2py 131 n™w
N2IMNN NIRRT NN [DIPN 52n=] n"n 9aNX w2 1 DNNYa NNRY N2 Nn’ ,nnyvm 1apna
NNY 21N TN 1N NA NOINXT NIXK1IT Na NYONa

Responsa Rabbi Akiva Eiger Mahadura Kama 1

For she is obligated in simcha, in any case, that means that she is forbidden in eulogizing and fasting, and
should have simcha with drinking wine and with meat, but in any case, it seems that she is not obligated in
eating bread, since it seems that eating bread is not based on the obligation of simcha
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Other authorities, however, including Rabbeinu Asher, do include eating bread as a fulfillment of simchat Yom
Tov:

NNNY DIPN 210 D" Na 919K DTN 2707 0NN 1222719 NN 7290 a2:1 919 ma1a wira

Rosh Berachot 7:23

Therefore, it seems to Rabbeinu Yehuda that a person is obligated to eat bread on Yom Tov because of
simcha.

In practice, women eat meat and drink wine on Yom Tov, so long as it adds to rejoicing, and men are obligated
to enable their wives to make joyful purchases for the holiday, while a single woman attends to her own
happiness. These purchases need not be restricted to clothing or ornament. Rav Shmuel Halevi Wosner gives
some examples:
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Responsa Shevet Ha-levi 8:124

And similarly clothing and so forth, or dancing or an excursion in honor of the simcha of the day that causes
gratification. But giving a book, which indeed causes delight and simcha but is not connected specifically to
the simcha of the day, and similarly an electronic device of mere women’s chatter, which does not exempt
from the foundations of simcha of the day, like clothes and sweets and so on.

In Rav Wosner’s chassidic community, women’s formal learning opportunities are more limited. For women
who do learn Torah, purchase of a book for T

In a modern twist, R
herself:1

er Melamed notes that the married woman of today is free to make purchases for
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Rav Eliezer Melamed, Peninei Halacha, Laws of the Festivals, 1:10

In contrast, now that there are so many types of clothing and jewelry available, choosing has become
complicated. In many families, it is the accepted norm for the wife to choose clothes or jewelry for herself,
and for the budget to be set by the couple in accordance with their means (as explained below in section 12).
In order for the husband to participate in the mitzva, it is appropriate for him to encourage his wife to buy
an item of clothing or jewelry for the festival. This way it can be considered a gift from him to her, which will
increase her simcha.

Writing to a new widow, Rabbanit Anat Novoselsky suggests that a woman determine for herself what will best
enable her to rejoice before God:12
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Each woman must rejoice at the festive holiday meal, with a new item of clothing or jewelry or whatever
causes her to rejoice, and it is not necessary to impose this obligation specifically on the husband. It is even
fitting to be more particular about festival clothing than Shabbat clothing, and to avoid things that mar the
joy of the heart... Seek the way that you will be able to cause yourself to rejoice in the best way possible, and
you will merit to fulfil the mitzva, “and you shall rejoice in your festival and be only joyous.”

Research by Hannah Abrams and Sara Krishtul
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Shavuot: A Genuinely Human Holiday

Shayna Goldberg
Deracheha Contributing Editor
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5. R’ Aharon Lichtenstein: Interview with R’ Yitzchak Ben David De’ot 5, April 2011
There are those Chachmei Musar that want a person to go to sacrifice his son as if he was

sacrificing a chicken...I do not think like this, I do not understand one who thinks like this,
and I have not the slightest doubt that the Torah, Chazal, and cur medieval scholars did not
see it this way. I do not see this as an ideal. I do not yearn to be like this; I do not yearn for
my children be like this; not for my students to be like this, not for my neighbors to be like
this, and not for the Jewish nation to be like this.

Moreover, I do not see in this greatness. Were I to believe that our forefather Avraham
related to the Akeida as if he were slaughtering a chicken, I would not revere him more. I

would revere him less.

This we don’t need — we have many people that can slaughter [a chicken].

6. Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, “The Redemption of Sexual Life,” Family Redeemed, p. 75
“The miraculous metamorphosis which the body undergoes in its ascent from blind

compliance with mechanical instincts to purposeful selective conduct is the fount out of
which kedushah uninterruptedly streams. Disciplining the body, interfering with its
pleasure-seeking drives, organizing them into a meaningful whole, and relating them to a
higher frame of reference by refusing to yield to the powerful push of the flesh and by
resisting the rush of primitive lust . . . represent the dynamics of holiness.”
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9. R’ Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Halakhic Man, pp. 45-46

When halakhic man pines for God, he does not venture to rise up to Him but rather strives to
bring down His divine presence into the midst of our concrete world. .. Holiness, according
to the outlook of Halakhah, denotes the appearance of a mysterious transcendence in the
midst of our concrete world, the “descent” of God, whom no thought can grasp, onto Mount
Sinai, the bending down of a hidden and concealed world and lowering it onto the face of

reality.
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The Halachic Subtext of Megillat Rut

Rachel Weber Leshaw
Deracheha Director of Digital Content

Partl - What is the Purpose of Megillat Rut?
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3. Dr. Yael Ziegler, Ruth: From Alienation to Monarchy p. 26,

The marriage of Ruth and Boaz represents an attempt to design a line of kingship where altruistic
hesed is the underlying principle, thereby eliminating corruption and leading Israel to the
fulfillment of its glorious goals.
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Partll - “Disproving” R’ Zeira
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Part III - Hilchot Gerut in Megillat Rut
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Megillat Rut - Questions for Independent Learning

Perek Alef
Pesukim 1-6
e How does Megillat Rut set the stage for the story in these verses? What mood
does it create?
e Whom do we meet? What do and don't we know about them? How do we know
it?
e Does this opening remind us of any other Biblical narratives? How?
e Based on its introduction, what would we think Megillat Rut is really about?
Pesukim 7-22
e Why does Naomi want her daughters in law to go back? How does she envision
their futures? What does she think a woman's life is about?
e What motivates Naomi, Orpa, and Rut?
e How does this section of the megilla relate to the first six verses?

What do the following sources tell us about how Chazal answered these questions?
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Perek Bet
General Questions:

e Break down the scenes in the perek as if it were a play. - the scene changes
when the venue and main characters change. Think about how each scene
drives the plot forward.

e Pay attention to people’s descriptions, especially when they’re extraneous. For
example, when is Rut called a Moabite? Why is it pointed out in those verses?

e Through descriptions and dialogue the text hints to how different people view
and treat Rut — what picture do you get?

Pesukim 4-5
e What do we learn about Boaz from the first time we see him? Why does Boaz
ask about Rut?

Pesukim 6-7
e Read these verses carefully. How does the servant view Rut? Why is it important

that she is about to go home? Connect this with what Boaz does and says in the
next verse.

Bonus Commentaries on Perek Bet:
As you learn, pay attention to the following questions:
e What are the commentaries asking?
e Which commentaries do you think more closely reflect pshat? Why?
e Which commentaries more closely reflect drash? Why? What are they picking
up on and/or teaching?
e How do the two commentaries present the impression Rut makes? How does
this affect your reading of this chapter, and the whole megilla?

n:am'wn
D'92W MY N2 DR DNIM MYIN 12T ROX /DWW NIRY TV11 DW 12717 101 AN Ny nd
NN RXOW 1T 2L M2 TMYN M NLPSN NN L,NLPY NIR NYOY NLPY
To whom is this girl? Does Boaz normally ask about women? Rather he is asking
about the modesty and wisdom he saw in her. She would pick up two sheaves but not
the third, and she would gather the standing ones when standing and the ones lying
down sitting so as not to bend down (from the waist).

T2 M1 NITY 1AN
MNIND DX NXIN 1292 NENAY NINT 2 VN NN ORY DIN ON NTWN KNY 2PN CANT YN mH
T AT I IMND 112V Manen
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To whom is this girl? He thought she was married, or perhaps he asked the boy
because he saw her dressed in the fashion of her country, styles change because of
different weather, and the midrash is well known.

Perek Gimmel

There’s a fair amount of action and of talk about action in this perek — including
several instances of the Hebrew root n.w.y. (“do”) — and also some deliberate
inaction.
As you read the perek, consider:

e Who chooses each action?

e Who does each action?

¢ What motivates each decision/action?

e Who waits? For what, and why?
We also see a lot of conversation in this perek — between Rut and Naomi, and between
Rut and Boaz.
How do you think Naomi and Boaz each view Rut?
How do they each address/describe her?
What tone do you hear in what they say to her?
Describe Rut’s tone in talking to each. How do you think she sees Naomi? How
does she see Boaz? How does she see herself?

More specifically:
e List the statements Boaz makes to Rut in response to her request (demand?) in
verse 9.
o Does the order make sense?
o Why do you think he says what he says in the order that he says it?
e Twice in this chapter (verses 9 and 16), Rut is asked “nx n” - “Who are you?”
(English translations may paraphrase differently, but the Hebrew is the same.)
o Who asks her each time?
o Do they really not know who she is?
o Compare/contrast Rut’s answers to each. (Does she answer the
question?)

Perek Daled
Understanding Peloni Almoni
e What is the meaning and significance of Peloni Almoni’s appelation?
e Why isn't he really named here?
e What motivates him?
e How does that compare to the motivations of Boaz and Rut?
Happily Ever After?
e Why doesn't the megilla end with the wedding berachot to Rut?
e Whose baby is it?
e How do these questions relate to the themes of the megilla?

Questions by Laurie Novick, Debbie Zimmerman and Sarah Rudolph
L L

0%
(4]

/
www.womenandmitzvot.org T Der acheha’



26

Talmud Torah for Women

Here we bring you the In-Brief summaries from our four part series on Talmud
Torah for women, followed by the sources from our longer articles on the topic,
which can be accessed at www.deracheha.org.

LEARNING TORAH I: EXEMPTION
What is talmud Torah?
Talmud Torah, formal and informal Torah study, includes specific mitzvot such as
hakhel, in which the entire community assembles to hear the Torah read, and the
general aspiration for Torah to be the central focus of all our lives.

Why is it important?
Talmud Torah deepens faith, lays the groundwork for proper mitzva observance,
shapes our consciousness, and brings us close to God.

What is the mitzva of talmud Torah?

The formal mitzva of learning Torah is only one element of the broader concept of
talmud Torah. At minimum, the mitzva entails studying a few passages of Written and
Oral Torah each day. At maximum, it is all-encompassing.

Where does the mitzva come from?
The Torah: “And you will teach them [words of Torah to] your children [beneichem]”
(Devarim 11:19).

Why are women exempt?

The midrash on this verse reads the word “beneichem” as “your sons,” to the
exclusion of daughters, meaning that a parent has no Torah-level obligation to teach
daughters Torah. The Talmud quotes the midrash and concludes that, since a female
need not be taught Torah, she is not obligated in the Torah-level mitzva to teach or
learn it.

Does the exemption exclude women from talmud Torah?

No. The broader concept of talmud Torah still applies to women. Women have an
exemption specifically from the obligation of formal Torah study.

Exemption is not the same as prohibition. What does it mean in practice? Learn on!

SOURCES
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Proverbs 3:18
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(18) She is a tree of life to those who grasp her, And whoever holds on to her is happy.

27NN"D DMAT
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nNn nnnnaT 927NN mwyb My DPIN
Deuteronomy 31:12
(12) Gather the people—men, women, children, and the strangers in your
communities—that they may hear and so learn to revere the LORD your God and to
observe faithfully every word of this Teaching.

‘a-’K:'N DMAT
13T IR WK DLAYND NN DN bmuﬁ ynv onzx MmN bmuﬁ 93798 Nwn NI (~)
27N2 N2 Ry m: 1PON "N (2) tmwyb DRINYA DN DRI 010 DJ’JTNJ
Deuteronomy 5: 1-2
(1) Moses summoned all the Israelites and said to them: Hear, O Israel, the laws and
rules that I proclaim to you this day! Study them and observe them faithfully! (2) The
LORD our God made a covenant with us at Horeb.

‘T1DMAT
TIMIPI 12321 1772 72731 1032 N2wa D2 11aT) 10332 nnaw (1)
Deuteronomy 6:7 | ) ’ ) o ’
(7) Impress them upon your children. Recite them when you stay at home and when
you are away, when you lie down and when you get up.

NNy
TND 12 2102707922 MBYY 1WA jyRb 2191 0 12 nam Pan Ha ninn J9p vy (n)
‘ J 92V TN) 11T TN ¥R
Joshua 1:8 o
(8) Let not this Book of the Teaching cease from your lips, but recite it day and night,
so that you may observe faithfully all that is written in it. Only then will you prosper in
your undertakings and only then will you be successful.

1 P79 DINKLIPID NN
D) DMK PPN PIN1YIYW N, 12 YV, NMPRY X122 NIwnN1 NIYNN DK 2w 1an DTRY)
SWINNIM 1I¥ WM 1902 9PN DM 1N NN NV MK w290 100w
111P2 N NNon D Nan N Nnona wadn Yownw Ta5n nnn ny'Ta..n’apn...
Tanya Likutei Amarim Chapter 5
When a person understands and comprehends, correctly and fully, a halacha in the
Mishna or in the Talmud, his intellect grasps and encompasses it and his intellect,
too, becomes dressed by it at the same time. ...Behold he comprehends and grasps and
encompasses with his intellect the will and wisdom of the Holy One, Blessed Be
He....And in knowledge of the Torah, aside from the fact that the intellect is dressed in
God’s wisdom, God’s wisdom is also within it...
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(19) and teach them to your children —reciting them when you stay at home and when
you are away, when you lie down and when you get up;

1N 0DMAaTMap
02'MI2 XY D232 - D2 127T2 022 DX DMK oDN™MN (K)
Sifrei Devarim 46
(1) (Devarim 11:19) "And you shall teach them to your sons to speak in them'': and not
to your daughters

1:2 072 PP
™Y MIXN ™YY MIYN DINKY D2 DNTTD DNTAD 2 N2T NYa 2 nannm XOT1%m NN
N0 1NN DINK PRY M NXY DX T2 XN PR 1TAY2 1MXN DINN PRY 901108V DX
02N K9 022 NN DMN DN K1P INNT
Kiddushin 29b
The Gemara asks: And from where do we derive that she is not obligated to teach
herself? The Gemara answers: As it is written: “And you shall teach [velimadtem],”
which can be read as: And you shall study [ulmadtem], which indicates that whoever
others are commanded to teach is commanded to teach himself, and whoever others
are not commanded to teach is not commanded to teach himself. And from where is it
derived that others are not commanded to teach a woman? As the verse states: “And
you shall teach them to your sons” (Deuteronomy 11:19), which emphasizes: Your
sons and not your daughters.

LEARNING TORAH II: OBLIGATION

Where does exemption from the mitzva of talmud Torah leave women?

The Mishna presents two rabbinic perspectives on women’s Torah study, Ben Azzai’s
and Rabbi Eliezer’s.

Ben Azzai says a father has an obligation to teach his daughter Torah, and that her
Torah study can be beneficial.

Rabbi Eliezer strongly disagrees. He likens a father teaching his daughter Torah to
teaching her tiflut (lewdness, or nonsense). It’s hard to know exactly what Rabbi
Eliezer means by this and why he says it. But it is clear that he is not in favor of women
learning Torah.

Rabbi Eliezer’s position becomes widely accepted as halacha.

If awoman can’t learn Torah, how is she supposed to know how to observe Halacha?
Presumably even Rabbi Eliezer never meant to exclude women from Torah study for
the purpose of learning practical Halacha. Even if he was opposed to text study, he
would have at least supported women’s Torah study through informal cultural
transmission.
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Is learning Torah exclusively through informal cultural transmission enough, or
should everyone have access to texts?

Early halachic authorities disagree on this question. As early as the thirteenth century,
Rav Yitzchak of Corbeil addresses his mitzva compendium to women and men.

SOURCES
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Mishnah Sotah 3:4
From here Ben Azai says: A man is obligated to teach his daughter Torah, for if she
drinks [as a suspected-adulteress], she will know that the merit suspends it for her.
Rabbi Eli'ezer says: Whoever teaches his daughter Torah is considered as if he taught
her tiflut (nonsense, lewdness).

‘A:A NI NVDID
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Sotah 21b
Rabbi Abbahu says: What is the reason for Rabbi Eliezer’s statement? It is as it is
written: “I, wisdom, dwell with cunning” (Proverbs 8:12), which indicates that once
wisdom enters into a person, cunning enters with it.

T:A LD NJDN M1 TIN>N
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D12 110N DN NN AT
Talmud Yerushalmi Sota 3:4
A matron asked Rabbi Eliezer: Why is there one sin in the story of the [golden] calf,
but they die for it three [types] of death? He said to her: Awoman’s wisdom is only in
her spindle, as it is written, “And every woman wise of heart wove [for the mishkan]
with her hands” (Shemot 35). His son Hyrkanos said to him: For the sake of not
answering her one matter from the Torah, you have lost for me 300 measures
[roughly 360 liters] of the [Levite] tithe per annum. He [Rabbi Eliezer] said to him [his
son]: [Better that] matters of Torah be burnt and they not be transmitted to women.

n”’2:an"nnm

YININ 1M IR N N2
Niddah 45b
There is more discernment [bina] in a woman than in a man.
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Chagigah 3a
They said to him that Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya interpreted the following verse:
“Assemble the people, the men and the women and the little ones” (Deuteronomy
31:12). This verse is puzzling: If men come to learn, and women, who might not
understand, come at least to hear, why do the little ones come? They come in order for
God to give a reward to those who bring them

N2 NDID Mapin
XN DRV TR OTI DWIN VNS MENT aT RN
Tosafot Sota 21b
And it appears that its explanation [is] that [it is] a mitzva for the women to hear in
order that they [can] know [how] to fulfill [the] command....

AW DYT'DN 1aD
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Sefer Chasidim 313
A man is obligated to teach his daughters the mitzvot, such as halachic rulings. And
that which they said, that he who teaches a woman Torah is as though he teaches
her tiflut, that [refers specifically to] depth of Talmud and reasons for commandments
and secrets of the Torah. Those we do not teach to a woman and to a minor. But the
laws of mitzvot he should teach her, for if she will not know the laws of Shabbat, how
will she keep Shabbat? And similarly all mitzvot, in order to perform [them and] to be
careful [to observe] the mitzvot.

v yp 5" n'w
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Teshuvot Maharil 199
And if [you suggest formal study in order] that they should know to perform mitzvot,
they can learn the key points and the rules through received tradition. And when they
have a doubt they will ask a halachic authority. As we see in our generation, that they
are quite expert in the laws of salting and rinsing [meat after slaughter] and removing

the sciatic nerve and the laws of nidda and the like, and everything through the
received tradition from their environment.
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New Responsa Maharil 93
Leave it to them, to the daughters of Israel, [for] if they are not prophetesses, they are
daughters of prophetesses. And from their youth they are expert in accordance with
their mothers and their teachings. And the root of most rabbinic stringencies is that
many daughters and wives of the unlearned are lenient. Therefore, it is incumbent
upon every sage and student of the sages to inform them and to separate them from
that which is prohibited and to guide them in the straight path, at the least the
members of his household, and they will inform their friends...

‘2 INTPN ,VP NMNN 1aD
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Sefer Mitzvot Katan, Introduction 2
...He also wrote for women the mitzvot that apply to them, positive and negative, and
they will benefit from reading and learning them precisely, just as the occupation with
Talmud benefits men.

17PN NYTNM
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Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 246:6
Rama: Nonetheless, a woman is obligated to study laws that are relevant to her.

LEARNING TORAH III: OPENINGS

What position does Rambam take on women’s Torah study?

Rambam codifies Rabbi Eliezer’s position, that a father is not supposed to teach his
daughter Torah. But Rambam leaves room for women’s Torah study in a number of
ways:

Rambam limits the restriction to Oral Torah. That allows for women to learn Written
Torah.

His choice of language may indicate that there is no clear prohibition even on women
learning Oral Torah.

The restrictions on teaching a female may apply only to a father teaching his

daughter.
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His concerns about women’s talmud Torah do not seem to apply to a woman learning
on her own. Women’s independent study is praiseworthy.

Rambam does not deny that women have the capacity to pursue Torah study properly.
Women have to in order to achieve the highest levels of faith.

What other openings develop?

In the nineteenth century, Rav Samson Raphael Hirsch establishes a day school for
girls. He writes that formal education is an extension of the informal study women
have always engaged in.

What is the modern turning point in women’s Torah study?

In 1917, Sarah Schenirer observes educated women moving away from religious life.
She perceives that their souls ‘hunger for Torah.’ Inspired by Rav Hirsch’s educational
approach, she founds the Bais Yaakov network of girls’ schools.

What support does Bais Yaakov receive and why?

Chafetz Chayim supports Bais Yaakov. He argues that historical shifts away from
traditional communities and toward textual transmission of Jewish tradition mean
that learning through imitation can no longer meet women'’s educational needs. Rabbi
Eliezer’s reservations no longer apply. Women now must turn to texts to learn Torah.

SOURCES
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Mishneh Torah, Torah Study 1:13
A woman who learned Torah receives a reward, but it is not equivalent to the man’s
reward because she is not commanded, and anyone who does something that he is not
commanded to do, his reward is not equivalent to the reward of one who is
commanded and did, but rather less than that. And even though she receives a reward,
the sages commanded that a man not teach his daughter Torah because most
women’s minds are not oriented to study. Rather, they transform matters of Torah
into matters of nonsense in accordance with the poverty of their intellects. The sages
said, ‘Anyone who teaches his daughter Torah is as though he has taught her
nonsense. To what does this refer? To Oral Torah. But Written Torah, he should not set
out to teach her, but if he taught her it is not as if he taught her nonsense.
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Turei Zahav on Shulchan Arukh, Yoreh De'ah 246:4
It seems to me that there [in hakhel] the king only explained the simple meaning of
the matters and this is truly permissible even for us from the outset, as is the custom
every day. Which is not the case in learning the explanation of matters of Torah
through wise thinking and understanding, [which] they prohibited from the outset....
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Mishneh Torah, Foundations of the Torah 4:13
..That in these five mitzvot [belief in God, rejecting other gods, recognizing God’s
unity, loving God and having awe of God], these are the ones that the early sages
call Pardes, as they said “Four entered the Pardes“...I say that the only one fit to walk
in the Pardes is one whose belly is full with bread and meat. “Bread and meat” means
to know what is prohibited and permitted, and similar matters from among the
other mitzvot....and everyone can know them, a minor and an adult, a man and a
woman, a person of great understanding and a person of less understanding.
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New Responsa Maharil 45
And specifically [Rambam referred to] one who teaches his daughter, but if she
learned on her own, she receives reward for she intends for good.
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Prisha, Yoreh Deah 246:15
But if she learned for herself, we see that she is an exception to the majority and
therefore he [the Rambam] wrote that she receives reward, that is, if she learned
Torah correctly and is not transforming it to nonsense. But the father is not permitted
to teach her for perhaps she will transform its [Torah’s] words to nonsense, for he
does not know what is in her heart.

Rav S. R. Hirsch Torah Commentary Devarim 11:19
...This same understanding of Jewish literature and this knowledge of the mitzvot,
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which is demanded in order to fulfill “and fear the Lord your God and observe to
perform all the words of this Torah” (below 31, 12) —this should be transferred to our
daughters no less than to our sons...and so they have practiced among [the people]
Israel always, and testament to that is the complete literature in Yiddish that was
written primarily for the need of women in order to enable them [to have]
comprehension of the Bible and of the prayers and to transfer to them common
knowledge of Halacha and of ethical teachings of our sages.

Sarah Schenirer, Em BeYisrael, Part I pp. 39-40

It is not in the power of secular studies to quench the flame of the Jewish soul, which
only learning of Torah study has the capacity to satisfy. Secular studies are to the soul
as gold to the body. Can gold satisfy physical hunger? Never!... A Jewish soul will not
be satisfied from secular studies. Only sacred studies will satisfy its hunger, for only
its Creator can know what nourishes it. I highly doubt that there is any student as
happy, at times, to the extent that I am happy when I read our sacred texts.
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Likkutei Halachot Sota 21
One who teaches his daughter Torah...It seems that all this applies specifically to
earlier times, when the received ancestral tradition was very strong for each and every
person to act in the way of his forefathers, according to the verse: ‘Ask your father and
he will tell you’ (Devarim 32:7). Thus we were able to say that a daughter should not
learn Torah and she should rely in her conduct on her righteous forebears. Now in our
great iniquities, the received ancestral tradition has become very, very weakened and
it is also common that one does not live in the place of one’s forebears at all.
Especially those [women] who accustom themselves to study writing and language of
the nations [i.e. secular learning], certainly it is a great mitzva to teach
them Chumash and also Prophets and Writings and the ethics of our sages of blessed
memory such as [Mishna] tractate Avot and the book Menorat Ha-maor, in order that
the matter of our holy faith be authenticated for them. If not, they are liable to deviate
completely from the path of God, and to transgress all the fundamentals of the
religion, God forbid.
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Rav Yisrael Meir Kagan, Letter, 23 Shevat, 5693

Anyone that the fear of God is in his heart, the mitzva is to let his daughter learn in
this school. [As for] all the concerns and hesitations [arising] from the prohibition to
teach his daughter Torah, there is no concern for this in these days.

LEARNING TORAH IV: WHAT TO STUDY

What happens once Chafetz Chayim gives his approbation to Bais Yaakov?

Calls to restrict access to Written Torah and its commentaries never regain
traction.Teaching Oral Torah to women remains contentious, though, because of
different understandings of how much has the world changed and what Torah women
need in light of that change.

What are the opinions on Oral Torah for women?

Opinions range from limited approbation (e.g., Rav Moshe Feinstein), to saying there
is no halachic constraint (e.g., Rav Mordechai Eliyahu), to considering it an imperative
(e.g., Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik).

Is there common ground among the different opinions?

Yes, widespread acknowledgement that:

Women have a portion in Torah and textual access to that portion must expand from
what it was historically.

Nowadays, if someone doesn’t learn Torah, chances are that that will lead to frivolity.
The halachic justification for women to study independently goes back long before
Bais Yaakov, so any debate should center more around school policy than individuals.

What do the supporters of women learning Oral Torah advocate?

Rav Soloveitchik advocated teaching girls Torah just as we teach boys.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein was less certain of pressing all women to learn Talmud
intensively, but believed that we must teach women all areas of Torah seriously and
well, out of respect for Torah and out of respect for women.

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rav Menachem Mendel Schneerson, agreed that women must
learn Written and Oral Torah, and added that women’s learning is a positive sign of
approaching redemption.

What is the goal of women’s Torah study?

Anyone’s study of Torah should contribute to halachic observance, building moral
character, and faith. Engagement with Torah can be transformative, enhancing the
avodat Hashem of the individual and community.

SOURCES
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Responsa Iggerot Moshe Y. D. 3:78
In any case, Mishnayot, which are Oral Torah, the sages commanded not to teach
them [to women] and it is as though he teaches them tiflut. Therefore he must prevent
them from this, and one should teach them only Pirkei Avot because it consists of
matters of ethics and good conduct, with explanations to arouse them to love of Torah
and to good character attributes, but not the rest of the tractates...
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Ma'amar MordechaiI Y. D. 11
The later halachic authorities have already written that in our days it is permitted for a
woman to learn Torah, both Written Torah and Oral Torah...and even the teacher is
permitted to teach her...for in our days women are not enclosed in their homes as was
in the past, and it is preferable for her to study holy matters than to read forbidden or
frivolous matters.
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Rav Ya'akov Ariel, 'The Safeguard of Bitul Torah Applies also to Women'
A day of bitul Torah [wasting time one could spend learning] is a hole in the character
of a woman, and one should relate to it, to some extent, like [the halachic category
of] bitul Torah, even though it is not bitul Torah in its original sense. There is no bitul of
[obligatory] Torah knowledge, but there is bitul regarding the spiritual character of
the woman.

'People: Shira Smiles,' Jewish Action

We live in an age where women are more learned than ever before. Women want to be
challenged to think, and they appreciate the intellectual rigor of an in-depth shiur. Yet
challenging the mind without engaging the heart is too limiting. People are searching
for meaning. I try, with my shiurim, to provide a message for life, to nurture the soul
as well as the mind.

Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, 'Talmud Study for Girls in Yeshiva Elementary and High
Schools (b)'
Not only is the teaching of Torah she-be-al-peh to girls permissible but it is
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nowadays an absolute imperative. This policy of discrimination between the sexes as
to the subject matter and method of instruction which is still advocated by certain
groups within our Orthodox community has contributed greatly to the deterioration
and downfall of traditional Judaism. Boys and girls alike should be introduced into the
inner halls of Torah she-be-al—peh.
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Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, in Rav Meir Moseson, 'Chinuch Ha-banot'
...Women will not consent to conduct themselves in accordance with Torah if the
matter is not understood by them from its source in Scripture and in Gemara... There
are complex problems that appear every day in our technical world, and if girls do not
learn the fundamentals of Torah from the Chumash and from the Gemara with the
commentaries of the early authorities, then God forbid our authentic Judaism will
cease.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, 'Women, Talmud Study, and Avodat Hashem'

If Torah is to be taught [to females] at all, and be taught it must, certainly in our
contexts, then it needs to be taught seriously, to ensure that indeed Torah is
understood and absorbed with the seriousness and with the earnestness, with the
exhilaration, with the excitement, the passion that is coming to it. But secondly, not
only respect for Torah requires this of us, but respect for women as well. Respect for
their abilities, their commitment, for their potential...

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, 'Torah Study for Women'

Many women seem to lack the motivation, a societal support is missing and, more
importantly, there is lacking a desire to be unconditionally committed to such
learning in the future... I am also not convinced that it is desirable to press women to
study Talmud in such an intensive form. After all, Halacha does differentiate between
men and women in this matter, and their respective life roles are also different. But
when one speaks about the ability to study a page of Talmud, to understand it and
enjoy it, I see no reason to deny these teachings to women. And it is even necessary to
establish this as an integral part of the school curriculum, an actual shiur.
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Rav Menachem M. Schneerson, 'Torah Study for Women'

Not only is it permissible for them to learn Oral Torah, but more than that, according
to the rationale of this very halacha—[one] must teach them Oral Torah, not just
learning halachic rulings without their rationales but also learning the reasons behind
the halachot, up through the give-and-take that is in the Torah, for it is the nature of a
person (man or woman) to desire and take greater pleasure in this learning, through
which they will develop senses and skills (“cunning”) in the spirit of our holy
Torah...For this matter is among the positive new developments of the latest
generations: even though the (permission, and more than that, the) need in recent
generations for women'’s learning Oral Torah is from the aspect of the decline of
generations...behold, the actual result really (let the reason be what it may)—is for
good, for by means of this, there is additional Torah study. And one could say that the
reason we have merited an increase in women’s Torah study specifically in recent
generations...is because at the end of the period of exile, the preparation for the time
of redemption is more emphasized.
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Sotah 21a
Ravina said: ...Through...reading [verses] and repeating [mishnayot to] their sons and
watching out for their husbands until they come from the bet midrash, do they not
share the reward with them?
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Rav Menachem M. Schneerson, 'Partnership in Study'
The children tell their mothers about their studies, both in Scripture and in Mishnah,
and also in Gemara...and the mothers contribute, explaining and clarifying for them
what they have learned, and similarly regarding their husbands...that they express
their opinions and reasoning, etc.

Rav Aharon Lichtenstein, 'Women, Talmud Study, and Avodat Hashem'

There exists an obligation for a girl to study the halakhot of niddah and taharat
ha-mishpahah, and also kashrut and Shabbat because these impinge on her daily life.
What is intended is that we need to ensure, minimally, that the depth of intensity,
knowledge, and sensitivity which are needed in order to assure commitment, even if
we are not interested for the moment (if that be the case) in the knowledge per se, but
instrumentally, as molding a woman in becoming an ovedet Hashem, a keli in serving
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the Ribbono Shel Olam, that certainly needs to be studied. And, of course, within the
modern context, that applies to areas of Torah that are far, far remote from the level
of practical implementation.

Rabbanit Esti Rosenberg, 'The World of Women's Torah Learning: Developments,
Directives, and Objectives'

Is the dream and vision underlying women’s Torah learning to produce female Torah
scholars who will be able to participate in scholarly Torah discussions at the highest
level, or perhaps the primary goal is to raise ba’alei batiyot [laywomen] who are
dedicated to and love the Torah?
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Rav Yehuda Amital, Ve-ha-aretz Natan Livnei Adam, p. 45.

For also women, who are exempt from the mitzva of talmud Torah, are obligated in our
time in learning Torah from the perspective of the mitzva of avodat Hashem. For so, as
was said, a central component of fuflfillment of avodat Hashem, especially in our time,

is through talmud Torah, which is avodat Hashem through the intellect.
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Pesachim 68b
The Gemara relates that Rav Yosef, on the day of Shavuot, would say: Prepare me a
choice third-born calf. He said: If not for this day on which the Torah was given that
caused the Jewish people to have the Torah, how many Yosefs would there be in the
market? It is only due to the importance of Torah study that I have become a leader of
the Jewish people, and I therefore have a special obligation to rejoice on this day.

Shayna Goldberg, 'Why I Believe in Women and Their Batei Midrash'

Ilearn and teach Torah because it is invigorating, thought- provoking and
stimulating. I learn and teach Torah because it builds my religious world and shapes
its contours. I learn and teach Torah because it enriches my life and fills it with
meaning. I learn and teach Torah because it brings me closer to my Creator. I learn
Torah because I cannot imagine my life any other way.
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Pre-Shavuot Interview with Rabbanit Shira Sapir

Teacher of Candidates for Conversion

What do you love to learn, and why?

I love learning gemara. In addition, in the past five years I have discovered
the beauty of learning halacha. Gemara and Halacha demand different styles
of learning: the former is all about opening up your mind to a multiplicity of
topics, analyzing the text according to various methodologies, and just
swimming in a sea of ideas while trying to get to the bottom of things.
Halacha is very straightforward thinking — even when we start our journey
from the gemara, the focus is on one question: what is the Halacha that is
derived from this section? I'm not saying there are no discussions in the
world of Halacha or disagreements - there are plenty. But what these two
worlds of learning both bestow on me is the feeling of sitting in the beit
midrash beside these giants of Torah learning and sort of leaning into their
discussions, arguments and ways of thinking. I find it fascinating and
enriching!

What do you like most about Deracheha?

I love Deracheha!

I really like the layout of the articles: the brief overview at the top, which
gives you a general picture of the article before you delve into the finer
points. I also appreciate the division of the articles into subsections. This
layout ensures that readers do not get lost in what can sometimes be
complicated material. Plus, the subsections allow you to read the article at
your own pace and easily pick up where you left off

Who is a Jewish woman who inspires you?

I want to shout out to all those women who fight for finding themselves a
word, sentence and all the more so in the Torah, making Torah study a
significant part of their life. Women who are paying a social and financial
price for their passion. These women, many of whom are close friends and
teachers of mine, are my inspiration and motivation to continue my own
personal, religious and spiritual growth through Torah study.

Can you tell us about your work teaching gerim?

It has been ten years since I became part of the world of giyur. At first I did
very little teaching and most of my work was in the office. This experience
gave me a wide and deep perspective and understanding of the world of
conversion in Israel. I Learned all about the bureaucratic, technical and
personal process the converts go through. I had the pleasure of passing this
knowledge on to prospective converts when they called the hotline inquiring

40

"4

]

/

T Deracheh/aP



41

about the process. After a few years, I decided to leave the office and focus
on the educational aspect and lead the converts through the process. Five
years ago, I joined the English-speaking class in Tel Aviv, which has been
my passion ever since. This is an international group of people with a huge
variety of backgrounds and stories. During this intensive year-long course,
my students learn and experience Judaism. Shabbat, Kashrut and the
year-cycle, focusing on the holidays, are just a few of the main topics we
cover during the course.

What have you learned from the experience?

There is a Hebrew phrase, own o'x11 XY 18on o'sxw 0127, (Things that you
see from here, look differently from there). I undoubtedly gained a unique
insider's view that changed my perspective on the world of giyur, the
halachot of giyur and even affected my opinion on the question of religion
and state.

Growing up, I learned that a non-Jew was forbidden to keep Shabbat fully.
This means that anyone who is undergoing conversion must violate Shabbat
doing one melacha every week until they complete the process.
Interestingly, there are a few opinions, less known, that actually claim that
non-Jews, who are preparing for conversion and practicing Shabbat as part
of the process, may indeed keep Shabbat fully to the best of their knowledge
and ability. In fact, this is how the beit din normally instructs them if they
are asked, and how I personally instruct my students.

Putting the halachic discussion aside, what I learned is that we just need to
be kind. Converts don't need to be constantly reminded that they need to
fulfill this specific mitzvah or another. They are trying hard to integrate as
much as possible as an “almost-Jew” - they don't need to be constantly
reminded of their otherness.

Another topic is the question of motives. The Rambam says that we should
check the potential convert to see if she/he is interested in a Jewish Man /
Woman (see: Hilchot Isurei Biah 13:14)

In fact, most candidates for conversion nowadays already have or live with a
Jewish partner, and yet the beit din accepts them for conversion. There is a
halachic justification to this, which I will not elaborate on here. I want to
focus on what I learned about "motives'" during the many conversations I
had with potential converts. A person may seek conversion and already have
a Jewish partner, and sometimes has even been introduced to Judaism via
their relationship, but the actual personal motive to convert is her/his
falling in love with Judaism. In some cases, her/his interest in Judaism was
the incentive to search for a relationship with someone Jewish in the first
place. Likewise, there are many conversion students who have a Jewish
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father or grandparent and are engaged to someone Jewish and would like to
become halachically Jewish before taking the big ""'marriage" step.

How does it affect your Shavuot?

Interestingly, this hasn't affected my Shavuot. True, I did give a few shiurim
about giyuron Shavuot, but the holiday that is affected by my work is Pesach.
It is very important that conversion candidates spend the Seder with a
religious family and experience it fully. For some of them, it's their first
Seder ever. Every year I find many families around the country to host my
students, but I always give them an open invitation to my own Seder. So
we've been having between 2-5 special guests every year. Last year we
ended up having 15 guests! It was the biggest Seder we have ever hosted,
with over 40 attendees in total.

What do you think it would be important for us to know to help fulfill the
mitzvah of loving the convert?

When opening our home and heart to converts, say as Shabbat guests for
example, we should remember that this form of hospitality requires an open
mind and a deep understanding of our differences. We grew up in very
different environments, and it's not easy to break into our close-knit
communities, with our social codes and expectations. Some might feel that
"they" don't look like us and don't sound like us and they might never do.
But it doesn't mean they aren't sincere or serious about their endeavor to
become truly connected with their Jewish identity and the Jewish religion.
Another point to keep in mind, which is true especially regarding my
"international" class: most or all of the students in the English-speaking
class (and some of the students in the Hebrew classes too) are new-olim.
They chose to leave their family, friends and many times a successful career
behind to follow their heart on the journey to Judaism. Besides all the
"regular" challenges of the conversion process they are also alone in a new
country. If you are a recent or not-so recent oleh you can probably identify
with that. They are shouldering a double-burden. I think in this case,
embracing them in our community and family needs to be more than just
opening the gates of Jewish practice, but also giving them a warm place to
feel at home.

Any stories in particular to share?

Here are two stories, both connected to Shavuot:

A few year ago, I gave a shiur on Shavuot about Tehilim 89 to a group of
conversion students who lived on my Kibbutz. My shiur was being translated
simultaneously into Spanish and Portuguese with some Italian too. The
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participants were conversion candidates and converts who had completed
the process and were still living here. Part of the discussion revolved around
the tough questions addressed to Hashem by the composer of the chapter of
Tehillim. T don't remember exactly what I was asked, but, in response, I
emphasized how important it was to ask questions in Judaism, and not to be
scared of questions that might be challenging or seemingly heretical. I told
them that in my view this was a strong Jewish value I pointed out that in
mainstream Christianity people were encouraged NOT to ask, and that
people were encouraged to just accept the faith with no second thoughts.
One of the participants interrupted me at that moment and said, ""No, no, in
Christianity, if you ask questions - you end up here," and he pointed around
the room at himself and his friends...

There was an engaged man who told me at the beginning of the course that
his mother was ill. Was there any chance he and his fiancee could finish the
conversion process sooner so that his mother could be at their wedding? I
was skeptical, the beit din didn't usually take these requests into account at
such an early point in the process. I let the matter rest for a while. Six
months later the couple’s host-family called me and said that the mother's
situation was really bad. The couple, themselves, had no idea that the family
had contacted me. Was there anything we could do? By now I knew them
much better and decided to push it forward. I called the person at the beit din
who was in charge of the interviews before the final beit din. She agreed to
see them immediately. They met early the following week and had their
final beit din scheduled for two days later. They passed their beit din, and
their wedding was scheduled for three days later. They had to get all the
documents for their marriage registration, have kallah classes and find a
rabbi to marry them — all within two days' time. Usually this whole process
takes two weeks to a month. In less than two weeks they had their interview,
final beit din, registration for marriage and all the preparations ready. They
got married two days before Shavuot at the hospice where his mother was
being treated. Two days later, on Shavuot, she passed away. I have seen
many acts of kindness at the beit din, but this one, which involved many
different people and lots of empathy and flexibility, was one of the most
moving events.

Rabbanit Shira Sapir is teacher and coordinator in the Ami School for Conversion
and a fellow in the Susi Bradfield Women’s Institute of Halakhic Leadership at
Midreshet Lindenbaum. | |
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Woman to Woman

By Laurie Novick, Director of Deracheha

""Ten measures of conversation descended to the world; women took nine' (Kiddushin
49b).

Though our sages assert that women have a special affinity for conversation, in Tanach,
men do most of the talking. Even when the Tanach quotes women, it is more often in
conversation with men than with each other. Only twice in the entire Torah do two women

engage one another in dialogue.

In the first of those dialogues, Rachel trades a night with Ya'akov for Leah's son Reuven's

duda'im (flowers said to enhance fertility):

Rachel said to Leah, "Please give me some of your son's duda'im."”

And she said to her, "Was it not enough that you took my husband, that you should also take
the duda'im of my son?"

And Rachel said, "Then he will lie with you tonight in place of your son's duda'im" (Bereishit
30:14-15).

With Leah's words, what might have passed for a flowery sisterly exchange reveals itself
as a tense negotiation, animated by desperation and desire.

In the second dialogue, Miryam suggests her mother as wetnurse to Pharaoh's daughter:

His [Moshe's] sister said to Pharaoh's daughter, "Should I go and call for you a wet nurse

from the Hebrew women, that will nurse the boy for you?"
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Pharaoh's daughter said to her "Go" (Shemot 2:7-8).

Here, too, the dialogue tells us what actions perhaps could not. Miryam marshals
resourcefulness and resilience to assertively address a monarch's daughter, in a bid to
secure her brother Moshe's survival. Fittingly, Pharaoh's daughter responds with imperial

command.

Tanach occasionally records one woman addressing another or a group of women (as when
Lot's eldest daughter presents her plan for survival to her sister (Bereishit 19:31), when
Sisera's mother asks her maidservants why he tarries (Shofetim 5:28), when two mothers vie
for one live baby before King Solomon (Melachim 3:22), or when Shir Ha-Shirim's beloved
makes an oath to the daughters of Yerushalayim (3:7)). But the only true, sustained woman-
to-woman dialogues in Tanach are found in Megilat Rut, between Ruth and Naomi. Their

intimate tone is set from the first:

And she [Naomi] said: behold your sister-in-law has gone back to her nation and to her
gods. Go back after your sister-in-law.

And Ruth said "Don't beseech me to leave you, to turn away from behind you. For where you
go, [ will go, and where you lodge, I will lodge. Your nation is my nation and your God is my

God...only death will part me and you (Ruth 1:15-17).

Both the Talmud (Yevamort 47b) and Midrash read Ruth's insistence on remaining with Naomi
as part of her conversion to Judaism, recasting Ruth's declaration as a dialogical response

to Naomi's teachings.

Let's look at how the Midrash reworks and extends their conversation:
"And Ruth said 'Don't beseech me to leave you, to turn away from behind you.""

...In any case, my intention is to convert, but it is better accomplished by you and not by

another ([woman].

Once Naomi heard this, she began to set out for her the laws of converts.

Naomi said to her: My daughter: It is not the way of daughters of Israel to go to non-Jews'

theaters and circuses.
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Ruth said to her: "Where you go, I will go."

Naomi said to her: My daughter, it's not the way of Israel to live in a home that has no
mezuza.

Ruth said to her: "Where you lodge, I will lodge."

"Your nation is my nation," these are [acceptance of] punishments and prohibitions.

"And your God is my God,"" [acceptance of] the remaining mitzvot (Ruth Rabba 1:16-19, 22).

Ruth wants to be converted specifically by Naomi "and not by another." The original
Midrash uses the female form of the Hebrew word for ""another." Ruth is sure that she will

need to learn from the example of another woman to become a Jew.

Indeed, midrashic tradition teaches us that '"Avraham would convert the men, and Sara
would convert the women' (Bereishit Rabba, Lech-Lecha 39). Only here, however, when Ruth
stubbornly chooses Naomi, and clings to her, does the idea emerge that that process of
teaching and learning reflects and forges a personal bond between mentor and disciple,.
To the Midrash, their intimate conversation is also a halachic one, and the personal and

halachic combine to empower Ruth and Naomi to journey forward together.

What will shape Ruth's Jewish identity? Naomi instructs Ruth to follow "the way of the
daughters of Israel," to make considered choices about where she goes, to define her home
as a place of faith, and to keep all the mitzvot. Ruth may also long for a new husband and
for progeny, like Rachel and Leah, but, fearless like Miryam, she puts her faith first as she

moves toward an uncertain fate in the Land of Israel.

As the story progresses, Naomi and Ruth learn from each other in stages, conversation by
conversation. Together, they forge a new future for each other and the Jewish people, and
they serve as a unique and inspiring model for what women can accomplish by learning
Torah and talking together.

This article was published in the Jewish Week and can be found at this link
https://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/woman-to-woman/
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In Their Bare Footsteps

Ilana Sober Elzufon
Deracheha Contributing Editor

This blog post was originally published by The Times of Israel and can be found here:
https://blogs.timesofisrael.com/in-their-bare-footsteps/

And it was in the days of the judges’ judging, there was a famine in the land, and a man
went from Beit Lechem Yehuda to sojourn in the fields of Moav, he and his wife and his two
sons. The man’s name was Elimelech, and his wife’s name was Naomi, and his two sons’
names were Machlon and Kilyon.... (Ruth 1:1-2)

“Well,” my husband would say every year as Shavuot approached. “Here we are.
Machlon and Kilyon in the fields of Moav...”

Moshe and I were not literally in Moav. We had moved with our two young daughters
from Israel to Canada for a year, which had stretched to two years, and now three,
four, five...

To dwell outside of the Land is forbidden unless the famine is very great.... And even though
it is permissible to leave, it is not pious conduct, for Machlon and Kilyon were the two great
leaders of their generation and they left due to great difficulty, yet they were culpable to be

wiped out before God. (Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Melachim 5:9)

We came to Toronto to be near Moshe’s family, and in the hope that the doctors there
would be able to make sense of his increasingly worrying symptoms. But his medical
situation deteriorated. Within a few years he was in precarious health and using a
wheelchair. An arduous move back to a not-entirely-accessible apartment, in a
neighborhood on a steep mountainside, seemed impossible. Or at least impractical.
We settled down.

They both died, Machlon and Kilyon, and the woman remained from her two children and
her husband. (Ruth 1:1-5)

We had arrived in Canada just before Shavuot. Two years later, Moshe was
hospitalized over Shavuot with a serious lung infection. Five years after that, he
passed away a few weeks after Shavuot, on Rosh Chodesh Tammuz.

Woe to the generation that judges its judges, and woe to the generation whose judges need
to be judged (Ruth Rabba 1)

The society and political system that Elimelech and his family left, and to which
Naomi and Ruth returned, was far from ideal. Moshe and I were deeply ambivalent
about Zionism and enjoyed Canada’s flourishing multicultural democracy. But, as
Megillat Ruth reminds us so powerfully, one cannot simply leave the Land of Israel.
Even great leaders, with excellent justification, paid an inconceivably high price for
staying in Moav.
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I could not read Megillat Ruth and remain in Canada.
... And they [Naomi and Ruth] walked on the road to return to the land of Yehuda (Ruth 1:7)
This teaches that they walked barefoot (Ruth Rabba 2)

My daughters and I landed in Israel at the end of the summer, a bit more than a year
after Moshe had died. Our journey was infinitely easier than that of Naomi and Ruth;
our landing much softer. Over the first few months, running from one government
office to another, dealing with banks and health funds, getting the girls adjusted to a
school system neither they nor I really understood, [ remembered this often.

“Naomi and Ruth walked to Israel barefoot,” I would tell myself when facing a
particularly thorny bureaucratic tangle or confronting an infinite pile of boxes. “I can
do this.”

Blessed be the Lord, who has not left you this day without a redeemer (Ruth 4:14)

A week after our first Shavuot back in Israel, I married Michael, a long-time friend of
Moshe who was like family to all of us. We have two children together, and my eldest
daughter is married with a daughter of her own.

I in no way presume to compare myself to Naomi and Ruth, but I am inspired by them.
Motivated by profound faith and commitment to the Jewish people, they chose to
return to the Land where they faced an almost certain future of poverty and isolation.
They merited not only personal redemption, but to plant the seeds for national
redemption through Ruth’s great-grandson, King David.

I have tried to follow, a little bit, in their bare footsteps.
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Deracheha is a halachic education website and learning community
for source-based study of halachot related to women, from a
woman's perspective, exploring a range of voices. We seek to grant
women access to halachic discourse, to build a community of
learners, and to raise the caliber of halachic discussion and mitzva
observance.

Learn more at womenandmitzvot.org!
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