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Women and Safrut: Can a Woman Be a Scribe?
Byv Ross Singer

sofer: scribe (m)

sofer §Ta"M: scribe of texts of Torah scrolls, gefillie and
megugot

soferet: scribe (f)

safrut: scribal arts

rri ould you like me to fix 2" a female congregant
offered. 1 replied, “It 15 in such bad shape that I don’t
think there 1s time to fix it before Purin.”

Our synagoguc's Megillat Esther was cxtremely faded and
worn. For the past few years we had been borrowing a megillah
from a nearby shul. Upon learning of this situation, a female
member of our synagogue and student of safru (scribal arts)
was offering to restore our seroll. I did not know whart the clas-
sic sources sald about women writing and repairing smegillot,
and I was relieved that the
condition of the scroll precluded
the necessity of an immediate
response to her offer. However,
our conversation got me think-
ing: Wouldn't it be wonderful to
have a megillah penned by one of
our own congregants? Further-
maore, to have a woman write it
would fir with our community’s
openness to cxploring untricd
halakbic options for women's
participation in synagoguc life.

With this in mind, [ began researching the issue of women and
safrut and uncovered a considerable amount of fascinating
marerial. Perhaps most striking was the discovery that my very
question regarding the status of women writing a Megillat
Esther had been asked previously Pana’asel (in an actual case).
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“Wouldn’t it be wonderful
to have a megillab
penned by one of our
own congregants?”

Sarah, daughter of renowned head of the Beit Din of Prague,
Rabbi David Oppenheim, (1664-1736) wrote a Megillat Esther
and the question arose as to the possibility of reading from it on
Purim.

The deliberation over this actual seegillab, as well as many
ather theoretical discussions, provided rich marterial® containing
varied positions on women's status vis-a-vis safrat. [ am grate-
ful to JOFA for providing me with this forum in which I can
sharc a bricf sketch of what my rescarch uncovered. This is not
the place for an exhaustive study. Instead, here [ intend to give
only an outline of the understandings of the key statement in the
Babvlonian Talmud that limits women’s chgibility to serve
as sofrot (scribes) on the part of the Abaronim (16th-20th
century rabbinic authontes). Following this, 1 will explore the
possible ramifications of women's self-obligation in the mitzeak
of tefillisn on their status to scrve as sofrot. It should go without
saving that this picce 1s not
mtended as balakbic derermina-
tion. It 1s merely a presentation of
a small shice of a great deal of
material, and is intended to
engender discussion, study and
further exploration.

Any  halakhic discussion of
women and safrut must address
the following beraita (rabbinic
statcment  from the time of
the Mishna) that appears in

Tractate Gittin 45b (and Menabot 42a):

Rav Hamnuna, son of Rava from Pashronia taughe: a sefer
Torah, tefillin, and meguzot written by an informer, an idol-
ater, a slave, a woman, a minor, a Samaritan or an apostate
arc invalid, as it savs “you shall bind them (tefilin) and vou
shall write them (mezuzot)” (Deutcronomy 6:8-9—those
who are “in"(connected to) [the mitevah of the] binding [of
them)] (#efillin) arc in [the category of valid] writing.

The Torah juxtaposes the commandment to bind gefillin with
the commandment to write mezugot. The author of the beraita
deduced from this juxtaposition that in order to be considered
cligible to write Torah scrolls, fefillin and mezuzot, one must be
part of the mitzvab of binding tefillin. Those who are not, like
an informer, an idolater, a Samaritan and apostate, because they
reject the stzrot of the Torah, are incligible as are those who
arc not obligated in the meitzvab of tefilling like slaves, women
and minors. This much is clear.

Yet, a close reading of this passage uncovers two subtle ambi-
guitics. First, the beginning of the statement refers to the writing
of sifrei Torah, tefillin, and smezuzot (all three are known by the
acronym 5Ta "M, while the end of the paragraph discusses writ-
ing in general—"in the category of writing.” Is 1t merely 5T "M
(the three categories of Torah scrolls, fefillin and mezuzot) that
Rav Hamnuna 1s addressing, or are there other wrrtten items
such as Megillat Esther from which he would exclude the indi-
viduals listed as valid scribes? Secondly, the verse “you shall
bind them... you shall wnte them™ is taken from a paragraph
that refers to tefillin and smezuzot but not to a sefer Torab. From
his proof—text, does Rav Hamnuna indeed deduce that women
are cxcluded from wrting sifred Torah and, if so, how? These
questions were addressed predominantly by the Abarorén and
their answers yielded three posiions regarding the exrent to
which Rav Hamnuna's beraita cxcludes women from safrut.

The Ma'aseb Rokeak (b. circa 1690), in a lengthy passage on
Rambam Hilkhot Megillah 1:1, addresses these questions. He









