
The Public Torah Reading  

We publicly read the Torah in shul on many occasions. It is our opportunity to literally hear G-d’s Word, and is taken very 
seriously. The Torah is H-shem’s instructions for mankind, and specifically for the Jewish people, and learning it and 
listening to it being read is our privilege. “The public Torah reading . . . affords a source of truth and knowledge in 
support of our prayers, and support, enlightenment and guidance for our practical service of G-d in our everyday lives.” 
(World of Prayer, Rabbi Dr. Elie Munk) 

One is forbidden to talk while the Torah is being read (the Mishna Berura states that “his sin is too great to bear”). 
Between aliyos is a matter of debate, and one should preferably refrain. The Torah is read: 

1. Every Shabbos (and is divided up so that it is finished every year, on Simchas Torah. If one is careful to listen 
each week, then she actually finishes the Torah yearly!)i

2. Every Monday and Thursday (ancient custom from the time of Moshe Rabbeinu, since just as man cannot 
survive without water for 3 days, the Jewish people cannot survive without Torah for 3 days) 

 

3. Holidays, Fast Days, Purim and Chanuka and  
4. Rosh Chodesh  

A minimum of 7 men are called up on Shabbos, 5 on Yom Tov (plus maftir), 6 on Yom Kippur, 3 during the week, by 
Shabbos mincha and on Chanuka and Purim, and 4 on a Chol HaMoeid and Rosh Chodesh.  

Laws of Torah Reading for Women 

1. Women should hear the Torah, if possible, on Shabbos and Yom Tov. Women are not obligated to hear the 
Torah read during the week or by Shabbos mincha. 

2. When the Torah is taken out, one should stand and remain standing until it is placed on the Bimah (or in the 
Aron, upon its return). 

3. Women should not skip davening to listen to kriyas HaTorah. However, they should come early enough to be 
able to BOTH finish davening and listen to kriyas HaTorah. 

4. Women should not leave shul during kriyas haTorah. (Between aliyos is more lenient.)  
a. This is so even if she wants to daven with more kavannah, since remaining in shul while the Torah is 

open shows honor for the Torah, and women are obligated to show honor for the Torah. 
5. Although it is a matter of debate whether is obligated to stand during the Torah reading, one is certainly 

obligated to stand up completely for the Barchu preceding each aliyah. 
6. If one is in the middle of pesukei dizimra or the berachos before and after Shema, or in the middle of Shema, she 

should still respond to Barchu of the person called up to the Torah. Ideally, she should arrive in shul early 
enough that she does not have to interrupt her davening. 

7. Women should make the effort to be inside shul when the Torah is taken out and put back into the Aron 
Kodesh. 

8. The Ashkenazi custom is not for women to kiss the Torah when it is carried around the shul. A woman who 
currently menstruating (not just halachically a niddah), whether Ashkenazi or Sefardi, should refrain from 
touching the Torah and should also not stare at the Torah when it is lifted up for hagba’ah. 

9. It is a matter of debate whether women are obligated to hear Parshas Zachor. They are not obligated to hear 
Parshas Parah, Shekalim or HaChodesh. 

What is the Haftara? 

Every Shabbos and Yom Tov we also publicly read from the prophets. This is called the Haftara. It has its source in a time 
of persecutions, when Jews were forbidden from publicly reading the Torah. In its place, they (temporarily) read from 



the Prophets, on a topic connected to the parsha or the day. Even when the persecutions ended, and public Torah 
reading was again permitted, the reading from the Prophets continued.  

- However, we differentiate between the two readings by having the individual who reads the haftara FIRST read 
a section from the Torah as well, called maftir.  

- The maftir is EITHER the last few pesukim of the parsha, or a special reading connected to the day. We also say 
kaddish before the maftir to further separate between the two. 

“It is a precept of profound significance that no one who has not read from the Torah immediately before may read the 
Haftarah in public. This practice serves as a constant reminder of the position of precedence due the Torah. It is a 
constantly repeated proclamation of the truth that prophecy and the vocation of the prophet are deeply rooted in the 
Torah and in the Torah only, and that it is the Torah alone that serves as a basis and support for the message of the 
Prophets. We must always remember that the prophets were called for no other purpose but to spread among the people 
the realization of the Law of G-d as set down in its complete and final form in the Torah. The prophets were to serve as 
intermediaries, warning and cautioning their brethren. It was their function to interpret to their people the word of G-d 
and to offer them consolation, to teach them the true meaning of the joy or misfortune which had been predicted long 
before in the Torah. Hence this procedure prescribed in connection with the reading of the Haftara serves to give the lie, 
once and for all, to the spurious idea that there were two separate forms of Judaism, the Mosaic on one hand and the 
Prophetic on the other.” (Rav S.R. Hirsch) 

An Understanding of the Davening Preceding Torah Reading 

“Kel Erech Apayim” – when we open the Torah, we are immediately aware of our inadequacies, vis-à-vis what we should 
be accomplishing according to Torah standards, and we therefore beseech H-shem to forgive us. (This is omitted on 
Shabbos.) 

On Shabbos, the ceremony of removing the Torah is carried out with greater elaboration than on weekdays, since on 
Shabbos we are not rushing and have greater time to devote to our service of G-d.  

“Ein Kamocha” – we begin with pesukim shel gedulah, verses which glorify the greatness of G-d. (Shabbos and Yom Tov) 

“Vayehi Binso’a Ha’Aron” - As the Torah is carried out of the Aron, we quote the words which Moshe would utter 
whenever the Aron indicated that it was time to break camp. They tell us of the power of the Divine Word, which will 
ultimately be victorious, for wherever Torah goes, H-shem goes. We also praise H-shem for giving us the privilege to 
learn and teach his Torah.  

“Brich Shemei” - The time when the Torah is taken out is a time of mercy for the Jewish people and congregation, and 
therefore we say special prayers at that time, to pray for the fulfillment of our desires. On Yom Tov we recited the 13 
Middos at this time. The Zohar states, “When the congregation takes the Torah from the Ark to read from it, the Gates 
of Mercy are opened in Heaven and love is awakened on high. Therefore this prayer should be spoken.” 

This is followed by reciting the Shemaii

 “Al HaKol” – which are words of praise for H-shem and words of prayer that His glory be restored once more. (On 
weekdays, we only recite the final piece, beginning with “Vatigaleh”) 

 and Atah Elokeinu (on Shabbos) and then “Gadlu LaH-shem Iti” – our joy in the 
study of Torah is because of the One Who gave it to us and in our awe for His greatness. The chazzan states this phrase, 
and the congregation responds with words of praise, “Licha H-shem HaGedulah, Vihagevurah . . .” 

 “Av HaRachamim” – we ask H-shem to have mercy on us as a nation, for we have been burdened with suffering since 
we were founded as a nation, yet we also recognize that He has sustained us until now. 



4 Parshiyos 

There are 4 special Shabbasos, which have their own unique maftir and haftara. They are as follows: 

1. Shabbos Shekalim 
a. Takes place Shabbos before (or on) Rosh Chodesh Adar 
b. Topic: The mitzvah to give half a shekel, which went towards the cost of the communal sacrifices  
c. Why?  

i. In the time of the Bais Hamikdash, every Jew gave half a shekel annually, to pay for the 
communal sacrifices. The shekel had to be given by Rosh Chodesh Nissan. Therefore, this 
portion was read to remind Jews to give their half shekel.  

ii. Nowadays, we read it (1) to fulfill the mitzvah with our “mouths” instead of our actions and (2) 
so that we will know how to do the mitzvah when Moshiach comes.  

a. It is also a zechus against Amalek, since our shekel (reading) precedes Haman’s 10,000 silver shekel 
that he gave to Achashveirosh 

2. Shabbos Zachor 
a. Takes place Shabbos before Purim 
b. Topic: The obligation to remember and wipe out Amalek  
c. Why? 

i. It is a mitzvah to remember Amalek verbally and to hate them in one’s heart. Therefore, it was 
ordained to read this parsha publicly in shul in order to fulfill this mitzvah. We do it specifically 
before Purim, so that the obliteration of Amalek is followed by the obliteration of Haman. 

ii. One needs to have in mind to fulfill the mitzvah. Some authorities say that one can also fulfill 
the mitzvah with the Torah reading on Purim. According to most authorities, women are not 
obligated in this mitzvah, since they are not obligated to wage war. Many women have the 
custom to try to hear Parshas Zachor, but if they are busy taking care of young children, they do 
not need to hear it. (They can also fulfill the mitzvah by listening to the reading of the Torah on 
Purim.) 

3. Shabbos Parah  
a. Takes place Shabbos before Parshas HaChodesh 
b. Topic: The mitzvah of purifying oneself with the ashes of the Parah Adumah 
c. Why? 

i. It is read to remind those who are impure to purify themselves in time to bring the Korban 
Pesach. Nowadays, through studying it, it is as if we have purified ourselves from Tumah. 

4. Shabbos HaChodesh 
a. Takes place Shabbos before (or on) Rosh Chodesh Nissan 
b. Topic: The first mitzvah given to the Jewish nation – that of sanctifying the new month 
c. Why? 

i. We add additional sanctity to Nissan, since it is the “head” or “king” of the months. We also 
read it to remind people that Pesach is coming and to prepare to be Oleh Regel to bring the 
Korban Pesach (which, unlike other Festival offerings, had to be brought only on the 14th of 
Nissan and not on any other day of the festival) 

ii. Another reason we count the months from Nissan, instead of Tishrei, is because the day of 
redemption is greater than the day of birth. (Mashal of a king who made a party for son’s 
birthday. When son was captured and then redeemed, he celebrated the day of his son’s 
redemption.) 



                                                           
i The source for this is in Shemos  (15:22), which discusses the Jews travelling in the Midbar without water for three days (at which point they 
arrived in Marah). The Gemara (Bava Kamma, 82a) says that water is a mashal to Torah. The problem was that they went for three days without 
communal Torah learning. At this time, Moshe Rabbeinu instituted the practice of publicly reading the Torah on Shabbos, Monday and Thursday so 
that there should never be three consecutive days without Torah. 

Why Monday and Thursday? Tosfos answers (quoting a midrash) that it was because Moshe went up on Har Sinai to get the second set of Luchos 
on a Thursday and he came down with them on a Monday. Since the second luchos represent H-shem forgivin us for Cheit HaEigel, these days are 
considered special days for finding favor in the eyes of H-shem and are appropriate for public Torah Reading. 

In later times, Ezra HaSofer added on the practice of reading the (next week’s) Torah portion on Shabbos at mincha. He also instituted that the 
weekly reading must be at least 10 pesukim long and that three people (Kohen, Levi and Yisroel) are called up to read. 

ii This is because there were times in history that it was forbidden to both say Shema publicly and read the Torah in public (which is why we read 
Haftara), and now that both are permitted, we do both at the same time.  
 
 
Information From: Rigshei Leiv by Rabbi Menachem Nissel, Gates of Heaven by David M. Schaps, The Book of Our Heritage by Rabbi Eliyahu KiTov 
and World of Prayer by Rabbi Dr. Elie Munk 


