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The custom of conducting regular public readings from the Prophets goes back to Second
Temple times, possibly to the Hasmonean period. It has been suggested that it was
introduced during the persecution of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, when the public reading of
the Torah was forbidden. Its purpose was to conclude the reading of the Torah— the main
instrument for educating the people and strengthening their faith—with words of
consolation and promises of messianic redemption. In later times the haftarah portion was
no longer necessarily a prophecy of consolation but was instead suited to the occasion of its
recitation. Thus, on a festival, the haftarah is in some way connected with the day, while on
Sabbaths it is chosen on the basis of its association with the Torah portion for that day.
(Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion)
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The Torah scroll is rolled up, we read the . It must be of the same subject as the days parashah.
Why do we read the haftarah from the Prophets? Because a decree was passed that Israel
should not read the Torah, and in lieu of the 7 who would be called for Torah reading, and since
we read no fewer than 3 verses per person, the decree was to read at least 21 verses from the
Prophets. However, if the subject is completed in fewer than 21, such as the haftarah shuvah,
there is no need to read more.
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Therefore, it is called a haftarah, because with it one takes leave of the Torah reading.
Rabbeinu Tam gave a different reason: It is called a haftarah because the Talmud says that once
the Torah scroll is open, it is prohibited to speak even of a halachic matter, as stated: “And
when it was opened all the people stood [silently].” After the Torah reading is completed, it is
permissible to speak and the word haftarah means commencing to speak, as in peter rechem,
(opening the womb). Others say that it is related to the phrase “one does not maftir after the
paschal sacrifice,” which is a term of departure. Namely, after the haftarah is read, we depart
from the shacharit service and begin the musaf service.
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| have found it written that Antiochus, the evil Greek king, forbade Israel to read the Torah in
public. What did Israel do? They read a portion of the Prophets whose subject resembled that
which would have been read from the Torah on that Sabbath. Now, too, even though the edict
is null, the custom has not been nullified... It is called haftarah, meaning an intermission.
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There was no distinct historical reason for the haftarah custom. Rather, it was a natural
development of the Torah reading due to the inherent importance attached to the Prophetic
writings themselves.
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It is highly unlikely that the Greeks would have prohibited Torah reading but permitted reading
from the Prophets. The custom does appear to have originated during the Hasmonean era, but
was directed against the Samaritans, who rejected the Prophets (except for Joshua), in order to
emphasize that their sanctity and importance was equal to that of the Torah itself.
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e The triennial cycle (maintained in the Land of Israel through the geonic era) has,
naturally, three times as many haftarot.

e Alist of these selections (published by Adolph Buchler in JQR, 1906) designates them by
the term RnNNYWR, meaning completion, they were considered an integral part of the
liturgy and implying that Torah reading was incomplete without it.



