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The growing 
reality of 
ivotnen rabbis 
in liberal 
denominations 
will transform 
the expecta
tions of 
Orthodox 
women into a 
powerful agent 
for change. Ia m at a m e m o r i a l s e r v i c e in 

Je rusa lem for a w o m a n w h o d i e d o f 
cancer at age 44. M o r e than 300 p e o 
p le have ga the red to m o u r n the pass
ing o f this ex t r ao rd ina ry t eacher o f 

T o r a h . T h o u g h I h a d n e v e r m e t C h a n a h 
Bei l inson , o v e r the years I had hea rd o f he r 
g r e a t i n t e l l e c t , h e r r ad i an t ho l i ne s s , h e r 
abi l i ty t o i m p a r t to h e r s tudents n o t o n l y 
d e e p k n o w l e d g e bu t a lso a sense o f w o n 
d e r m e n t . She so l o v e d t each ing that even 
du r ing these latter m o n t h s she con t inued , 
wi th but o n e concess ion to he r w e a k e n e d 
state: classes w e r e h e l d in her h o m e . 

F o u r o f he r c o l l e a g u e s wi l l speak, " two 
rabbis a n d two w o m e n . " Oshra Enker , tall 
and willowy, in he r late twenties, whi te be re t 
t i l t e d d i s t r a c t i n g l y way o v e r t o t h e s i d e , 
beg ins to w e a v e he r way with ease th rough 
the r abb in ic sources . I f o r g e t the b e r e t as 
she m a g i c a l l y u n f o l d s b e f o r e us t he 
halachah a n d t h e o l o g y o f kiddush levanah, 

the ritual sanctification o f the sliver o f a new 
m o o n . Delicately, she compares its m e a n i n g 
to the l ife and spirit o f he r b e l o v e d Chanah . 
F o r a b r i e f instant, I find m y s e l f t h i n k i n g 
O s h r a w o u l d m a k e a s p l e n d i d rabbi . A n d 
then I think: wel l , that's exact ly what she is, 
w h a t C h a n a h was . A n d t h e n : I w o n d e r i f 
Oshra ever thinks o f herse l f that way. 

A n o t h e r scene: T h e rabbi beg ins his Y o m 
K i p p u r drasha. M y eye wanders . T h r o u g h a 
s l i g h t o p e n i n g in t he mechitzah, I s e e a 
y o u n g boy , 14 o r 15. H i s e y e s fix o n t he 
r a b b i . H i s l ips a r e p a r t e d a n d e v e r y f e w 
seconds h e fa indy shapes t h e m to c o m p l e t e 
a f a m i l i a r H e b r e w p h r a s e t h e r a b b i has 
begun . A s I obse rve h im, I real ize that some
t h i n g m o r e than l i s t en ing is t ak ing p l a c e 
he re : the boy relates to the rabbi , no t on ly 
as s c h o l a r a n d l e a d e r b u t as r o l e m o d e l 
and future mentor . 

O v e r the years, I ' v e asked m a n y a y o u n g 
rabbi h o w he chose his calling. "Growing up, 
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I had a ve ry special rabbi" o r " I was close to 
m y r a b b i " is o f t e n t h e r e s p o n s e . T h e s e 
answers d o n o t p rec lude m o r e weighty ones , 
such as " I w a n t e d to teach T o r a h , " "spend 
m y l i f e i n yiddishkeit," " b u i l d J ewi sh l ives 
a n d communi ty ." Rather, a ro le m o d e l is the 
first l ine o f in t roduct ion to all the rest. 

T o d a y t h e r e a r e n o O r t h o d o x w o m e n 
rabbis t o s e r v e as r o l e m o d e l s . N o equiva
len t status o f l eadersh ip is c o n f e r r e d u p o n 
O r t h o d o x w o m e n . N o o n e asks a w o m a n ' s 
o p i n i o n o n halachic matters. N o r a re the re 
c o m m u n i t y expec ta t ions . I n fact, the l ines 
h a v e h a r d e n e d . O n c e n o t an issue wi th in 
O r t h o d o x y — s o r e m o t e was i t f r o m c o m 
m u n a l consciousness—the mat ter has n o w 
c o m e s c loser t o h o m e wi th the o rd ina t i on 
o f traditional Conservat ive w o m e n . A n d the 
response from centers o f O r t h o d o x author
ity tends to b e : N o t Permiss ib le ! 

M o r e o v e r , O r t h o d o x w o m e n themselves 
a re l a rge ly i nhosp i t ab l e to the i d e a . T h i s , 
despi te the g r o w t h o f a curious n e w f o r m o f 
d i s c r imina t ion against t h e m : Because the 
title "rabbi" is r equ i red f o r certain non-con
grega t iona l posit ions, such as hospital chap
laincy ( in which R e f o r m , Conservat ive a n d 
R e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t w o m e n r abb i s f i g u r e 
p r o m i n e n d y ) , O r t h o d o x w o m e n w h o m i g h t 
o therwise qualify are s imply o u t o f the l o o p . 
A n o t h e r e x a m p l e : the W o m e n ' s Cab ine t o f 
t he U J A o u g h t t o — a n d p r o b a b l y s o o n 
w i l l — h a v e a w o m a n rabbi in its s e r v i c e . I 
can think o f several O r t h o d o x w o m e n w h o 
w o u l d b e exce l len t rel igious men to r s fo r the 
cabine t , b u t lacking the title^ "rabbi," the i r 
names w o u l d never b e cons ide red . 

Similarly, O r t h o d o x w o m e n are left o u t 
o f t he n e t w o r k i n g tha t g o e s o n b e t w e e n 
re l igious w o m e n leaders. O r t h o d o x w o m e n 
are n o t nour i shed by i n t e r g r o u p d i a l o g u e , 
n o r d o they contr ibute to others the un ique 
insights o f O r t h o d o x y . 

O n t h e o t h e r h a n d , w e d o h a v e r o l e 
m o d e l s . T h e r e has b e e n an e x p l o s i o n o f 
w o m e n ' s l e a r n i n g w i t h i n O r t h o d o x y , 
i n t e n s i v e l e a r n i n g o f s a c r e d tex ts a n d — 
p a r t i c u l a r l y n e w — s t u d y o f T a l m u d . 
W h e r e a s a g e n e r a t i o n a g o , o n l y a h a n d 
ful o f w o m e n w e r e t a u g h t T a l m u d — 
a m o n g t h e m t h e t w o d a u g h t e r s o f t h e 
g r e a t R a b b i J o s e p h B . S o l o v e i t c h i k , o f 
b l e s s e d m e m o r y — t o d a y t h o u s a n d s o f 
O r t h o d o x w o m e n s tudy T a l m u d , s o m e 
m a k i n g i t the i r l i f e ' s w o r k . 

Ins t i tu t ions o f h i g h e r l e a r n i n g o f r e l i 
g i o u s texts have b e e n c r e a t e d f o r w o m e n , 
a m o n g t h e m D r i s h a , t h e first a n d m o s t 
es tabl ished ( M a n h a t t a n ) ; M a c h o n N ' s h e i 
T o r a h ( B r o o k l y n ) ; S h a l h e v e t ( Q u e e n s ) ; 
Ma 'ayan ( B o s t o n ) ; a n d many in Israel ( see 
d i r e c t o r y , p a g e 5 3 ) . A d d t o this list l o n g 
s t a n d i n g ins t i tu t ions that have r e s h a p e d 
the i r cu r r i cu la to a c c o m m o d a t e w o m e n ' s 
n e w l ea rn ing , such as the yeshivah day- a n d 
h igh - schoo l system a n d the S te rn C o l l e g e 
K o l l e l p r o g r a m . A d d aga in t he univers i ty 
doc to ra l p r o g r a m s in T a l m u d in w h i c h sub
stantial n u m b e r s o f O r t h o d o x w o m e n are 
e n r o l l e d , * a n d y o u have a vir tual transfor
m a t i o n o f the in te l lec tua l po ten t i a l o f the 
communi ty . Short ly w e shall have a critical 
mass o f l e a r n e d w o m e n w h o have mas te red 
the qual i fying texts f o r rabbinic o rd ina t ion . 

M o r e o v e r , t he n u m b e r s o f n o t e w o r t h y 
f e m a l e teachers o f re l ig ious texts has r isen. 
A g e n e r a t i o n a g o , the re was but o n e — t h e 
incomparab l e N e c h a m a Le ibowi t z . H e r vast 
k n o w l e d g e o f rabbinic c o m m e n t a r y o n the 
T o r a h inspired many thousands o f students. 
T o d a y , t h e r e a r e O r t h o d o x w o m e n w h o 

• A c c o r d i n g to D r . R e u v e n K i m e h n a n , w o m e n s ign i f i 
can t l y o u t n u m b e r m e n in these p r o g r a m s . H e con jec 
tures that the t ipp ing o f the balance results f r o m the pres
e n c e o f O r t h o d o x w o m e n w h o m i g h t o t h e r w i s e b e i n 
rabb in i c seminar ies . 
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T w o women study the 
talmudic tractate of 
Ketubot in chevruta 
(partnership) at the 
Drisha Institute in 
Manhattan, where over 
3,000 women have 
studied traditional 
texts since 1979. 

t each Scr ip tu res , c o m m e n t a r y , halachah, 
midrash, c o d e s , a n d e v e n T a l m u d . A n d 
c o n t r a r y t o the s te reo types s o m e h o l d o f 
O r t h o d o x y , t h e r e has b e e n c o m m u n a l 
app rec i a t i on o f w o m e n in these ro le s n o t 
in e v e r y instance, but in e n o u g h to m a k e 
it a p p a r e n t that the l o v e o f T o r a h prevai ls , 
n o m a t t e r t h e g e n d e r s o u r c e . T h u s , 
N e c h a m a L e i b o w i t z , N a o m i C o h e n , 
C h a n a h B e i l i n s o n , O s h r a E n k e r , A v i v a 
Z o r n b e r g , M e n u c h a Chwa t , T a m a r Ross , 
C h a n a h H e n k i n , D e v o r a S te inmetz , D e n a 
W e i n e r , M a l k a Bina , Es ther Krauss, R ivka 
Hau t , Beru r i ah Dav id , M a i d y Katz a n d sev
era l d o z e n o the r s m a y n o t ca r ry the t i t le 
" r a b b i , " b u t t h e y s e r v e in s i m i l a r ways . 
T h e s e w o m e n have d i f f e r en t areas o f spe
c ia l iza t ion a n d d i f f e r e n t dep ths o f knowl 
e d g e , but all are totally d e d i c a t e d to T o r a h 
l e a r n i n g wi th in the t radi t ion . 

I n an o p e n soc i e ty , r o l e m o d e l s can 
c o m e from outs ide o n e ' s communi ty . T h e 
ex is tence o f w o m e n rabbis and the hono r 
a b l e ways they s e r v e speaks m o r e p o w e r 
fully than a thousand deba tes o n the sub
j e c t . In R i v e r d a l e n o t l o n g a g o , a R e f o r m 
r a b b i , S h i r a M i l g r o m , t a u g h t a class in 
Mishnayot to a g r o u p o f O r t h o d o x w o m e n . 
T h a t she was f r i end a n d n e i g h b o r was h e r 
e n t r e e . But in the e n c o u n t e r itself, in the 

a c c e p t a n c e o f h e r as t e a c h e r , n e w i d e a s 
abou t w o m e n rabbis w e r e surely r ep l ac ing 
o l d d i f f idences . 

I b e l i e v e t h e o r d i n a t i o n o f O r t h o d o x 
w o m e n is c l o s e at h a n d . T h e c u m u l a t i v e 
i m p a c t — o f a c r i t i ca l mass o f s tuden t s o f 
T a l m u d a n d halachah, a p l e tho ra o f rising-
star t eache r s , t he s u p p o r t o f e d u c a t i o n a l 
institutions a n d the p re sence o f r e spec ted 
w o m e n rabbis in the l iberal d e n o m i n a t i o n s 
— w i l l be to t ransform the expec ta t ions o f 
O r t h o d o x w o m e n . T h i s wi l l b e a p o w e r f u l 
agen t for c h a n g e . 

But all o f this is soc io log ica l conjec ture . 
W h a t d o e s Jewish law say r ega rd ing ord ina
t ion o f w o m e n ? O d d l y , it is n o t d iscussed 
anywhere in rabbinic sources and n o fo rma l 
ban exists. W h y was this r o l e n o t p rosc r ibed 
w h e n r o l e s s e e m i n g l y less i n t r u s i v e in a 
m a l e society, such as w o m e n c o u n t e d in a 
prayer q u o r u m o r w o m e n as witnesses in a 
r e l i g i o u s c o u r t o f law, w e r e ? P r o b a b l y the 
m a t t e r was so f a r f e t c h e d n o o n e t h o u g h t 
to raise the issue. 

A c l o s e l o o k at the c o n v e n t i o n o f o r d i 
na t ion (smicha) reveals that it is n o t a c o n 
f e r r a l o f h o l y status n o r a m a g i c a l l a y i n g 
o n o f hands t o transmit authority. N o r d o e s 
the p roces s u n i q u e l y e m p o w e r a r abb i t o 
p e r f o r m special sacramental funct ions that 
a k n o w l e d g e a b l e layperson cannot . 

O r d i n a t i o n is t he c o n f i r m a t i o n o f an 
ind iv idua l ' s mas te ry o f texts ( l a r g e l y f r o m 
the T a l m u d a n d c o d e s ) ; f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h 
p r e c e d e n t s ; a n d abil i ty t o reason ana log i 
cal ly a n d a p p l y p r e c e d e n t s to c o n t e m p o 
r a r y q u e s t i o n s . C o n f e r r i n g t h e t i t l e 
" r abb i " is a g u a r a n t e e to the c o m m u n i t y 
that this p e r s o n has b e e n j u d g e d fit by a 
c o l l e c t i v e o f r a b b i s o r by a s i n g l e g r e a t 
s c h o l a r t o g i v e g u i d a n c e o n m a t t e r s o f 
issur v'heler, t h e f o r b i d d e n a n d t h e p e r 
m i t t e d , p r imar i ly as it c o n c e r n s the laws o f 
kashrut, S h a b b a t a n d f a m i l y pur i ty . T h e 
smicha p rocess assumes but d o e s n o t e v e n 
test f o r pe r sona l piety, g o o d cha rac te r o r 
a sp i r i tua l b e n t . T h e f o r m a l c r i t e r i a a r e 
a lmos t w h o l l y in te l l ec tua l . 

W h y , then , have s o m e O r t h o d o x rabbis 
asserted that smicha f o r w o m e n is n o t pe r 
mit ted? Ha l ach i c dec is ion mak ing , particu
larly w h e n a n e w issue is at h a n d , is a c re 
ative process, par t the w o r d o f G o d at Sinai, 
pa r t rabbin ic t rad i t ion , pa r t h u m a n inter-
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p r e t a t i o n . Se l ec t i ve c h o i c e o f p r e c e d e n t s 
is a power fu l shaper o f the o u t c o m e . Today , 
s o m e poskim ( r a b b i n i c dec i so r s ) p in the i r 
j u d g m e n t s o n rabbinic interpretat ion o f the 
v e r s e , " A n d y o u shal l su re ly p l a c e u p o n 
yourselves a K i n g " ( D e u t e r o n o m y 17:15). In 
Sifre, the Rabbis* c o m m e n t , "a k ing but n o t 
a q u e e n , " thereby leg i t imat ing for d i e ages 
m e n , but no t w o m e n , in positions o f author
ity. O t h e r c o n t e m p o r a r y T o r a h scho la r s 
raise the s tandard o f " h o n o r o f t he c o m 
munity," wh ich can broadly be in te rpre ted 
as that w h i c h o f fends the faithful. 

* W h e n the w o r d "Rabb i s " is cap i ta l i zed , it re fe rs to the 
Rabb is o f ta lmud ic t imes: l owe i case " rabb is " gene ra l l y 
re fers to rabbis o f m o d e m t imes 

O t h e r rabbis say that wh i l e there may be 
n o h a l a c h i c o b j e c t i o n s t o o r d i n a t i o n , its 
l i n k a g e t o o t h e r issues c rea t e s obs t ac l e s . 
Rabbis funct ion as witnesses in the bat din, 
a Jewish c o u r t o f law w h e r e w o m e n ' s testi
m o n y is inadmissible . O t h e r c o m p l e x link
ages are to mechitzah, the separat ion o f m e n 
and w o m e n and to minyan, the q u o r u m o f 
10 m e n r equ i r ed fo r c o m m u n a l prayer that 
exc ludes w o m e n because they have a lesser 
halachic ob l i ga t i on . A s the discussion p r o 
ceeds , s o m e rabbis wi l l surely raise the issue 
oiholisha, the p roh ib i t ion against m e n hear
i n g the v o i c e o f a w o m a n u n d e r certain cir
cumstances. 

continued on page 74 

Many Orthodox 
women are on. 

tiie way to 
mastering 

rabbinic texts 
that would 

qualify them for 
ordination. 

Where Women Can Study Torah in Israel 
Below Is a partial list of institutions in Israel where women can spend a year, six months or a summer 
in Torah study. In addition to regularly scheduled classes, some of these institutions will tailor a pro
gram of study to an individual's needs. Some have special summer programs. Some are geared pri
marily to college-age students; others, to women of all ages. With the exception of Pardes and 
Hartman, all are women-only institutions; all are places of serious study. Half of them teach Talmud in 
a manner similar to the men's yesfrivot, that is, directly f rom the tractate text. Half of these institutions 
would dissociate themselves f rom the content of my article; the fact that the other half would not 
reflects new thinking within the Orthodox community. 

— B . G . 

Bnot Chayil College Matan Midreshet Rachel (Shappells) 
POB 16406 17 Ben Yefuneh St. 222 Rehov Yaffo 
Bayit Vegan, Jerusalem Jerusalem POB 13209 
tel: 02422062 tel: 02-731128 Jerusalem 

Bnot Torah Institute Michlalah—Jerusalem College Neve Yerushalayim 
27 Rehov Yam Suf for Women POB 16020 
Jerusalem POB 16078 Har Nof, Jerusalem 
tel: 02-814382 Bayit Vegan, Jerusalem tel: 02-529276 

tel: 02422481 /2 
Hartman Institute for Advanced Nishmat 
Jewish Studies Midreshet Lindenbaum 27 Michelin St. 
20 Rachel Imenu 39 Herzog St. Bayit Vegan, Jerusalem 
Jerusalem Jerusalem tel: 02421051 
tel: 02-619418 tel: 02-785087 
fax: 02-619706 fax: 02-784-701 Orot Israel College 

Elkana 
Machon Gold—Gold College Midreshet Moriah D.N. Harei Efraim 
for Women Shaare Zedek Educational tel: 03-936-2174/5 
36 Haturim St. Wing 
Jerusalem POB 3235 Pardes Institute 
tel: 02-381742 Jerusalem 10 Gad St. 
fax: 02-380443 tel: 02-527449 Jerusalem 

fax: 02-511-524 tel: 02-717975 
Machon Ora 
5 Rehov Gat 
Kiryat Gat, Jerusalem 
tel: 02-521982 
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Orthodox Women 
Rabbis 
continued from fmge 53 

W i t n e s s , minyan, mechitzah, kol-
isha—these objections cannot be light
ly dismissed. Given die weight o f author
ity vested in contemporary rabbinic 
decisions, it seems almost pointless to 
press the issue forward. A n d yet, 
Or thodox views are not monol i th ic . 
Htdaduih is not static. It contains internal 
mechanisms of repair: it holds sparks of 
dynamism and creativity; it is and always 
has been responsive to special-interest 
groups ( i f women can be called such) 
and cases o f special pleading; all o f 
which explains why halachah has served 
the Jewish people so well, for so long. 

S o m e highly respected Yeshiva 
University-ordained, modern Ortho
dox rabbis see no halachic barriers to 
women ' s ordinat ion. These minority 
views carry great significance, as this is 
a community where religious authority 
is decentralized. 

A look at women's issues in this last 
decade cbnfirms the dynamism o f 
halachah: 

• T h e scriptural p e g in Deuter
onomy 17:15 was also used to rule out 
leadership of w o m e n as officers o f 
Or thodox synagogues, a question that 
arose in the 1920s with the growth o f 
American-style synagogues. Yet in 1993 
diere are women who hold high office, 
up to and inc luding presidency o f 
Orthodox synagogues. 

• During the past several years, pres
sure has mounted on rabbis to allevi
ate the plight o f agunot, women caught 
in the vise of recalcitrant husbands who 
refuse to grant a gel, a writ o f divorce. 
O n e response o f the Israeli rabbinate 
has been to train toanot, women who are 
permitted to function in quasi-judicial 
capacity in the rabbinic courts o f law 
to help agunot through adversarial get 
proceedings. 

• O n e hundred years ago , and for 
1,500 years prior to that, it was consid
e r e d fo rb idden to teach w o m e n 

p r o j e c t 

V i s u a l ar ts , pe r f o rm ing arts, a n d l i terature 

subsidized program for artists, 

6 months of creativity in Israel 

a c c o m m o d a t i o n s a n d s tud ios , exh ib i t i on 

s p a c e a n d pe r f o rm ing oppor tun i t i es 

creations of excellence will be 

recognized and publicized 

f o r further information c o n t a c t : 
WUJS Institute International Graduate Centre, 
Arad 80700, Israel. T e l . 057-955370 Fax. 057-955472 
or contact in U.S. : W U J S Institute Of f ice, 110 E. 59th St. 
N e w York, N Y 10022. Phone 212-339-6051 Fax 212-832-2597 

Talmud. Today. . . . 
Thus , soc io logy and halachah are 

interdependent. I f they so will it, con
temporary rabbinic audiorilies can find 
halachic means to o p e n the system 
more widely to learned women . T o a 
large extent, the process will be driven 
by Orthodox women wanting it to hap
pen. Having opened to them the learn
ing enterprise—interpretive keys to the 
tradit ion—ordination will come as a 
natural halachic consequence o f this 
powerful revolution. 

O r t h o d o x w o m e n should be 
ordained because it would constitute a 
recogni t ion o f their new intellectual 
accomplishments and spiritual attain
ments; because it wou ld encourage 
greater Torah study; because it offers 
wider female models o f religious life; 
because w o m e n ' s input into p'sak 
(interpretation o f Jewish texts), absent 
for 2,000 years, is sorely n e e d e d ; 
because it will speed the process o f 
reevaluating traditional definitions that 
support hierarchy; because some Jews 
might find it easier to bring halachic 
questions concerning family and sexu
ality to a woman rabbi. And because o f 
die justice o f it all. 

Never theless , many p rob lems 
remain, not only connected to halachah 
but to communa l unity and main
stream attitudes. That is why I d o not 
foresee that Orthodox women will serve 
ini t ial ly—or perhaps no t for a l ong 
while—as pulpit rabbis o f traditional 
congregations. N o r do I believe it must 
necessarily be part o f the agenda, 
though I know that some feminists 
would fault me for taking that stance. 
But a respect for community sensibili
ties, an appreciat ion o f incremental 
steps, a desire for internal unity and a 
realism about shut politics propel me 
along this path. 

T o be sure, halachic issues o f 
mechitzah, o f minyan and aliyol, o f female 
witnesses in Jewish courts o f law, o f kol 
isha—will have to be looked at again. 
But meanwhile, an ordained Orthodox 
woman need not serve as witness in 
family status matters and need not 
breach the mechitzah. All o f this should 
not be jo ined to the issue at hand. T h e 
first step is the ordination o f women . 
From there, we shall see where to g o 
next. ® 
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