
SUBMISSION AND RECEIPT OF CLASS OF 2007 

COMPLETED RABBINIC THESIS 

, hereby submit two (2) copies of my/our 
( Picas~ pnnt) 

completed thesis in final form, entitled 

SIL ,f ·h,.'.] c,-..-1 '/ IVlu lui( -

Additional Students, if applicable (please print, sign, and date) 

"The author has my permission to submit this thesis in partial fulfillment for 
requirement for ordination." 

Name of Advisor: Ra C: he, I !kl/if 
1111~!~~ !~ Signature of Advisor:_+-ff......_.g,._~<f.....,,..,~~L-..-e:::_--U...,.~__,,,-"""""-__ _ 

RECEIPT BY REGISTRAR 

by 



SHIFTING OUT OF NEUTRAL 

Re-Gendering the Liberal Synagogue 

Jessica L. Oleon 

Dr. Rachel Adler, Ad,·isor 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for ordination 

~larch 1, 2007 

Hebrew Cnio11 College- Je,,ish Institute of Religion 

Los Angeles Campus 



Contents 

1. "l\1f\.LE A.'\"D FEMALE COD CREATED TIIK\t" 1 
BUT "1li\T IL\.PPE:\ED NEXT? 

Talmudic :'.\-1cn and the Boundaries of Their :\faseulini~· 8 

At the Heart of the :\fatter-Do "'omC'n lla,·c A Brit? 15 

Rabbis and Their Female Problems 20 

Conflict BctwC'en Competing Values: ~larriage Ys. Torah 23 

Rabbis and the Second Sex 25 

2. FR0!\1 "SECOND SEX" TO Sl\GLE SEX 
THE RELIGIOUS L1' .. ES OF PRE-!\1ODER..'\' JE"lSII "'O:\IEN 33 

Object-. in the Rean·icw :\1irror 38 

And the \Valls Came Tumbling Dolln 43 

3. OUT OF THE DAR.K.c'\'ES~ A . .:~D INTO TIIE ... ~EliTllr\L? 50 

New "'orld, New Questions 50 

l'\'e,,· \Vorld, New "'omc-n 59 

~cw \Vorld, ::\c,,· Rabbis 64 

The Triumph of Ccnde1· :\cutral 
1:nut "··here Did E,·cry Bod)· Go?) 68 

4. BEYOND GEl\"DER :\"EUTllr\L iB 

"I Once \Vas Lost"- The ~cccssary Sacrifice of Gcndl'r ?8 

''But Now .Am Found"-Towards Re-Gendering Liberal Judaism 86 

BIBLIOGllr\.PIIY 100 



I 

Chapter 1 

"~{ale and Female God Created Them" 
But \\'hat Happened Next? 

Tht" tmtl1 is iliat ilie Talmud is tht' colle<-lh-f' erult"an)r 1101 of the f'nti"' Je"ish pt'oplt>, but onl_:1· of its 
malt- half. Jt"'\\ish women ha,·t' bet'n omitt.f'd• b~· purpost'ful t'xdsion• from iliis .. C'olle<~tin~ 
t>ndeaYor" ... from the main stagt> of JE"l\isb communal achit>wment. .. a loss numerically greatt'r than 
a hundrt-cl pogroms: ,'.l't't Jt>"ish litt'rature and history· report not one wail. not one tear. 

C'\'STIIH. OZICK 

Judaism is traditionally a patriarchy1. aud "ithin patriarchy. gender is the 

organizing principle that confers power. In Judaism, particularly since the Talmud 

was enshrined as the central organizing text of the Je\,ish lived experience, religious 

and communal power have been concentrated in the hands of Jewish men. A new 

paradigm must be formed in favor of a model of real shared power. In order to do so, 

the source of' the power must be uncovered and then rerouted in a positiYe direction. 

As many scholars point out~ Jev,i.sh patriarchy differs in significant ways from 

the normath·e ,vestern rnodel2• As Jacob :\'1:'us11er argues in .~ndrog,n1ous Judaism: 

'·The Judaism set forth by r-dbbinic literature and nonnatin· from autiquit;r to our om1 
time derin• entirely from meu. The)· moreon~r st>t forth a system that is for :.ill 
pr-,utical purposes dominated b~- men. But these are rueu \\·ho ideuti(r with the ,irtut"s 
tl1e~' see in women. and who put forth a religious system that means to feminize Israel, 

1By characterizing Judaism as "patriarchal'" I do not mean to invoke theories of pre-biblical women-centered cults 
that were somehow made over by Abraham etc. in an early time. Though I suppose it might be theoretically 
possible, I am not advocating that all Jewish women need to do is uncover our "authentic" pre-rabbinic or pre­
biblical roles. Rather, by calling Judaism a patriarchal culture, I mean only to say that for centuries official Jewish 
culture was virtually exclusively in the bands of men, who fashioned its rules, rituals, and meanings and who also 
controlled all major mechanisms for legal and cultural change. 
2 See Boyarin, D. Carnal Israel; Valier, S. Women and Womanhood; Hauptman, J. Rereading the Rabbis 
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ewlo\\1llg' the (•nchanted nation with tJ1e ,i.rtues that tl1e sages tht'mselws dassi~ as 
thost' of women.'":1 

\Vestern rulture is itself both patriarrhal and androrentrir. and in history· Jews haYe 

often occupied the role of the powerless. or feminine. role in the \\. estem power 

relationship. This was espeeially true after the Romans put dom1 the final Je,\·ish 

rebellions around 150 CE. The Talmud developed during tJ1is period as a record of 

thr discussion about (and evenhially a guide~ for) communal lh·ing and gon•mance in a 

world of limited Jewish political power. Hec.ause of their political reality. power in the 

rabbinic imagination demanded a different lorus-one that could not be detennined 

or affected from outside the community. The safest place to renter this power ,•vas 

thus in Torah and Torah-learning, an enti.rel~• intemal communal discourse. Torah­

power was entirely male power. 

The normative rabbinic/Talmudic m1derst.anding of masculine and feminine 

gender roles. especially in regard to Torah learni11g aud the power this led to. A ,·ast 

amount of literature has been generated on this topic in the last thirty years. Reading 

man~· of these works has convinced me that gender and sC'xualit:· were complicated 

issues eYen for the a11cients, and se,·eral scholars haYe obf'uscatt:'d these issues in 

gloriously nuaneed ways. As Miriam Peskowitz poiuts out, it is dangerous to assume 

that ideas about gender or sexuality are monolithic at any given ti11w4. Multiple 

understandings circulate simultaneously, influenced by geography, politics, class. 

3 Neusner, J. Androgynous Judaism viii 
4 Peskowitz, Miriam Spinnina Fantasies 9 
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communal traditions, and history. En:n Peskm\itz agr1:>es howen•1-. that ce1taiu 

understandings are privileged oYer others. Such understandings would haYe more 

influeuce, greater staying powf:'r. and tJ1e ability to exert pressure towards conformity. 

For the purposes of this paper. I am not partirularl;r imerested in the nuances 

of the Talmudic debate al)Out gender. I am romf'ortable painting the picture of 

rabbinic understandings of gender '\\ith fairly broad strokes because. in this instance. 

I am not concerned with the ancient experience of gender. Rather, what I seek to 

explore is the power our later assumptions about rabbinic categories continue to exert 

over li\ing J e"ish communiti<:>s. and partiC'ularly that of liberal Jews in the United 

States". 

\Vhat is the vision of gender that the rabbis pri,ileged oYer other compt>ting 

views, and how can we use this privileged understanding as a jumping off place to 

examine more contemporary issues? 'TI1e problem \\ith working "ith early rabbinic 

documents, and tJ1e Talnmd in particular, is that for many hundreds of years, Jews 

assumed the Talmud was a reliable histor:'' book. ratl1er than what more recent 

scholarship demonstrates-a document depieting what the rabbis wished the world 

was like. As Judith Hauptman eharadt>i·izes the problem. when studying rabbinic 

texts. modern "'historians cannot presume that all or even most people followed the 

law. Similarly. Talmudists cannot assume that socio-historical realities are accurately 

5 As this is the first of many uses of the term "liberal"' American Jews, I need to clarify what I mean by it. This is a 
definition of my own invention, but one I feel is both logical and acceptable for lay- and scholarly use. By liberal 
Jew I mean to imply nothing about political preferences, but rather those Jews living in North America who identify 
by formal affiliation or affinity with the Reform, Conservative, Recoostructionist, and Renewal movements, in short, 
the spectrum of religiously identified non-Onhodox American Jews. According to the 1990 and 2000 Jewish 
Population Surveys, this group represents the overwhelming majority of active American Jews. 
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reflected in tl1e law..r, This earlier faith in the Talmud's historical Ynaeit:'·· howen•r·. 

led Jews by the early Middle Ages to assuuw the Talmud was a blueprint not only for 

what tl1e Jewish world had bee11 like, but also what it should be like in the future. 

The lhi.ng Jewish communities of the da_y were thus modeled on a false sense of the 

lind Je"ish past. or, to borrow Hauptman's words again. '"The rabbis' literary· and 

legal legacy rests as tJ1e foundatio11 of Judaism as it is practiced today."'; 

Baskin argues that to some degree. t11e "'1-ahbiaic separation of women from 

arenas of endeaYor constituted as male was a deliberatf' choice, since this was not tbe 

only Je·wish c.onmmnal model available. at least for those who li\'ed \\ithin tl1e 

boundaries of the Roman empire"'8 She argues that tJ1e rabbis established a pattern of 

deliberately remO\-i.ng women from functions i.n the public domain which they 

enjoyed during biblical and SeC'ond Temple times. The rabbiniC' gender roles which 

were viewed as sacrosanct by later generations were not as universal in the rabbi's 

mn1 day as the Talmud would have us belieYe. 

Bernadette Brooten. using Greek and Lati:u inscriptions from Phoenicia. Egypt, 

Italy and Turkey which endow women \\ith tiles such as "'head of the S,'11agogue•·. 

"leader,., "mother of tJ1e synagogue~. "Priestess~, and ·"elder·•. argues the Jewish 

women were sometimes leaders u1 precisely the sphere the rabbis were so intent on 

excluding them from-the ancient S)11agogue. 9 Ross Shepard Kraemer argues further 

6 Hauptman, J. Rereadini the Rabbis 6 
7 Ibid. 3 
8 Baskin, J. Midrashjc Women 41 
0 Brooten, B. Women Leaders jn the Ancient SynagoiJ.le 
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that the rdbbinic effort to eliminate ,\·ome11 from the publi(' domain ma.'" have bl':'en a 

direct response to thl':' aC'tual powt'r and prestige of womeu in Jl':'wish conununities. 

and that tl1e i.nteusi~ of tl1at rabbinic response may be in direct proportion to tl1e 

degree of public iufluenC'e some women enjoyed.10 Baskin encapsulates the 

implications of this theor.Y when she says: '"that in their dPsire to eliminate wornen 

from sphere of communal authori~·. the rabbis were not simply sancti~-i..ng acrepted 

traditions and nonns of life but construction a c-ougenial realitJ of their °'m. Their 

,ision of' an ideal soriety. belien·d to conform to the dhine will, compelled tl1em to 

reject deliberate!)· a number of features of the ,-.ider Jewish and gentile worlds around 

them, including traditions of female legal autonomy. women's religious rituals, and 

females co1nn1m1al leadership. because of the dangers the,v perceived to be connected 

with such options. '"11 

To illustrate this problem. Mordechai Freidman's work on Palestinian ketubot 

found in the Cairo Geniza demonstrates, based on the eYidence of eigh~· keh1bot, 

there was a demonstrated tradition of women initiating proceedings towards obtaining 

a get (rabbinic diYoree; in the Palestinian tradition. The Babylonian Talmud. whirl1 

became tl1e defi..nitin~ text for later Jewish eomunmities. appears to be obli,ious to this 

Palestinian tradition, assuming that women may not initiate proceedings towards a 

get. \VitJ1 no allusion to the older. more permissive attitude, it is the Havli's restrictive 

approach which becomes enshrined in later halacha on diYorce. 

io Shepard-Kraemer, R. Her Share of the Blessings 
11 Baskin, J. 42 
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As a furtl1er example of the <lissonauc.'t-' between aetual aneie11t practfr(:' and 

later halacha. in lwr work. Engendering Judaism. in addition to the Freidman 

reference. Rachel Adler cites the example of "'Babata's Ketuba,.12. This contract. fom1d 

in a can· in the Judean desert and eontempora1:r with the ~1ishna (c. 200 CE). includes 

a stipulation that enabled both parties to initiate diYorce proC"eedi.ngs. As .\dler 

pointedly remarks (italics hers). '"'These keh1hot reveal an astonishing fact: a tradition 

that endured more than a rhousandyem:f qffered Jewfrh women a right Orthodo:r ,1,.•omen do 

not have toda__r. " 13 

"\Yith this problem of historical i.:uconsisteuey and rabbiI1ic imagination m 

mind, Judith Haskin grounds the philosophical foundation best: 

"Although the parti<.'ulars of nlhhinic w:ritings ren•al very· little about the actualities of Jewish 
activities in any particular era or locale. in the eourse of the middle ages mandates of die 
Babylonian Tahnud became normatfre for ,-irtually all Jewish eommmrities. Thus tJ1e models 
of the relation between male and female. as between the di,ine and the human, which were 
imagined but not necessaril~· liw·d in every· detail b~· a few groups of particularly pious male 
sages, ultimate!~· became the central autl1orit:'· and practical pattern of almost a rnillenniwn and 
a half of Je,,ish existence. \\ith enduring consequences for Je,,ish women as well as Jewish 
men." 14 

Part of the Talmud's power for modern Jews is that it takes a text whose 

influenee and authority wne not felt by most Jews until much later and refracts 

Jewish histOl)' through this lens. thereby creating the perception of religious m1itJ 

where perhaps none existed 15• Rabbinic pm,0er. from the medieval period onward. 

roots itself in Talmudic authority. which is paradoxically authorit;v tl1e l\1ishnaic and 

TahuudiC' rabbis likely di<l not enjoy in their o,v11 l'ime. Because of this unique role in 

12 Adler, Rachel. Engendering Judaism 178 
13 Ibid. 179 
14 Baskin, J. 4 
15 Peskowitz, M. 15 
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Je\\ish thought.. examining the Tahnud tt'lls us where the power in Je"ish c-ommunal 

life has bt'en. I want to know where it might go. 

Some of the most ('Utting-edge work in ge11der and queer theory encourages us 

to look beyond the male/female binary·. even pushing th<;> idea of a gender-spectrum to 

its outer limits. Jacob :\eusuer ar~ues that: .. 
'"The dual Tomh is a rnas(.'uline formation of an a11drog_n10us religious structure and 
system. A.ndrognieity is serial: now ferninim•. in tlw end of days. masculine. God 
wants holy Isr-o:1el 1ww to ernhody traits defined as feminism, woman to the nations· 
mvishing man, so tl1c:1t, in tl1e world that is (.'orn:ing, lsr-o:1el may find it.seJf tmnsfom1ed 
into man -hut man still with woman· s ,irtues.'" Hi 

E. Kukla's 2006 rabbinic thesis argues cogently by accounting for the tumtum 

(hermaphrodite) and an.drogpws that the rabbis of the Talmud were capable of 

thinking beyond the 1)pical two-gender system: that people could exist beyond and in­

between. I do not dispute these conclusions, but neither do I particularly want to 

engage ,'\ith them. ~fost people experience tl1eir own socially and biologically 

constructed gender along the male-female spectmm. For the purposes of this paper, 

it is this majority I chose to ronceutrate 011. Beyond tJ1e issues of personal identity. 

Peskowitz argues, '"Gender and sexuality are not just appropriate '.or inappropriate) 

roles and social performances. They form categories. di,·isions that are given soc-ial 

meaning and import. They sern• as, marks of differe11C'e."17 The implications of these 

perceived differences follow. 

16 Neusner, J. vii 
17 Peskowitz, M. 7 
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Talmudic Men and thC' Boundaries of Tbc-ir lfasculinil)· 

In rural England. there was a loug-sta11ding annual tradition known as "'beating 

the hounds". Fathers would take their sons to walk the edges of tl1e famil,Y property. 

beating them at the borders so that tht- son would nen'"r forget the precise boundaries 

of his land. "bile this seems like a Ye1)· "'un-Jewishy ritual. the psychic implications 

of the rabbinic discourse on masrulini~· feel similar. In order to understand how th<:" 

rabbis viewed ,;,•omen. we must first examine how they constructed their own identit)' 

as men. and how these ideas of rnas('Ulinit)' were transmitted and reinforced among 

later generations. This is a particularly complicated endeaYor as the ~iishnaic and 

Tahnudic periods were characterized by profound changes in the status of Jewish men 

as J e'Ylish national status shifted from relatiYe independence as a suzerain nation 

,;\;thin the Roman empire to enslayement and pennanent diaspora after the 

desb"l1ction of Judea in 70 CE and the final dissolution of the Sanhedrin in 425 CE. 

In order to define rabbinic masculinity, first we nrnst acknov~·ledge that no 

culture exists in a ,·acuum. and J t'Wish culture, en•n during periods of iudependenre 

aud political or milita1:r domination. has always deYeloped to a substantial degree in 

response to surrounding contemporary· cultures. Thus the process of identit)· 

forrnation from within the rabbinic c·omnmnity, regardless of political status. was 

profoundly influenced by the do1ninant Greek a11d Homan understanding of gender. 

where, described by Bernadette Brooten: 
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-Actin• and passive <·(institute foundational c:ateg<,ries for Ruman-petfod c-ulture; tl1t.•~· an.~ 
gender c-oded as mas<.'ulin<' and ft-minim· respe('tfrel.,·. In their pre:;entations of a \\ide r-.t.nge of 
sexual ht'haYiors and orient~tions. astrologers often categorized 1m a('th-<' :;t'xual role as 
maSC'uline and a passh·e sexual role us feminine.- 18 

Following Alexander the Greafs conquest of the Middle East in the early 

fourth century B.C.E .. the influeul·e of Greek.1Helleuistic ('ulture became increasinglJ 

powerful in the region. Some scholars see the Hellenistic Yiew of women as lesser 

beings as a primar:\' influence on contempora1:r rabbinic views. Tikrnh Fry1ner­

Kensky is a proponent of this view. arguing that Greek thought significantly 

influenced post-biblical Judaism. She sees the rabbinic conception of women and sex 

as a profound departure from the literature of tl1e Hebrew Bible, arguing. '"in plare of 

the Bible's portrayal of women and men as fundamental}~, similar. the rabbis express a 

gender-polarized view of humani~1." In her opinion. the Bible does not address the 

issue of human sexuali~•. and in the absenC'e of a position on the issue. Greek 

concepts of sex and gender which are "'decidedly antiwoma.n and antframal'" fill the 

resulting vaeuum. She suggests that the rabbinic conceptions of woman as radical 

Other. rabbinic expressions of misog31"Iy, and rabbinic fear of the disruptive potential 

of erotic desire are directh borrowed from Greek civilization. 19 
•' 

As Judith \Vegner describes the interpla!' between Greek and Rabbinic thought 

about die essential nature of men and women. 

"The conception of woman as an incomplete creature (specifically an imperfect man) 
was widespread in Creek culture. This Aristotelian ,it'W of worneu's hiologjeal nature 
prevui]ed throughout the Hellenistic world wel1 hefore the ::\fishnaic period. The first-

18 Brooten, B. Early Christians cited in Boyarin Unheroic Conduct 5 
19 Frymer-Kensky, T. In the Wake of the Goddesses 203 
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c:eutm:r expoueut of Hellenistic-J u<laic thought. Philo of A.lexanclria. repeatt"dl~ 
desc.:rihes t.he female as ph~·sically, iutellec.:tually. and mordll) inferior to the male. 
Philo"s cleuigrdtiou of womt'n St'ems to hare heeu shaped at least as much by h.is 
Hellnlistic background as by his iuterpl't:'tittion of Jewish scripture. h1dt'ell. tl1e uotio11 
of fr.ma.le iucomµleteness appears iu all "'estern s~·stems influenced Ly Creek 
philosophy. \Ye ti11d dear e,id!:'m·e of it in t.l1!:' :\fislma; the sages. endorsing 
Scripture's denial of women's right to appear "'ht.fore Adonai~. explfritly dassified 
women with other imperfect l,eings- sueh a blt'Tnish!:'d rnemhns of tlu:• priesthood. 
deaf-mutes. imh!:'ciles. minors. androg:n1es. slan,•s. tl1e lame. tl1e Llincl. the sick. and 
t.l1e aged-who were likewise disqualified. The notion of female impt-rft>ction or 
incomplt>teness. then, may lie at tJ1e root of female othen1ess as pereeh-ed by the 
l\lislmaic male.'"~0 

To add another layer of eulh1ral complrxit.v. Haskin posits that. though Greek 

philosophy was undoubtedly influential. the prevalence of anti-women attitudes in 

Jewish communities throughout die region, in eluding areas like Hab~·lonia (which had 

its own home·grovm misog:mistic traditions). where Hellenistic influence was less 

pronounced. indicates that '"'highly negatiYe ,iews towards women and their 

physicality. together v,ith ambivalence and anxiety about female sexuality and fidelity, 

were endemic throughout tlH· ancient world in :'.\fiddle Eastem, :Mesopotamian, and 

Greco-Roman cultural settings'"' and that '"while the theme of woman as dangerous 

temptrt:>ss may be muted in biblical writings. it is certainly not absent'"21 

Daniel Ho~·arin, in his work C'cmwl Israel. attempts to creatt::' a middle ground 

that rt::'deems the Talmudic rabbis Yis-a-vis women. He does not dispute that tl1ere are 

highlJ unpleasant rnisog:n1istic attitudes enshrined in rabbi11ic literah1re. but he 

maintains that rabbinic tradition as a whole does not see women as essentially impure 

and contaminating. and ,d1ere it appears to. such writing is due to Greek and not 

20 Wegner, J. Chattel or Person? 193 
21 Baskin, J. 36 



biblical influenee. He disputes the tlieol:'· that fear of fe1nalt· sexualit;\· was a major 

force in the creation of rabbinic patrial'C'h_r. To account for the miSOg}11,Y found in the 

Jewish cultures that emerged after tJ1e codification of the Talmud. he argues that 

while fear of women ·s sexuality is present in the Talmud. it was only .. from the early 

~liddle Ages on that they became \'\'f'll entrE'nched in rabbinic culture and oflieial 

religion. paralleled exactly b~, similar changes in the discourse of menstruation from 

cultic disabilitJ to near-demonic cont.aminat.ion.M22 It is this trausfonnation from text 

to liwd Jewish experience that concerns modern liberal Jews. 

Judith ,,·eguer takes a largel~· constructhist approach to the anal~·sis of the 

rabbinic understanding of gender. She argues that: 

"'The M.ishna, a ho<)k of leg-dl rules compilt>d h~· Jt>wish sages in second-century' Roman 
Palestine. depicts a sodety whose centrc1l character is the free adult Isr-delite male. 
Possessor of "ives, children, land. slaves, livesto<.~k, and utlwr chattels, he occupies a 
sociological st.atus not unlike that of the Roman paterfamilias. his t·ounteq1art in the 
dominant culture of the da)'· The ~fishna's socioeconomic system. rooted in private 
prope~'. considers people and things from the perspective of tht>ir relationship to the 
owner or master. "23 

From this perspective, male is normatirn and female slightly de,iant. ,1en are actors, 

while women are largely acted upon. This attitude is perrnsiw tJ1roughout the 

rabbinic articulation of masculinity. 

As part of a disC'ussiou of the various ritual obligations incumbent on the adult 

male Jew Tractate B. Menahot 43b states: 

It was taught: R. Judah used to sa.v, i\ man is hound to sa~• the following three ble!!lsings dail~-: 
-~Blessed are _you) whCJ has not made me a gentile", "who has not made me a woman", and "who 
has not made me a brutish man". R .. :\ha ben Jacoh once overheard his son sa~·ing, "(Blessed 

22 Boyarin, Daniel. Carnal Israel 96 
23 Wegner, J. 4 
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ar-e ~ ou ... ; who hlis not ruadt' me a hr·utish miui M whereupon __ struck h., the arr-oganc:e of d1e 
statement sinc-e hrutb,h men are also obligated b.,· the cornmliudrnents, he said to him. "'.'\nd 
this too?M Said lhe other. '"111en what blessing shou]d I say instead~M 1:He replied '" ... who has 
not made me a slan•.'" (Ohjertors asked:· and isn"t that the same as a women •;sinee a woman imd 
a sla,·e ru·e of t.he same i:.ti1tus i·eg-.irding perforruanc·e r,f c·ommandment.s? (It was answeJ'ed) A 
sla\"e is more contemptible. 

In a pr-dctical sensl:', what made a Jew a Jt"w b_,, tht> rabbinic pt>riod be)·ond thf' 

cerernon~· of brit mi/ah was participation in the central institutions of rabbinic 

communal life: the Heit Kenesset (house of worship) and Heit 11idrash ,:house of 

st11dy). ,,-ithin their walls indiYiduals exercised the primal)· obligations of rabbi.nir 

Jews: daily communal prayer. the discussion and maintenance of the system of 

mitzvoth. and tl1e study of Torah (lat.er espedall)' Talmud). The essence of rabbinic 

masculinity. formulated in response to political dist>1ifranchisemeut. was predicated 

on the recasting of power in terms of' knowledge. :Manhood was then measured in 

t.ern1s of commitment to and achieYement in learning Torah. There was also a class 

bias against the am ha-aret.z, the ignorant farmer or shepherd who did not have the 

leisure for Torah studv and was not sittiated near the urban centers where Torah ,, 

stud,v flourished. Torah became not onl;v a man's work. but also tJ1e most import.ant 

work in society, the work necessary for Je\\ish sunival. \\'id1 the exC'eption of a few 

legendary womeu like the mueh-laudt>d but co1nplicat.ed wife of Rabbi ~Ieir, Bruriah, 

a masculine iutdlectual elite monopolized the study and teaching of Torah and the 

c·onstrurtion and application of halacha. 

As Radwl Adler argues in Eugenderini Judaism. tJ1e Beit :\1idrash was uot only 

a world without women, it was also c•oneeptualized as dis-embodied spac-e even for 

12 



nu·n 24 • It was intendt-d as a world of miud and spirit: mort' than a pliysic-al spaC'e. it 

was a st.ate of mind. Adler applies Ew Kosofsk~· Sedgewick"s definition of a 

'"homosocial enviromuent-- a world whose social econom,,· is giYen oYer to tl1e senire 

of masculine emotional sustenance. where the masculine psyche and its imaginings 

are the coin of tl-ie realm. indPecl. the onl,r legal tender~ to the rabbinic Heit ~Hdrash. 

Ac<:ording to Adler, 

"'The substructure that holds this homosocia] world together is a maguetic fr-,unework 
of opposed dominations and depernlE>11cies. Elements of this suhstructure surface in r.tbbiuic 
fantasy, charged with forbidden fears and desires. 011 the one hand, dependenc~- is the 
patriarch's nightmare. The slave or the woman can be ,;ewed as the ruin-or in which the 
dominator sees his own represst'd and rejt'('ted dependency. Yet in ('ertain m.idrcishic 
naIT.ttivt>s, recognition from tht' feminine other is tltt' powerful (·at.al~·st that urges the 
masculine self towards its apotheosis of self-actualiuition ... :i.~ 

The maintenance of tJ1e legitimacy of Torah-centered masculinity was 

predicated on the perception that study and tl1e public performance of ritual were 

male only activities. In his work on Jewish masculinity. linheroic Conduct Daniel 

Boyarin argues that the subordinate and marginalized position of Jews after 70 CE led 

rabbinic culture to privilege gentle, passive. and emotional men. in short, tl1e mensch 

over the goy. Because the dominant non-Jewish nilh1re understood these attributes. 

as well as the ceutral acthity of rabbinic masculinit:'·-Torah study-as essentially 

female, in order to Yalidate their masculinity to themseh·es. Je\\ish men had to 

subordinate Jewish women and keep them from the pri,;Jeged spheres of worship and 

study.26 Because of the internalized ambirnJence of this gender confusion, Jev,ish 

2~ Adler, R. 6 
25 Ibid. 7 
26 Boyarin, Daniel Unheroic Conduct 156-157 
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men felt the need to limit Jewish women to the uecessary· hut lown status of familY 

k d . '"17 
caret.a ers an economic enlrl'prene1ffs.-

Boyarin sees no negatiw intent here, but rather simply a sociological 

phenomenon. The exclusion of women from the key perf'onnatiYe aspects of Judaism 

was not meant to keep them in ignorance. nor was a it product of the perceiYed power 

of female contamination, but rather "'it was purely and simply a means for the 

maintenance of a male power-structure Yia the S)lubolic exclusion of women from the 

single practice most valued in the culture, the st11dy of Talmud. '"28 Regardless of 

intent, however, the outcome is the same-separating women from Torah study 

produced the resulting ideology of .,vrnmen as contaminated and contaminating, 

which men have disseminated and women i.nternalized'".29 

Mayer Gruber finds within the use of femaleness as a metaphor for Jewish 

masculinity the rationale for excluding actual Je\\ish women from the central actiYities 

of Judaism. He understands the failures of the First and Second ReYolt.s of 66-70 C.E. 

and 132-135 C.E. to have politically emasculated Jewish nien in Roman Palestine at 

the pivotal moment when the basis of the foundational text of fuhn-e Judaisn1 was 

being established. This political impoteBce would continue throughout late antiquity 

whereYer Jews lived. In concert v,-ith earlier arguments by Jacob :'.'\eusner about the 

self-feminization of Israel during this period. Gruber argues: 

27 Boyarin, D. Unheroic Conduct 144-145 
!S Ibid. 179 
29 Ibid. 153 
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'"Jewish men sought and fouml in tl1t' stud~ of Torah. the Rahl,ini<· courts of hrn. 
which had jurisdidion on•r m.arriage and di\'l1rce aud pe.tt)· ecuuumic'. tra1u,;actious. a 
nt-w arena t.o asst-rt tht'ir mauJiut-ss. which is to say their j.>(>Wt'r to influt'U<.'t' the 
world .. .it is 110 wonder that tlwy sought to hanish womt>u from tht'St' ft>w aft'as iu 
which. lmder the Rornan-Bvzantint- and Parthian. aml Sassanian voke. thev could feel 
like powerful men rather th~n powerless little ho~•s:~0 • • 

As evidence of the long-ter.ru success of this st:rategv. in her studies of earl)· modem 

Eastern European Jewish writings. Chava \\'dssler conmwnts that. based on the 

values reeeived (or thought to be reeeiwd) from Talmudic culture. in later Je\\ish 

rommunitie.s ignorant men were characterized as being '"like woinen-31 

Because of external pressure saying that the studious Je,l\ish man was feminine, 

it became all the more impoMant to maintain tl1e boundaries between men and 

women v.ithin the privileged areas of Jewish culture. ln B. Shabbat 62a, Ulla (not a 

very woman-friend}~, guy) states baldlJ, .. \Vomen are a separate people-, and the 

weight of the rabbis' explicit gender discussion makes it clear which side of the 

dhidi.ng line you wanted to be on. :\11other layer of complexity is added to the 

rabbinic imagining of masculinity when the deg1·ee to which the rabbis ro-opted the 

role of' women in reference to tl1emsdn~s, and Lv extension, to all Je"ish men, is 
•' 

examined. 

At tJ1c Heart of the :\latter-Do "'omen 1Ia,1c A Brit? 

In terms of both theology and idt'ntity. what makes Jews umque 1s our 

relationship ,\ith God as part of a covenant.al comm1u1ity. From its first artirulation in 

30 Gruber, Mayer "The Status of Women in Ancient Judaism" 172 
31 Chava Weissler, "For Women and For Men 'Who Are Like Women" 7 
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Genesis 17. it 1s dear that Jewish men an<l womt>n c·xperienre this cownant 

differently: 

God further said to :\.hraharu. -.\s for you. ,·ou and ,rnur offspring to c•omt- throughout the ages 
shall kt'ep my covenant. Such shall he the eovena.nt hetween :'.\·le and you and ~·our offspring to 
follow which you shall keep: e\"t'r:'' male among you shall he cir<'umcised, You shall dn·umcise 
the flesh of ~'our fort'skin. :md that shall he the ~ign of the covenant l1t-twt>en :\1e and ~-ou. And 
throughout the generdtious. ew~ry· male among ~-ou shall be circumcised. home born and 
purchased alike. Thus shall my covenant lw marked in your flesh as an everlasting pact.32 

\Vomen are not explicitly mentioned. though one presumes the~· are included under 

the general category of '"offspring'". The sign of the cownant which eten:ially re­

establishes Judaism for both the indhidual and the ro1mnunit)' is circumcision. As 

Larry, Hoffman argues in his seminal work Covenant of Hlood. rir<'umC'ision has been 

the sine qua non of Je,~ish identity throughout time. Through the rite of 

circumcision, the rabbis made Judaism inseparable from the male lifeline~~­

Cirrumrision stood at the center of the rabbinic universe, in proof of which Hofli-nan 

cites :\1ishna Nedarim 3:11 (his translation:,: 

"The word 'uncireumdsed' is use(l onl,,· ai; a name for Gentiles ... RaLLi Elazar Ll:'n 
Azaria says, 'The foreskiu is disgusting, for the word is used in order to refer 
dispamgingly to pagans ... 1 Rabhi Ishmael says, 'Great is circumcision. since it 
oYerrides the prohibition of tJ1t: SahLath (nwauing that cireumcision is performed on 
the eighth day of a hoy·s life en.·u if that day is the Sabbath:-: Rahbi Joshua ben 
Korchah says, 'Great is circumcision fur it was not suspended enm for a moment fur 
the sake of Moses the righteous '.a referenl'e to tl1e 'hridegroom of b]ood" narr.!tiw, 
Exodus 4:25)' ... Rahl>i (:Judah HaXasi) says, ' great is drcumcisiou for despite all tht' 
commandmeuts that our father Abraham carried out, he was called complete (shalem) 
only ";th his circumcision .. : A.nuther opinion holds, 'Great is circumcision, for if it 
were not for that., the Holy One Blessed l,e He would nut haw created this world."'11 

32 Genesis I 7:9-14 
33 Hoffman, L. Covenant of Blood 25 
34 Ibid. 10-11 
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As Hoffman sees tht' issue. UH:' rabbi~ ""ideutif:,- Jev,isl1 l'ult11rc· in its fullness onl~· with 

men's conct>rns. men's gr<mth. men·s mah1rity. \\'onwn exist oflieiall~· onl)· insofar as 

they euter the orbit of meu ... 'l", Or. as Shaye Cohen suggests. 

".le\\;sh women were nut .Tews in tht- wa~· J .. wish men Wt'I't' .lE:'ws: "The normal Jew for 
the nJJbis, and the "'nom1al- Israelite of the Torah. was the frt.e adu1t male. The 
exdusiou of womt'n from <"in:·umc-ision ~l-lifies their exclusion from the obsel'\·am·e of 
numerous conunandmt>nts ... A woman's pla('t' is to facilitate acts of pit>':'. uf hy 
tnt'Iifolk, aet.s of pit"f:'' from which she hersdf is cxc]udt'(l. Therefore it should 
occasion no surprise if only mt'n are marked h)· circumcision-only Int'n are really 
Jews in all respt'c·ts.-~6 

In agreement \\id1 Bo~•ariu·s argument in Camal Israel about rabbinic Judaism 

as a culh1re of' the hod;\·· on the issue of rircumdsion and C'OYenant.. Hoflinan takes the 

argument furthf:'r, stating: 

'"Precisely because rct.hbinic Judaism was a religion oft.he bod~·. men's and women's 
bodies became signifiers of what the Rabbis itc.-cepted as gender essence, especially 
t,ith regard to die Linat:'· opposition of men's blood drawn during c:ircumcision and 
women"s blood that t1ows during me11stnu1tion. Gender oppositiou ""mains absolutely 
centr-.i.1 in my reading uf I"ct.bhinic texts. ,.·i: 

In Hoflinan's prescient aualysis, male blood, especially from c1rrumc1S1on, is 

sanctiryi.ng, while women's blood. especially from menstruation. is polluting. As 

Haskin characterizes the blood dichotomy: 

Menstruatio11 is not seen as a positive part of women·s uatura.l cycle of fertilil)·. In tl1e 
mbbinic imagiuation, menstruatfon indicatt>s a failure of fertilit~·- l'nJike the hloud of 
cireurncisio11, which is litikt'd "ith ft-cumlih·. menstrual hlood is eonneeted to 
defilement, estrangernt'11t from God, and death. 38 

35 Hoffman, L. 25 
36 Cohen, Shaye J.D. "Why Aren't Jewish Women Circumcised? In Gender and the Body in rhe Ancient 
Mediterranean, ed. Maria Wykes (Oxford; Blac.kwell, 1998) p.148 
37 Hoffman, L. 23 
3~ Eilberg-Schwartz, H. The Savaie in Judajsm. 184-185 
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It follows that. by ,irtue of certain physiologic-al rt'.alitit>s. the .-\.br-c1hamic 

eovenant is a first-person active experience for men and a passive association for 

women. From what might be seen as the first Jewish moment. men communicate 

directly "ith God and the cosmos while women experience that relationship only 

vicariously. if at all, through their subordinate relationship to their husbands '.or 

f' h , 39 at ers1. "~e see this dichotomy today as l'Ontemporar:'· Jews struggle to develop 

covenant.al rituals to celebrate the birth of Jev,-ish girls. Despite much rirual and 

liturgical creativi1)·, none of these brit bat ceremonies mateh the emotional power of 

brit mi/ah. From birtJ1. Jewish men are real Jews. ·while women are Jews hv ,· 

association. 

This gender-differentiated experience continues throughout the process of 

attaining Je"'ish maturit)', In B. Kiddushin 29a the Talmud identifies three 

<'Ommandments m the Torah delineating obligations parents owe their children: a 

father must redeem his son40• rin:urncise him41 • and teach him the commandments42• 

0. Larry Yarborough feels Proverbs 6:20. "')1y son, keep your father's commandment 

and do not. forsake your mother's teaching'" provides some e,idence for mothers 

having a role in tJ1e education of children. but die overwhelming weight of tJ1e 

contemporary rabbinic discussiou on the issue focused on the obligation of a father 

(or his male surrogate) to ensure a Jewish education for his son'.s). 

39 Baskin, J. 16 
.-o Exodus 22:29 
41 Leviticus 12:1-8 
42 Deuteronomy 4:9, 6:7, and 31 :12-13 
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Yarborough also posits logically that instruction for children began in the 

home 43• Tht> Mishna meutions instruetion as part of home-based holiday obserrnnce. 

as at the seder when a son asks four questions. beginning with "'why is this night 

different from all other nights? It is "'ac-cording to the understanding of the son his 

father instructs him""44• Similar instructions are giwn for the obserrn.nce of Yorn 

Kippur4'. where a father is instrurted to introduce his children to the ritual fast ewn 

before they are technically obligated to obsern. .. it. ,vith this kind of family oriented 

learning. there is no reason to assume that girls were not included. at least by 

association. Young women spent most of their liYes iu tl1e home. and whaten:•r 

education they receiYed took place tl1t're. Mothers were responsible for instructing 

their daughters in the obsermnce of the laws aud customs of niddah. But for 

significant rituals like tl1e seder, though women were included. it is clear tl1e explicit 

teaching was oriented towards bo~'S. It is no accident that. w1til chall<:-'nged by 

n10dern feminist sensibilities, tJ1e four childr<:-'n. representing four learners ("ise. 

\,icked, simple. and unable to ask) were always depicted i.n both literature and art as 

four sons;. 

Once learning n10ves outside of the home. it is dear that the world of the 
'-

teacher and studrnt.s is an overwhelmiugly masculine one. A father was responsible 

for providing for his son's education, though not teaching him himselt46. Leaming 

43 Yarborough, 0. "Parents and Ch;/dren in theJevdsh Family of Antiquity" 42 
44 Mishna Pesach I 0:4 
45 Mishna Yoma 8:4 
46 B. Kiddushin 32b 
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outside the honH:' or with a tutor might begu1 with instruction in the :\fislrna to boys as 

~-oung as five or six ypars. Tl1P mandate for unin·rsal t>lemeutary education for boys 

dates to around 64 CE when Rabbi Joshua beu Gamla dt>creed that teachers be 

appointed in eYel':Y district and dt_y. and that all boys be E':'nrolled in their schools 

ll f. - I . 47 regarc ess o soc1a or erononuc stat11s. 

Rabbis and Their F cmalc Problems 

The rabbis were not ohli,ious to the fact that rabbinic Judaism would not 

surfiYe very Jong if it exduded wo1nen entire!~-. \Vith tJ1e rabbinic affection for clear 

categories and women's persistence in being diflkult to categorize. the rabbis might 

be said to have "'female problems". As Judith \\'egner illuminates brilliantly in her 

work Chattel or Person? The Stah1s of\\' omen in the ~1ishna. certain kinds of women 

fit neatly into the rabbinic system. These girls and women. particularly married 

women living under tl1eir husband's authority and 1we-puhescent and virginal young 

wornen in their father's homes and under their control. "belonged to'" and were the 

responsibility of these male relatfres. \\'ith their sexuality -under control-. these 

women were not a d11·eat to tl1e rabbinic system. Son1e wornen-,.,idows. divorcees. 

and older wunarried girls-could not be so clearly categorized or controlled. and so 

were quite threatening to the social system as emisioned by the rabbis. To lin1it this 

danger, Jt>wish com1nunities went to great lengths to insure there were as few 

uncontrolled wonwn nmning around as possible. 

47 Cantor, A. Jewish Women/Jewish Men 95 
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\Vith this social good in miud. marnage was a rentral YahH~ iu the rabbi.nfr 

system, one of the fin• things [including an education) a fatlH··r was responsiblf' for 

prmiding for his sm1. In his book Je\\ish !\farriage in A . .ntiquity, :\fichaf'l Satlow 

presents a cogPnt argument for marriage as C'entral to the rabbinic C'onception of a life 

lived in eoncert \\ith the commandments. Though tht' ultimate goal of marriage in 

the rabbinic mind was procreation. it is clear fron1 the discussion in B. Yevamot 61b 

that children were not the only reason for marriage. 

"'But if he has children. he ma~ ahst.ain from procreation. hut he ma~· not abstain from ha,fug a 
wife. It is a help to Rav :.'\achman who said in the name of Shmuel. "'fa·en if a man has sen~:rdl 
children. he is forbidden to li\'e without a wife. as it is said. 'it is not good for man to he alone· 
(Genesis 2:18:, But some say tJ1at if he has children. he may abstain from procreation and from 
ha,ing a wife. You could say this is an obje(·tfon to the saying of Ra,· :Xachman in the name of 
Shmuel! :\o. If he has no children he maiTies a woman capaMe of hearing children. Hut if he 
has children. he can marry a ·woman not c-.apahle of bearing children. \\ bat is the prdctical 
difference? That he ma~· sell a Torah scroll 1in order to contmct a marriage onl~·) in order (to 
man,· a woman capable of hearing·, children." 

Marriage for the purpose of procreation 1s of highest. value- even the most 

sacred objects may be sold to enable its fruition. "!\1arriage without the possibilitJ of 

issue is only slightl~- less important. In the rabbinic mind. rnarriage itself is the 

primary obligation.48 Later in the san1e sugya the benefits of a "ife are enumerated: 

"Rabbi Tanchum hen Ha11ilai said. ·A,ny man whr, liYes \\ithout a \\ife li,·es \\ithout happiness. 
without blessing, and \\ithout good'. ·\Vitl10ut happiness.· as it is written. '.-\ncl you shall 
rejoil'e \1itl1 your household" 1Deut. 14:20;. '\\'ithout !.lessing· as it is "Titten. ·That a blessings 
ma~- rest upon ~'our home· ;Ezekiel 44:10_. '\\"ithout good' as it is l\Titten, 'it is not good for man 
to be alone' \Genesis 2:18 .. In the west '.Palestine, they say. ·\Vit110ut a help, ,,ithout \1isdom, 
,\ithout Torah. ,1ithout a wall, \\ithout a dwelling'. '\Vithout a help". as it is written. 'I nil) 
make a fitting helper for him' (Genesis 2:18:,. '\\'ithout \\isdum· as it is written, ·Truly I cannot 
help m~·self: I have been depriwr) of resourcefulness· ,:_Joh G:13;. '\\"ithout a walJ', as it is written 
'a woman encircles a man· :Jeremiah '31:21 1• "\Yithout a dwellfag'. as it is written, 'You will 
know that all is well iu your tent.; when you visit .,·our home ~-ou ,1ill never fail' '..Toh 5:24>-

48 Satlow, M. Jewish Marriage in Antiquity 4 
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The proof texts here establish a eouuection hen•,:een the taking of a "ife and 

tJ1e establishment of a household. The stability of family and household is 

foundational to the rabbinic ,ision of Je'\\ish life. It is logical that in a world fraught 

with constant political upheaval the rabbis would turn to the smallest unit of social 

eohesion, the famil~'· as the key to continuity and st.ability. Satlow also makes a 

conneC'tion ben,·ee11 the rabbis· emphasis on the importar1<'e of establishing a 

household and contemporary· Greek and Roman anxiet:r about the breakdown of tl1e 

oikos (household). 

Hesiod, arow1d 700 BCE argues for the centrality of the oikos in the social 

fabric: "First a house, a vdfe, aild an ox for plov..-ing--49, while later writers regard the 

oikos as the basic institution for reproduction. production, consumption. and the 

prima1y unit a collection of which created larger and more complex political 

institutions. Though such an arrangement l\'ould be of benefit to society as a whole, 

Satlow cites a fragment from the Cairo Geniza. clearl~· rooted in the above sugya, 

which lnakes it clear these values were at tJ1e Yt'lj' least articulated, if not 

conceptualized altogether, in terms of their benefit to men: 

'"There are tweh-e g1Jod measures in the world. and any many who does not haYe a nife in his 
house who ii; good in (her; deeds is pre\·ented from (t'ujoying) all of them. He dwells without 
good, ,,ithout happiness, without blessing, \\ithout peace. ,,ithout a help. without atonement. 
,\ithout a wall, witl10ut Torah, witl10ut life. \\ithout satisfaction, \\ithout wealtJt. "ithout a 
Cl'0\\'11" 

The sugya from Yevarnot continues its discussion of marriage, but "id1 the 

introduction of comments from Rav Eleazar, a third generation Palestinian amora, 

49 Hesiod, Works and Days 405, cited in Michael Satlow's Jewish Marriage in Antjgµity 12 
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make the further point of li..nki.ug a Jewish mau·s 1naseulinity to the prese11ee and 

beltaYior of a wife: 

"Ewry man without a "ife is not a man, as it is said. "\\ 11en God treated man. HE made him in 
the likeness of God: male and female He treated them ... aud called th1:m :\fan ,Genesis 5:1-2;. 
A.nd R. Eleazar said. ~En:ry' man who does not have land is not a man. as it is said. ·The 
heavens belong lo tJie Lord. hut the t'arth he gave m·er to man· 1Psalm 115:16;. And R. Eleazar 
said, "\\11y is it written. ·J ,dll make a fitting helper for him' :Gent-sis 2:18,? 1f be merits. she 
,,ill help him. but if he does not merit. :she \\ill he'. ag-ciini;t him. .-\nd some i;ay: R. Eleazar 
ohjected. "it is written 'against him' ;,k'negdo,: hut we read •for him"-if he merits. she is for 
him. but if he does not merit, she opposes him ... Rahbi Yosi found Elijah and said to him. '"it is 
written, ·I \\111 make for him a helper'-how does a \\Ue ht'lp a man?- He said to him.~_-\ man 
brings wheat-i~ the wht-at grmmd? i/\. man brings flax-can he Wt'ar flax? \\'hen she is 
present. she causes his t',,es to shine, and causes him to stand on his feet.'" :\nd R. Eleazar said. 
"Why is it m·itten. 'This one at last is bone of m~· bone and flesh of my flesh· l Genesis 2:23)? It 
teaches that Adam had intercourse ,,ith eYery· beast and li,-ii1g creature and his mind was not 
cooled until he had inter,:ourse ,,ith Eve." 

~eedless to say, the parallel for f'e1nale experimentation is nm,·here to be found in the 

rabbinic imagination. 

Conflict Bcnvccn Competing Values: ~farriagc YS, Torah 

It is clear that marriage was a "'good" in rabbinic society. For the rabbis, 

howeYer, its Yalue existed beyond merely rt>production and social stability. The ideal 

rabbinic wife existed to facilitate her husband's Torah leaming. a sphere from which 

she was essentiallv barred. As the following stories fron1 B. Ketubot 62b-63a n1ake ,· ~ 

clear, the ideal wife would enable her husband's Torah sh1dy to the point of self­

abnegation. TI1e paradigmatic "if e was that of Rabbi Ak.iba: 

"Rabbi .lliba was a shepherd of Hen Ka.Iha Sarna. \\11t-n his daughter saw how modest and 
noble he was. she said lo him, "if I were hetrotl1ed to ~-ou. would )·ou go to tJ1e House of 
Study?" "Yes,'" he said to her. She was betrothed lo him st-eretl~· and she sent him away. Her 
failier found out. and expelled her form his home and Yo,,•ed that she would not haYe any 
benefit of his property. Rabhi Akiba st.ay<>d for tweh-e years in the House of Study. Wben he 
rehu·ned he brought \\ith him 12,000 students. He heard an old man say t.o his \\ife, "For how 
long will ~'011 stay a liYing \\idow?'" She said to him, -if he would listen to me. he would spend 
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anothe1· tweln- ~"ears .. at tht" Housf' of Stud~·;. Rabbi Akiha said. -With her permission I am 
doing this". and ht- rt'turned and spent anotht>r twelvt> years at the house of stud~·. \\ben he 
rt>tumed. he hrought "ith him 24.000 students. When his \\ife heard. she went out toward 
him. Ht>r neighhors said. ·:Borrow nirf' clot.hes and put tJ1eru on.· She said to tl1t'm. "'A 
ri~hteous man knows tht- ne{'ds of his beast (Pron~rbs 12:10,. \\11en she got to him. :,;he fell on 
her face and kissed his knees. His students thrust her away. hut Rahhi :\kiha heard lwr and 
said to them. "Leaw· her. \\ bat is mint' and what is ."ours is hers.· 

Daniel Boyarin points to d1is sto1:\' as e,idenC'e for the profow1d social 

contradiction of rabbinic culture. One tJ1e one hand. tJ1e hight>st ad1ien•ment for a 

man was t.o devote himself to Torah learning. while on the other hand. the obligation 

to many and procreate was universal and fairly absolute. He argues that. "the 

Palestinians',n resolved t11is tension by following a c>ommon Hellenistic practk·e of 

marrying late after an extended period devoted to "philosophy"' -for tlu• .Tews, Torah. 

The Babylonians, on tl1e other hand. ha,ing a strong cultural model of the necessity of 

sexual acthit)' for post-pubescent men, were prevented from such a pattern. They 

produced at some point. therefore. the impossible "'solution,.. of men marrying ~·01mg 

and lea,ing their wives for extended periods of stud)-. creating, as it were, a class of 

"'married monks'"51 

Satlow further cements tJ1e androrentric nature of the rabbinic discussion of 

marriage by w1derli.11ing that the debate about marriage is entirely one of the tf'nsion 

betv..-een a man's married life aud his stud,· of Torah. The rabbis are intent on .. 

persuading men that it is in their best interests to many. but nowhere is there any 

ques6on of whether or not women should marry.5l He argues that it would not have 

511 Rabbinic Jews Jiving in Pa1estine during the Mishnaic period 
51 Boyarin, D. Carnal Israel 165 
52 Sat1ow, M 38 
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orcurred to the rabbis, or their Grt>ek and RomaH contt.~mpo,ariPs. that their women 

would 11eed to he persuadt>d. A.s the Tos(•ft.a makes dear. "'a woman wants to marr:r 

more than a man. au<l further. the shame of a woman (in being unrnarried) is greatf:'r 

than that of a man.-53 

According to Deuteronomy 31:12. nlt'n. women. and Yotmg children . .. 
(presumabl~- of botJ1 genders) were co1mnaJ1ded to assemble to hear the entire Torah 

read. Regarding this Yerse. Eleazar hen Azaria comments Mthat 1nen came to learn. 

and women to hear"54 

Rabbis and the Second Sex 

For all of the complexities in tl1e formation of Jewish male identity. Judaism is 

fundamentally a patriarchal culture. And if it is not dear b~· now. Juditl1 Baskin 

reminds us, '"'to sh1dy ·women in rabbinic literature is actuallv to shldv men. Since •' .. . 

women• s voices and actions are re.fleeted only through the mediation of' male 

constructions of their ,iews and beha,ior, this book (the Talmud) rewals more about 

men's assumptions and mLx.ieties than aC'tual female C'Oncen1s.'"55 In the rabbinic 

imagination, --,vomen are a ert>ated eutity essentially unlike men in physical fonu. in 

innate rapacities. and in social and religious significance. 

53 Tosefta Ketubot 12 :3 
~4 Tosefta Sotah 7:9 
ss Baskin, J. 11 

These biological. 
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intellt'ctual. and spiritual diflerences are undt"rstood to he inhereut in a women's verJ 

essenee; tl1e~· art- a COJlsequence of'ho·w God made lwr.- 56 

,vomen were of t•ourse uot without fuurtion in tl1t' rabbinic imagination. 

Though their status was lower than that of mt'n. "to devalue women in comparison 

with men is not to devalue them altogether. Rabbinic- literature affirms that individual .. 

women. who are indispensable to reproductiou and are required to pro,ide essential 

family support sen-ices. were not only neeessary· for the s1nooth functioning of 

ever:yday life in the present and for Je"-ish continuity in the future. but could also be 

cherished beings who Wt:>:re lowd and protected by specific men. Indeed. as long as 

women satisfied their essential domestic expectations, they were rewred and honored 

for enhancing the lives of their families. and partirularl.v for E'nabling male relatives to 

fulfill their religious obligations of prayer and study. "57 Acceptable roles for women 

were almost exclusively understood in relationship to men- as mothers. wives, 

daughters, and sisters. 

For the rabbis, the ultin1ate proof text for their perreption of the dhine 

ordination of this state of affairs was the creation of En• in Genesis 2:23: ""Bone of my 

bones and flesh of my flesh. This one shall be called wornau :is/w;, for from man was 
I' ' I' 

she taken" and esperially her naming in Genesis 3:20 "The man na.ined his wife Eve, 

because she ,vas the mother of all the li,ing-. \\'oman is thus from creation 

subordinate to man. while her identity is inextricably bound up u1 her reproductive 

s6 Baskin,J.12 
57 Ibid.17 
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fi.mrtion and familial rE>latiouships. Yet. it is important to keep in mind that while in 

the rabbinic imagination, woman as ""other,. autornaticall) oeeupies a different 

category from man. nonet}1eless. the sages do perceiYe woman as a human being. a 

c-reature similar to man in important wa~·s. For example, die murderer of a woman is 

liable to the eapital penalty just like the murderer of a man. Hence. aceording to 

"Tegner, she is both "like'" and "'not like"' ma.n.'"58 

Because of this ambivalence, there are inconsistencies in die rabbi's treatment 

of women. Here again \\'egner's insight: 

'-On the one hand, the sages perceive \'Hlmen as sentient, intelligt>nt beings whose 
reaetions to real-life situatious resemble those of men. On the other hand. the;"· view 
women through the a11drocentric lens of a male-dominated culture, which sometimes 
turns women into objeds mther than subjects of the law. makes her peripheral l"dther 
than cent:rc1l to the culture, and subordinates her to male jurisdiction-aboYe all in 
those aspects of the female that hold most yaJue for men. The 1\fishna maintains strict 
control of women's actiYities, especially their sexual and Y't'pmductive role in the soc·ial 

,.59 economy. 

The rabbis were dearly most comfortable with a world m which women 

remained m the domestic realm under the authority of a male relative. 

Unaccompanied women who Yentured beyond that reahn wer!-' accused of inunodesty 

and licentiousness. and the rabbis sPemed particularl~ spooked wl1t:'ll women 

congregated publicly. \Vithin this context. \\'egner outlines four themes explaining 

,,,..hy women ,,rere precluded from participation in the saerificial cult. and hY 

extension, its successor. the synagogue: 

"First, a legal presumption that men, as heads of household, perform cuJtic precepts 
on behalf of \\ives, children. slaves, an aU within their jurisdiction: seeornl. a tacit 

58 Wegner, J. 5 
s9 Ibid, 5 
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assumption tliat womt'n are proper]., confi11t>d to the prin1te. domestie sphere: third, a 
I"'dtioualiz.ation that wome11. t'Xernplt'd by the sages. cannot comiuet conuum1al rites 011 
behalf of those ohlig-dte<l to perform them; aud fourth, au atavistic fear of women as 
sexually <list:urhiug and daugerousl_\' colltam.inatiug C'reaturt>s who must he Larre<l &om 
the public <lomaiu lest tht>ir presenet> distr:iet mt>n from intellectual an<l spiritual 
pursuits . .,,ii, 

Yet this fear of independent women was to some degree mitigated by the 

models of piety and righteousness fouJtd in the bible. women like Harmah. Deborah. 

and the daughters of Zelophehad. who are praised in B. BaYa Batra 119b as 

--intelligent womell"'. hi f'aet .. the rabbinic sages argue that the women of the 

~ilderness generation ronsistently outstripped their male fellow travelers in their faith 

in God and personal courage. AC'rording to "Yumbers Rabbah 21:10. the Israelite 

women refused to contribute to the building of the golden calf. They are also praised 

for rejecting the coward I~, council of the ten spies on their first foray into Israel. 

A,iYa Cantor underst.ands the role of women in a patriarch~· being essentially 

tl1at of an enabler. Jev.,ish women are meant .. to facilitate what men deride is their 

work, which is always considered the most important work in the society. and to 

accept/endure exclusion from this work rurf so tliat. in the absenee of women from it, 

it can define manhood. \\ 11en (in rabbinic cult11re alld the Jewish experience; 

masculinity ,,-as redPfoH:•d as spirih1al resistance. a woman's enabler role was to 

facilitate it and to accept exclusion from it''61 • In this reality. women are thr ,ietims of 

double discrimination: 

"First, the sages exempt her from the perfonnance of time-coutingent precepts. then 
tliey claim that, bei11g suhjeet to fewer religious obligations, she is less samtjfied than 

60 Wegner, J. 148 
61 Cantor, A. 5 
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a man. aml her life c·orresponding]~· less valuable. B.,· tl1l:'ir own logie the sages are 
quite right; it is true that tl11:•ir exclusion of the lsraelitt.- woman from the life of the 
mind aud spirit has madt' her life qualitatiwly p(lorer, hem·e oLje<.·tin~l~· worth lt'ss 
tliau that of a man ... w 

Exclusion from teaming Torah was rationalized on the grounds that women 

were unsuited to intellectual pursuits. and instead were meant to channel their 

ent>rgies into the maintenance of the Jewish home. The 1nost famous discussion of 

the possibility of Torah lean-1ing for women is found in Mishna Sotah 3:4. "'ithin a 

discussion of the procedur"ctl details of the rin1al for a woman accused of adulter:r. we 

read 

"Ben :\zai infers that it is a man's duf:'· to teach his daughtn Torah so that if she must drink 
{partiripat.e in the sot.ah rituaL sht." should know t.hat the merit \\ill hold her punishment in 
suspen!le. R. Eliezer sa~·s: If an~· man teachf:'s his daughter Law it is as though he taught her 
lewdness. lt Joshua sa,vs: A woman prefers one measw-e "ith lewdness to nine measures ,\it.h 
chastity63 He used to say: A f nolish pious man. a "icked c-unning man. a sanctimonious woman 
and the self-inflicted wounds of the PhariSt'es-t.hese ruin the world. 

This does not mean that there were no learned women. Such women tended to 

be close relatives of major scholars. like the legendary "ife of Rabbi ~ieiri s, Brurial1 

(who admittedly does not meet a good end). and, from later rabbinic tradition. H.ashi's 

daughters (who, while learned themselves. ,•rere considered most remarkable for Leing 

the mothers of the Tosafists). These women wert> not only knowledgeable in Torah. 

but are also ren1f'mbered for having taught men. albeit in a restricted fashion. 

Accounts of trul~· lear-r1ed women are exceptional, hut the fact of their existence leads 

us to assume that in nwre cases thau are mentioned. f'atl1ers n1 particular might have 

62 Wegner, J. 167 
63 Which Blackman clarifies as meaning "A woman prefers little and poverty but life with her husband to plenty and 
riches but separation from her husband." 34 7-348 
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taken upon themseh·es the respousibilit:'' for eduC'ating their daughtt>rs. On balance~ 

howen·r. exclusion from leaming meant that women were depriYed of a role in 

shaping the halacha and Torah diseourse which in tum shaped Jewish communal life 

and women's roles in that life. 

In Camal Israel. Boyarin also links women's exclusion from the intellectual 

sphere. and from prestigious social institutions. ";tJ1 male fears of their sexuality. 

Focusing on tl1e Tahnudic period in Palestine and Babylonia. he argues that m 

Palestine women studying Tor"c:Ul was a realistic possibilit)' (hence the existence of 

Bruriah narratives), while in Bab~·lon the pre,·ailing attitude was that an intellectuall~· 

or politically actiYe woman was one who had thrown off sexual constraints. [n his 

view, the Bab)·lonian conC'eption deYeloped as a kind of male line of defense. Men's 

power in the world gave them superiority that compensated iliem for women's 

reproductive superiority, and at the same time guaranteed that the latter process 

would continue. And because the BabYlonia.11 Talmud remains tl1e authoritatiYe one 
•' 

for later generations. its attitudes towards women's learning are enshrined in 

conununal practice as well. 

Ewn though women "·ere by ai1d large restricted from the sphere of Torah 

learning, their role in tJ1e maint.eHance aJ1d trru1smission of' Judaism was not 

negligible. In the rabbinic conception of the Jewish world, the home was one of the 

major support systems on which Jewish life rested. The homt> was the locus for 

myriad ritual ohser\'ances and ceremonies, including the exact obser\'anre of kashrut.. 
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Shabbat, and many aspects of the holidays. Tht- power of this sphere is demonstrated 

in a quote about sht.etl life prO\ided by Aviva Cantor. 

"'The mother is rt>sponsihle for tht> physical aspe('ts of the home's ;dddishkeit 
(Je"ishnt:>ss, Jt-nish values and their t:>xpression:,. Ly which is meant the total way of life 
of the 'real Jew· ... All the jntricat.e appar-c1.tus of domestic religious ohsel'\·an<.·e is in her 
keeping. Eni1:r memher of the household depends on her ,igilance to kt-ep him a 
•good Jew· in the daily mechanics of lhiug."64 

Responsibility for the maintenance of the home did not mean that women were 

restricted entirely to the private spherE>. nor were women \\ithout power or agenc~· 

altogether. They were essential to tl1e economic functioning of the family and 

community, and in these capacities often occupied very public roles. It is difficult, if 

not impossible. to imagine the flower of Je,\ish womanhood in an)· centur,· being 

characterized as shrinking violets. "-'i]d roses. perhaps. witJ1 sturdy stems and plenty 

of thon1s, but neYer ,iolets. As Daniel Boyarin pointedly remarks, 

.. Wliile their men wel't' sitting indoors and sh1d~ing T ord1, speaking onl~· a Je,\ish 
language, and \\id1dr-dwn from the world, women of the same class were speaking, 
reading. and writing the vernacular, maintaining businesses large and small. and 
dealing "ith the "ide world of tax collect.ors and irate customers. "'6' 

But this public eeonomic power did not compel them into communal 

leadership66• "'The 'fact' then that Jewish women (of certain rlasses;, had opportunities 

in the secular world and access to education and economic power and autonomy 

beyond diat of their husbands must not be pennitted to erase the fact that, 

nevertheless, within Jewish culture these roles were genuinely less Yalued than those 

64 Cantor, A. 101 
65 Boyarin, D. Unheroic Conduct xxii 
66 Cantor, A. 5 
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of men. "67 Real status. and flo,\ing fron1 that st.ams. power. was maiHtaiued tightly 

Vtithin the realm of Torah learning from which women were functionally excluded. 

67 Boyarin, D. Unheroic Conduct xxii 
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Chapter 2 

Fron1 -'Second Sex" to Single Sex 
The Religious LiYes of Pre-~fodern J e"·ish ,v omen 

'"Biolog_\· is not t'nough to gi,,f' an answer to the question that ii; hf'fort' us: 
\\ h~· is woman the Other? 

--Simone de Beau,ior 

The previous chapter attempted to establish what it meant to be a Jewish man 

or woman in the rabbinic imagination. This rhapter demonstrates the impact of this 

rabbinic ,ision on the lh-es of Jewish women after the Talmudic period. Ultimat.elJ 

the "'rabbinic woman'". always something of a fantasy, no longer exists in liberal Jeu,ish 

communities at all. A.ll of'us, men and women. fulfill tl1e role of "rabbinic men". 

\\ l1at is the impact of gender on die religious sphere? One of the ,,rays to 

ensure male hegemony in Judaisn1 was to limit women's access to tl1e tools and 

institution of public religious life. The rhetorical basis of this attempt hinges on tl1e 

interpretation and appliC'ation of Psalm 45:19 "'Kol kC'budah bat melech penimah."' This 

Yerse, which translates as'" All tJ1e glory of a king's daughter lies "ithii1 .. has long been 

cited as proof that, according to tradition. womeu haYe diYinely ordained roles that 

preclude anJ public activity. This beautiful image has been c:ited as justification for 

excluding women from public life, restricting their dress, and stressing that "·omen's 
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sole legitimate sphere of ac-thity is '\\id1in the home.68 In the µreface to tJ1eir book. 

Daughters of the King. Susan Grossman aud Rh·ka Haut tra('e the e\"olution of 

rabbinic interpretation of this verse from its original biblical context as a h~11m written 

in praise of an earth!~· king to the proof text for the justification of clearly delineated 

male and female roles in Judaism: that the propt-r place for women is in the home and 

not in the public eJe. 

The Tahnudic- and midrashir interpretations of the Yerse as e11couraging female 

modesty and commitment to the horne69 are finan~, codified by Maimonides in tl1e 12th 

centmy in his .~fi.shneh Torah. In the cont.ext of a discussion about a husband's 

obligation to prmide appropriate clothing for his ,,ife in Hilchot b:hut (Laws of 

~farriage), 13:11. He saJ·s: 

"In a place where it is the custom for a women to go out to the market with a cap '.Kippnli) on 
her head and a ,,eil that covers her entire bod~·- like a t.allit. he ;11er husband:; gfres her, 
included in her dress, the simplest type of veil. And if he is wealth;"·· he gives her according to 
his wealth, in order that she ma:'· go out in it t.o he?' father· s house. or to the house of mourning. 
or to the house of feasting. Because e,·ei,· woman maJ' come and go to her fathers house to ,isit 
him, and to the house nf mourning, and to the house off easting to do kindness to her friends 
or to her relatives. so that they \\ill similarl~· Yisit her. For she is not in prison that she ma~' not 
go out or c•ome in. However, it is r,;hamefuJ for a woman to always be going out, one time 
outdoors, another time on the stre<:-ts. And a husband should stop his \\ife from tltis and 
should not allow her to go outside except perhaps ouce a month or perhaps a few times a 
month. according to thE' need, Becan!le it is not ht't·oming to a woman. Rather she should sit 
"ithin her home. for so it is \\Tit1en: "The king's daughter is all glorious within." 

" 7hile :'.\fairnonides remains the iconic example of this attitude towards the 

place of women in Je,\'ish society, Grossman and Haupt point to the large body of 

modern apologetic literature tl1at has gr°'n1 out of his thinking. all arguing to limit 

the sphere of Jewish wome11 to the home. Tlu·y cite in particular the widely-read 

68 Grossman, Susan & Rivka Haut Daughters of the King xxii 
69 see TJ Yoma 1 :1 on modesty and Tanhuma on Gen34:l (the rape of Dinah) 
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work of :!\foshe :!\it•iselmau. who cites "'the kill g's daughter is all glorious "ithin,. as tJ1e 

basis for his opposition to all attt>mpt.s li~- women to find fulfillment by expanding 

their religious obsernmri:> into 110Htraditioual areas which. even if not technically 

prohibited by Jewish law. are contra1;· to the -Divine imperative'" to women 7°. 

The single Yerse about the king's daughter is ouly the poetic tip of the ireberg 

of rabbinic restriction of women to the home sphere. The ur-text for the halachir 

argument against the inclusion of women iu communal religious life is found in 

Mishna Brachot 3:3. which exempts women from the obligation :}1iyuv) of set daily 

prayer71 • This exemption in turn is buttressed bJ· the Talmudic principle d1at women 

are free from commandments that must traditionally be performed at a specific time 

(mitzvoth rLr;eh sh 'haz.man gerama). The: exemption of ''\'Omen from the obligation of 

prayer was justified on the grounds that the manifold tasks e\'olving upon tl1em as 

homemakers made it impossible for them to obsern::• prayer and od1er time-bound 

obligations at the specified hour. 

As Orthodox scholar Tamar Ross characterizes it. out of this ruling the whole 

body of rabbinic d1inking about women·s roles dewlops in the following way72• First, 

women's prin.1al)' fonction emerges as that of e11ablers whost.> merited statues is eanied 

,icariously through tlwir husbands' and sons' religious achiewments. !\fen are 

counted as part of the prayer minyan, women are not. Men acquire women in 

marriage and initiate diYoree. ~fen have greater obligations in the study of Torah and 

70 Grossman, S. xxv 
71 Blackman, P. Mishnayot vol. Zeraim, 46 
72 Ross, T. "Modem Orthodoxy and the Challenge of Feminism" 6 
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m the performance of mit.zvotli. :\f t-n possess greater rights and prhilt>ges thaH 

women m all mattf:'rs of conunm1al leadership and authori~·. They are the official 

heads of their families and norrnally tl1e sole inheritors in property law. Finally. and 

most problematically in a corr11nunity predicated on the unirying authority of a 

cohesh·e legal system. not only are women not the intendf:'d audience of halachic 

stipulations, being generally Pxcluded fr01n the public arena. but in practice. the~- also 

have no official part to play in tlw legislatfre and halachir process. 

Robert Gordis argues that the principle of female exceptionalism was never 

universally applied. For example. women are halaehicall~· responsible for kindling 

Shabbat and FestiYal lights. making Kiddush, and hearing shofar on Rosh Hashanah. 

Also, like men. women are obligated to hear the megilla on Purim. "'since they too 

were inYolved on that miracle of salvation" (B. Megillah 4a;,. For those looking to 

make the argument that rabbinic strictures for ,l\·omen were misapplied by lat.er 

interpretersi Gordis' conclusions are helpful: 

"It is therefor•e a reasonable conclusion t.hut the principle that women were excused from tJ1e 
obligation to ohser..-e mitzmth having a specifiC" time frame is a generalization from a few 
sped.fie instanC"es and not a uni..-ersall.,· binding mle ... i.t1 our ('ase. tht'" rule is dt-,1.rly desl'riptiw 
and not presl'riptfre, as the many exceptions make clear. The application of thi~ rule to 
women's prayer is. therefore, a rationalization after the fact l'ather than a reason for its 
enactment.. Apologetics aside, the retention of this rule is im expression of the inferior status Qf 
women and of tl1eir segregation from puhlic life."'3 

Gordis makes a cogent argument.. and as comforting as these conclusions are to the 

moden1 liberal Jew, they do little to mitigate the historical lived reality of womeu in 

the Jev.·ish cornrnm1ity since the rabbinic period. 

73 Gordis, Robert. "On the Ordination of Women" 6 
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.-'\ .. .nother major halachic impediment to publie 1·olt's for women is the Talmudic 

statement attributt>d to Samuel that <.·laimed. .. Kol b 'i~liah er1•ah., (The Yoice of a 

womall 1s inderent/laschious). In TB Berachot 24a. this statement was applied to 

rec-iting the Shema. This central and frequent prayer was not to be recited by a man if 

he could hear a woman singing at the same time. The underl~ing reason was that her 

Yoice would distract him from his concentration on pra~·er. The acceptance of these 

ideas is clearly illustrated in works like Sefer Hasidim from 13th century Gennauy, 

where it is stated. "'It is impossible for a bachelor to teach girls (Torah)."' Part of the 

explanation for this is that ""die Yoice of a woman is indeC'eut. Ratl1er. the father 

should teach his daughter and his wife,.74• If women could not be heard. their ability 

to serve in conununal situations was seYerely limited, except in an all-female 

erniromnen t. 

The other rabbinic dictate employed by later generations to limit women's 

participation in public religious life is the idea of "'kn•od hatz.r"bbur" (communal honor). 

The meaning of this in the rabbinic mind is made elear in BT Jfegillah 23a. which 

st.ates: 

"Eve1:nmt' is included in the countiug of seYe11 [aliyo(, cve11 a woman, e,-e11 a child. 
but women may not read because of kemd hat::.iblmr-

This text objects to the actiYe inclusion of women in the Torah reading ceremony on 

the grounds that their participation ,iolates the dignity of tl1e comnmnity. Several 

interpretations have been offered by modern scholars to explain this concept. which 

74 this paragraph from Se/er Hasidim is translated by Raebel Biale in Women and Jewish Law 35-36 
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A.liC'k Isaacs smumarizes m her artide -KeYod Hatzihbur: Towards a CcmtexhJali~t 

For example. Shmuel and Chana Safrai argue that this Talmudic 

prohibition was related to sexuality. Isaacs explains tl1eir tl1i11ki11g: 

"The appear-,mce of a woman center stage hef'o:re men in a synagogue was hound tu 
attrltl't sexual attention aud distrJl't the men from following the Torah reading. 
Ac<'ordiug to the Safr-.iis. tJ1e introdu<.'tiou of impure thoughts into the s~1:1agogue was 
pen:eiwd b~· the mhbis of the Talmud as a violation of the honor and dignil;'· of the 
(male) eommm1it;\', hent·e the use of the term ke,•od har:Jbhur_-;:, 

In response to tJ1is argument. DaYid Goli.nkin argues in an extt'nsiYe responsum 

permitting women to read Torah tliat kevod hatzibbur was inYoked tJ1roughout the 

Talmud to ob,;ate embarrassment to dw communit.)·;11_ In tl1e case of a women 

reading from the Torah. the scene itself suggested to an obserYer tlaat there are no 

men in the C'Ollllnunity capable of reading in her stead. Hence. men are put to shame 

by her participation. 

Objccti in the Rcanicw !\1irror-Talmud Gender, and the :\fodicYal Period 

It is now generally accepted by academic scholars that the Tahnud and the 

rabbinic worldYiew it reflected did not have tht.> force of law in its own tinH:!:-::_ "l1ere 

it becomes significant in more than a purel)' academic way is when the doC'ument is 

transformed from rabbinic fantasy of ho,,, tl1e rabbis wished tJ1e world to be to the 

medieval Jew's blueprint for how the religious communit:y ought to be. The rabbis' 

75 Isaacs, Alick. "Kevod Ha1zibbur: Towards a Contextua\ist History·· 263 
76 cited in A. Isaacs 263 
77 Hauptman, J. Rereading the Rabbis 
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vision for die subordina6ou of women to nu:•n segued well "itJ1 the hierarchical 

society of the feudal era. 

In the prevailing Christian theory of tJ1e "'Great Chain of Being". every 

indhidual. man or woman. was the inferior of someone else. This was true across the 

social class sp(;'etrum. and the family hierarchy was a microcosm of it. This is not to 

sa~· that women were without status; women prmided essential fm1ctions within the 

social and famil." s.,·stem. Gender roles were largel~- complimentary', as men and 

women (and their respertfre work) supplement each other. Both roles were necessary. 

but not valued equally. 

Particularly in the medieval period, there is copious e,·idt=>nce for the essential 

economic role of women in the running and maintenance of family businesses. \\"e 

know from such evidence as tl1r memoirs of Gluckel of Hameln that, especially with 

the additional obligation of men to study Torah. the Jenish community's economic 

,;ability was predicated on the actiYe partiripation. and eYen in some cases leadership. 

of women. Perhaps the best characterization of the complicated role of Jewish women 

in tlie I\Iiddle Ages belongs to Irish Parush: 

"On~r the years. the lifestyle which c1:·s1allized in Je-\\ish societ;\· caused men to duster under 
the sacred tent of Torah study. and tlu~ worut'n to st,md in tl1e front line of the daily 
confrontation ,\ith the outside world ... an interesting combination of weakness and rmwer-of 
inferiority in terms of traditional Jewish perspeetive and superiority in terms of the trends of 
fau·opeanization-opened the door of opprntunil)· so to speak for t·ertain eirdes of the female 

1 . •?8 popu at1on · 

78 Parush, I. cited by Boyarin in l,Jnheroic Conduct xxii 
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In a more limited wa~·. this economir agency of medieval Jewish "omen was 

reflected in thf:'ir spiritual lh·es as well. Some women eYen orcupied. tJ10ugh in a 

fairly limited and gender-specific way, communal religious roles. Both Rashi and his 

grandson Rabbeinu Tam acknowledge that whilE:' ,,·omen are not obligated to pra~· the 

set daily senires. they are not prohibited from it either.79 From the limited historical 

e,idence, it is unclear how pervasiYe women's participation in public prayer and ritual 

was. but there is substantial eYidenre that it did happen. at least to some degree. [n 

her excellent article ""'omenis Voices. \\"omen"s Pra:yers"". Emil)' Taitz provides 

numerous citations from the responsa literature permitting limited public prayer roles 

for women. In general. their coudusions follow the ruling b)' Rabbi Jacob hen Moses 

(Maharil, late 14th-early 15th c.). who argued that women who are educated and obey all 

the commandments may rec-ite prayers. but most women did not fall into this 

category. 

Because of male anxiety rooted in the ideas of kol b 'i'sha er,•ah and kevod .. 

harzibbur. women were precluded from participation in the central rituals of the 

S)nagogue. They were not counted as part of the required 1ninyan or other rituals 

associated with sanctit:'', like the reading of Torah or the leading of prayer for die 

'-lonicial'' c-onmmnitv, the commuuit:v of adult men. \Yomen are not the onlv ones 
•' &' .. 

precluded from these roles. Minors by and large were unable to fulfill these 

obligations, and even certain categories of adult men. like lepers and vagrants, who 

were present in the social sphere. but occupyiug only marginal roles, could experience 

79 Rashi on TB Beracbot 20a-b and Jacob Tam in Tosafot to TB Berachot 20b 
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similar marginalization in terms of puhlie ritual life. Bui it was womt>n who madt> up 

tJ1e largest and most eonsistent category' of those systematicall)· prf"duded from public 

leadership and ew•n ,isihility. As Isaacs surri..nrtly states. "'Their presenee detrdeted 

from the essentiall)1 maseuline and sacred qualit:'· of the ritual setting""RO. and so was 

minimized whereyer possible. 

It would be incorrect to argue tl1at women were not present at all in public 

religious life. \\'omen ~s galleries prmide physical evidence tliat at least fron1 the 13th 

century, women had the option to be present in most Ashkenazi S)T1agogues. Taitz 

documents women like Urania of ,vorrus. who in tl1e 13'h century is c-redited with 

being the cantor of tl1e women there.81 Her tombstone calls her " ... the eminent and 

excellent lady Urania, daughter of' R. Abraham. ,-.·ho was c:hief of the S)ltagogue 

singers ... (who) witl1 sweet tunefulness. oflidated before the female worshippers to 

whom she sang the hymnal portions.~ Taitz cites women like Urania. Richenza of 

Nuremberg. and Dulcie of "'orrI1s as eviden<."e of female praJer leadership. E\'en 

further. Moms Fairstein cites examples of women credited ,\ith prophecy and 

mystical visions as early as the 12th ('e11tury. with a particular flowering during the 

n.1essianic ferrnr surrounding Shabbatai Tv.i in the 1660s82 . 

Though there is little mention of female religious leadership i.u the early ~fiddle 

Ages. by the later !\fiddle Ages. e,idence of women's galleries or rooms, ,,·omen's 

prayers. and women prayer leaders beromes more plentiful. Taitz speculates tl1at 

tlO Isaacs, A. 280 
111 Taitt, Emily. •·women's Voices, Women's Prayers" 64 
82 Fairstein, Morris M. "Women as Prophets and Visionaries in Medieval and Early Modern Judaism" 247-259 
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tl1f'se jobs probably fell to the most leanu.•d womt'n iii eomnmnity. often t.he feinale 

relatives of promin<:'nt rabbis83 . These womt-n were most likely to possess the 

requisite knowledge to lead pra~·er and the social dout to withstand the pressures of 

c-onYention encouraging them to st.ay home. In Eastern Europe such women were 

known asfir:.ogerins ::roresayers), and the institution of a prayer Jeader for the women 

was maintained throughout Russia and Poland until the earl~· 20th cennu7l4. 

Jewish women's spiritual life '"'as also giYen voire tJ1rough the genre of' tehines, 

prayers "Titten in tl1e Yiddish Yernacular largel.v for. and sometimes eYen by, 

womens.-'. The first tehineh to appear in print was one for a woman to say before 

immersion in the mik.-veh. published in Krakow i.i1 157786, and its presence in a Yolume 

of tehines indicates that die composition of tl1ese private petitional prayers was a long 

standing and familiar custom. In the words of Shulamit Berger. '-Tehines offered 

women a direct pipeline to God. "87 Their tone is ro1wersational, addressing God 

respectfully but familiarly. like a friend or nt->ighhor. There are teh.ines for everv 
•' 

occasion in women's liYes. from those addressing a bride before marriage, to those 

suffering miscarriage, to mother·s marking tJ1e first day of school for a son. ~fan_v of 

the tehines are meant to be recit( .. d in the synagogue. Prayers for the High Holy Days. 

Rosh Hodr.sh. and Shabbat all tend to indicate tJ1at \\Omen were present in the 

synagogue on these occasions. Many tehines have a direct eonnection to the S)11agogue 

83 Taitt, E. 65 
84 Ibid. 67 
l!S for the definitive work on this subject see Chava Weissler's Voices of the Matriarchs 
86 Berger, Sbulamit "Tehines: A Brief Survey of Women's Prayers'' in Daughters of the King 74 
87 Ibid. 74 
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lihirgy. Often tl1ey are addressed not only to God. but also to the :\1atriarcbs. who are 

invokE-d as intermediaries. nmch as the more established custom of petition on the 

merits of the Patriarchs. All of tl1ese factors point to the existence of women's 

spiritual lives. albeit in a consistently secondar:v status to men. 

And the \Valls Came Tumbling Dm'\n: Emancipation and Jewish "'omen 

This understanding of Jewish women's roles eventually exploded for all but the 

most self-isolating Jevdsh communities under the pressure exerted by the social and 

religious upheaval following the Emancipation of European Jews and the advent of 

tl1e modern era. Tamar Ross. as a conte1nporarJ Modern Ortliodox feminist, gives 

voice to the challenge of shifting women's roles in die Orthodox community. only the 

latest reflection of changes that have been taking place in more liberal Jewish 

conununities for three hundred )'ears. As she puts it~ 

'The woman·s role in Jewish society stands in dire-ct opposition to \\'estern democratic: ideals 
and to modern notions regarding the natm-e of gender distinctions. In a gr<.rning number of 
societies around the world, a mor·e egalitarian realit_\· is deYeloping where women are engaged 
in careers outside the home and where men and women share responsibilit:v for household an<l 
C'orumuna] affai.t·s. This new reality has <Teated pressure for official legal and social recognition 
of women's equality in law, in financial remuneration. and in opporttmities for education and 
leadership. EYen in the more stringently Orthodox. or haredi. st>ctions of the community 
(where there is ideological opposition to such change\ a new financial realit~- is taking hold 
wherein the ¼ife is often not only the main bread \\inner but also the decision-maker in 
matters of household and eYen family polic~. All of tl1is does not easily fit tl1e image of woman 
as found in lhe traditional sources. The unavoidable question is to what degree these two 
realities can continue to be diC'hot.omized.~88 

88 Ross, r. 6 
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:\1urh has lwen written about tht- dialf>etir lwtweeu Judaism and modemitY . .. 

This paper does not seek to analyze this field in its entirety. :\s Paula H~'Inai1 frames 

this diseussion in her artide ·Two !\1odels of Modernization.,.: 

-Like most plwnomena in Jewish history·. the wa~·s in which European Jews were modernized 
has heen discussed a.I.most exdusively with<,ut cnm,iJenil.iou uf gt:mdt'r di.fft>renc-es. Hy 
modernization. a highly contestl:'d t.errn. I mean tht- socioeeonomi<'. political, and cultural 
changes that oceurred as a consequences of emancipation :or its pnm1ise,. capitalist 
de,·elopment. and the exposure of Jews to secularism. It ineludes the erosion of Je\\ish 
eommunal autonom~ and of rabbinic authority, tl1e dissemination among Jews of secular 
culture, and the reconside,.ttion of their self-definition as well as of their relations to the larger 
society. TI1ese changes. many of whieh eontim1e into our own time. first g-cUned real 
momentum during t.he -Jong ninett'enth centw:\".'" whieh extended fr-om the French reYolution 
until the First World War. -s9 

The changes ,nought on Jews and Judaism in the moden1 period. particularly in the 

area of gender, are so profound that the traditional models ,irtually uo longer apply. 

fu the realm of liberal Judaism. "'women"' as erl\isioned bv tl1e rabbis. essentiallv no .. - .. 

longer exist.. Instead. particularly \\ithin the lilwral s.,nagogue setting. we are all 

rabbinic men. 

As the early 20th centm:v Yiddish writer Y.L. Peretz recognized, while 

traditional Je·wish religion afforded a man '"many little aYenues of escape from his 

burdens,'" wouwn 's possibili6es were more restricted. Onl~· modernit)' seemed to 

offer them the release that nwn had long enjoyed.90 Because of this. many Jewish 

women, particularly those who enjoyed increasing access to secular education, tun1e-d 

away from traditional Judaism, and sometimes from the Jewish community altogether. 

This phenomenon was most prono1mct'd among the gro"',i11g Central European 

~9 Hyman, Paula E. "Two Models of Modernization: Jewish Women in the German and the Russian Empires" 39 
90 Breslauer, S. D. "Storles and Subversion·· 82 
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Jewish elite. who \\ ere the first to experieuee the temptatious of assimilation and reap 

the potential benefits of c-onwrsion or seC'ularism. Bertha Pappenheim. a 

contempora:r:v obsern:r. identified tl1e unique impact this had on women: 

"The indifference with whil'h l:'H'I:'thing women m1<l girls learned was trealed compar(>d lo 
what mt--n and boys wt>rt> to lea111 and know. introduC'ed a eontinuous current into the women's 
world ... Partit•1tlarly among the Je\\ish women a thirst for education dearly marked b!· German 
f'.ulturf' grew tliat made new eultural elements aecessiblc to the bilingual. often tlilingual 1,if 
French was added. women of the higher classes-91 

This thirst for knowledge and sorial mobility lw modem Je,\ish women has 

long been identified. albeit in a largely 11egative fashion. \\ith the patronesses of 

musical and intellectual salons among the elite of Germai1, Austrian, and French 

Jevvish society at the turn of the 19th century. Je"ish historians like Jacob Kati2 long 

argued that tl1ese women took the lead in the abandonment of Je"ish tradition 

because the established Jewish co1111nunity failed to proYide them \\ith a solid Je\\ish 

education. Henre. the argument follows. ther ,,:ere particularly vulnerable to the lure 

of the new doctrines of Enlightenment. and later. Romanticism. 

More rerent scholarship has complicated this pirture. \Ye now know that in 

the period following the ~apoJeonic wars and into the 20th C'ennu~v, in C'ontrast to 

earlier years, J ev,-ish women throughout Gennany displayed fe,71·er signs of radical 

assimilation. such as intermarriage and conwrsion. than did men . .\fore iinportantly. 

~1arion Kaplan has demonstmted that Je,,ish women were a conservative force \\ithin 

the Je\\ish home. maintaining aspects of Jewish ritual custom eYen as their male 

91 Pappenheim, Bertha "The Jewish Woman .. in Bertha Pappenheim, Leben und Schriften, ed. Dora Edinger. Trans. 
Renata Stein. Frankfurt am Main: Ner Tamid Publisers, 1963, cited in Unheroic Conduct xxii 
92 Katz, Jacob. Emancipation and Assimilation 
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eountt•rparts ahamlow•d thl'm.93 At tlw samt• timt•, Gt•rman Jt•wish wo111t•11 wt•rt• 

aetin• iu tJu• t•arlit•st t•fforts of tJw lh•form mon•mt•11t. In rt>fert>m·e to the founding of 

the Hamburg tPmplt> i11 1818, historian LPopold Zm1z h•lls us that "'the i11di11ation for 

a 1't'for111 of thP worship st'rvier was stirrt•d among many. c.•s1wriallJ among thP fl'male 

sex,"" and tltt' Hamburg lt•mple drt•w a far higher pe1Tt•11tagc.· of women thau did tht' 

traditional st'rvi<·t>s 94• 

,Vhile, thl':' Jp,\·ish l'm11mu11it~· as a whole was gr.tppli11g with tlu.• challt>uges of 

the enwrging Refonn and Conserrntivt> mov«•m(•nts and the fraehtring of the fairly 

coht'sive pre-Emancipation collt'etive. sonu.•thiug strange was happening to womt'n vis 

a vis traditional rabbinic gender roles. On the one hand, rabbinic taboos about 

women's education were collapsing as Je,\iish women inereasingly 1mrsued first 

secular and eventually t>ven religious education. 011 tlw other hand, under the 

influence of a non-Jewish conception of the eult of domesticity. as Jewish families 

achieved bourgeois status, from tlw 185ff s on, wome11 who eould afford to retirt>d 

from the public economie sphere95• In keeping with Homantic idt•als, the middle elass 

eco11omic ideal understood men h,v 11atun• lo lw out in the world. aetin• in civil. 

eeonomie, and political life. \Vom1•n, iu eontmst, wer(• 11aturall.v eXf.lf.'eh:•d to be eared 

for hy th(•ir husbands, and tltt•ir identity was Pntirely shaped by thl':'ir marriagl' and 

family responsibilities. \Vomen, therefort', ht>longt>d entirt>ly in the home, where tht>y 

93 Kaplan, Marion. Making of the Jewish Middle Class 64-84, and "Tradition and Transition: Jewish Women in 
Imperial Germany" in Baskin (ed.)Jewish Women in Historical Perspective 227-247 
94 Meyer, Michael. 55 
95 Hyman, Paula. "Two Models of Modernization" 41 
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('ottltl takt• rart• of tlw ph,\'skal. spiritual, and moral 1weds of tlu.•ir husbands aud 

ehild1·t•n. 

This understanding of a woman's plat••• t•n•ntually eauw to perrndt~ Jt•wish 

<'nltm'l• iu hoth tht> Old \\' orld and tlu• .Nt>w. In lwr st ud_y of immigrant eulture on Nt-\\' 

York's Lower East Side at till' tum of' tlw 20th t't>Hhn:v, tlu.~ height of' Jt•wish 

immigration, Elizabeth Ewen uoh•s. ..Hoth middlt•-dass Amer·ic.'au (•ulture and 

immigrant UU:'H iu partit·ular t•o11sidert•d it deuwauiug for womc·11 to work outside t.lw 

home aner marriage. [twas assumt>d that husbands ,,,,ho allowt-d this were iucapable 

of supporting their families on tht>ir mni ... 96 

Yet at the same time. inert>asiug numbt'rs of Jrwish women, partkularlJ· in the 

enunbling Russian empire and among Eastem European immigrants to the UnitE>d 

States, were involved in socialist and radical politil·al activities, unionization t-fforts, 

and the battle for women's suffrage. America presented new oppo1tunities for 

immigrant Jewish women, among these the ability to ea111 tlwir own li\'ing and, with 

it, the potential to choose their own spouse. In contrast to their mothe-rs, who were 

lal'gely paitnered b,v arrangc>ment iu the Old \\'orld, most immigrant wome11 selected 

their ow11 mates.97 Ac<·ordiug to Sydney \Veinlwrg, author of H'orld of Our .1/otlle,:~ • 

.. Like the idea of a 'chief mhhi'. tlw marriage broker uen•r· re-ally eaught on in this 

country... Although parental approval remained a fa<'tC>r, the ability to earn wages 

fostered unwillingness among immigrant Jewish women to marry someone choseu for 

96 Ewen, Elizabeth. Immjgrant Women in the Land of Dollars 230 
97 McGinity, Keren R. "Immigrant Jewish Women Who Married Out" 263-288 
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tlwm or whom they dislikt•d. Ami ,\'Pl, t~n-11 with thest• remarkahlt• drnugt•s i11 mau,v 

lraditioual paltt•ms of lwha ... ior. shortly after tht>y hegun to t'al'll a11d i11eo111t:', youug 

Jt>wish \\Olllt'll marrit-d and Legan raising families. 

Susan Glenn in her book, Dauglttm;<; of the Sluetl: Life and Labor in the Immigrant 

Ce11eratio11, contends that Jewish working womens' i11Yoln·me11t in two overlappi11g 

rontexts. urhan mass eulturP and political actiYism iu tht> gar,nt'nt industry. east'd 

eoustraints on femalt.• bt•havior. Girls e11tert:'d the workforee and lwcanw iuvolwd in 

union activities, thus expanding tht• traditional ft>malt' spline. Paradoxieally, one(• 

they marrit'd, they settled into domestie lift>. GlP1111 writPs. "'011P imagP Pmphasized 

women's ability to fight side by side with mPn to ht'lp earn a living and to stniggle for 

worker's rights. The otht-r stressed tlw respectability and romantic promise that 

women sought in the rolt' of modem '"·m __ ~-c•o1111rnnio11.'" Moreon•r, "'gender t>quality 

was never as important as working-elass equality- for those involved in unions.98 

Adoption of bourgeoisiP gt•11dn roles did 11ot cat1:_1goricall,v signal mass 

assimilation. The maintPnanct> and transmission of Jewish identity was stil1 

importa11t, en•u as mau,r of th(• tradi1io11al institutions aml markers wert• disappearing. 

For middle class (and aspi1·i11g} Jewish wo111e11, tlwir responsibilities ,n-rt' two-fold: to 

raist' \\'t'll-lwhaved aml carPfull_v educatt'd C'hildre11, primed for eco110111ie succt'SS 

(boys) aud household ma11agenw11t (girls), whilt' Pnsuring these children remained 

loyal to their Jewish heritage, though not nect'ssarily m terms of traditional 

obs(:'rvancf'. Accm·ding to Paula Hyma11, "'[n adhering to this bourgeois division of 

98 Susan Glenn, Daµ~hters of the Shtetl 210, 238-9 
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labor, Jt•wish womPH t•ttal'tt'd tht• ft>male n•1-sio11 of' tJw rnodt~l'll Jt•\\; 1l1t•y wt•rt• not 

r't'sistiug \\'t>sh•m Yahws, hut were• rather t~xprt•ssiug tlwm in tlw fo1111 dt•t•mt•d most 

natural for 1wrsons of tlwir st>x ... 

It follows logic·all_y that if' wo11wn art• at homt:". mc.•11 het•onw thP prima':\· 

finaul'ial support for most familiPs. This disturh~mc·t' of the traditional Jt>wish 

eeonomic pattern, whereby wo111e11 or tht• family as a whole are tlw primary eeonomil' 

Pngine, tht>reby fh•t.>iug mt.>n for Torah study at least somti of du_• timt•, had profrmnd 

implications for tJ1e modt.>rn Je,.,,.ish communil)·. 
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Cha1)tPr :i 

Out of the l)arkness and into the ... ~eulral? 

:\'('w \\'orld, :\<•w Qm·stions 

For thrPf• eeutm·it>s. tht• kP,Y q1wstion for :\11wrica11 Jpws has f>p1•11 how to 

pt't'Sl'rn• and mai11tai11 Jt•wish id1•11tity i11 spih• of s111all 11111nlH•rs mul prPssurP from 

the dominant eultm•p to <•011for111. \\.hilt• this 1wrhaps sounds likt• tlu.• agt••old Jf•wish 

dilt•mma. what is u11iqut> to the Amrricau PXpt>rit:'m't' is that Jews had m•n•r lwfore 

bttt•n so f'rt>t' to d1oosl• thl'ir owu path. The saen•d freedoms of tht' iudividual 

enshrined in the Constitution run com1tt•r to tlw t•ornmunal t>thos that was key to 

Jewish survival through tht:' l'l•nturi1~s. Jews in the new world struggled to find the 

balance that would ensurt• comnm11itJ sm'\·irnl as well as i11dividual sueeess. and in 

every genf::'ration and b,v ead1 i11divid11al. that halan<'e must bt• l't'ealilH-att-d. 

:\Ian_v traditioual roles and institutions from Em·orwa11 Jt>wish <.·ommunitit•s failt_•d 

to survivt' transplantation in Ameriea. Formal i11t«-r11al ('omm1111al govemam't', known 

in Europt> as tht' Kehillalt. prowd impossihlP to 111ai11tai11 i11 a 1·01111try where any Jt'w 

could opt out. all(( ro11111tu11ity lt>adPrsliip was lilllih•d to its pt>rsm1sin•. ralll(~r tlia11 

coercive. powers. It was tlw s,v11agogm-. or as Jonatlum Sal'lla l'alls it, tlw "'synagogut>­

commuuily" that L>t•canie the eentral orgauizi11g i11stitutio11 of .l(•wish lif(~ in Amerieam•. 

Since Jews ·werP first permitted lo wm·ship publicly in 1703, the sy11agot,11w dominated 

99 Sarna, Jonathan. American Judaism 12 
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Jt>wislt lift>. But likt• A11wric:111 1·h1m·lu•s, tht• Am('ril'all syuagoguP was rnon• tha11 a 

plaeP of worship -it was tlw rt'11tral addrt•ss for tlu· c•oJ11111u11ity. tlte plan• for 

gatlu•riug, orgauizing, amt soeializiug. (h't•r and m.-r agai11, tht• syrn1gog1w was thP 

spare in whieh Amf'riea11 Jews work<·d out quPstions of n•ligious id1•utity. 

\\'hilt• begi1111i11g as 1111iq1wly 1Uai(• t<'1Titory, tht' Aml'rin111 synagogue t'\'ol\'Pd i11 

sueh a way that hy tht> PIHi of tlw twP11tii-th <·1•11tnry. the> gf.•ndl'r Ptl10s iu tht> 

synagogut> was one of t>galitariauism and rn:•utrality. All rolt•s and rt>spo11sibilitit•s 

could lw assumed Pqually by JUt'll or women, with no oflic-ial regard paid to tln•ir 

gender. This ,·ietor.v ehanged 1•n•1ythi11g aml nothing for liberal Jpws. \\ l1ilt1 a major 

break with traditional Jewish gender rolt's. it actually d1angt>d linle of what was 

happening in the synagoguP. By tht> end of tht• twt•11tit'th eentur:r, women were 

t•quall_v prest>nt physil'all,v in the SJ1iagogue. but with th(• religious status of ddaeto 

men. They werl' still not fully 1•rPst•11t in an t•mbodied st'llSt'. 

Despite the exeeptions for womt'n Plaborat1.•d in the prcvwus ehaptPr, the 

traditional European synagogue was indisputably 111alP territorv. Under Sephardie 

i11tlut'ue1.•, thP values of early American s,,riagogut•s WPr1• "tradition a11d d1.•ft•1'1.•tH't•··. 

As Sarna eharactt>rizPs it. 

'°T)lt'Sl' \'ahws had stood St'pliardi(' .lt•ws in g-ood skad for generations and were 
eo11sidered t•sse11tial to .lt•wisli sun·irnl itself ... 111 math•rs of Jewish worship too, 
(t·olouial S1•phardie .lt-'ws; l'loscl.,· t'o11for111ed to the traditioual mi11hag as praetict>d hy 
Porlll¼:{'H'Sl' Jews iu Europe .u1d the \Vest lndit>s. l11110Yat.ions were prohihited; "'our 
du~· is to imit.ite our forefatllf'rs.- 011 a dt't>JWI' level, Sephardic frws hl'lien-d, as did 
the Catholics among whom tlu•,v lmd so long lived, that ritual l'ould uuitt' those whom 
lifo had dispt>rsed . ., 11 • 1 

100 Sarna, J.J 3 
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But as hard as early l'Omunmit,y leadt>r-s trit>d, tlw modt•l of Europl:'an Jcm:ish 

life pron•d impossihlt:' to mai11tai11 in AmPriea, though for st>n•r-al humlred .n•ars. tht• 

tmdf!rlyiug gt>ndt•r rolt>s J't•mairwd tlw samt', t•spt•l'ially in tlw sy11agog1H.'. For 

examplt>, in colonial N<•w York. wht.•J't-' ProtPstant wotut•11 f'rt•,1m•ntt'd chureh. Jt•wisla 

womeu attemled S)lUtgogue mueh more pu11etiliously than the-ir <.·mmt<•rparts in the 

Old \\'or·ld. and St-'ats \\'t•r't• assigm·d to tlH•m. 101 Howt•,·er, t11t•st• st•ats Wt'l'e still i11 

women's se<.·tion. in S)1aagogu«•s gon•med and led b.'' men. 

Tu light of the rlt.•mographie realities of a growi11g. diverst•, arul gt.•ographieally 

dispersed Jewish eommunity, JaC'ub Rader :Marcus argued that at the tum of tlie HJ' 11 

century. in the United Statt>s "there wne almost as mau_y Judaisms as there were 

indfriduals'"1112 and this supremaey of individual freedom remaim•d a guiding force in 

Amer·ican Jewish life. \Vomeu partfrularly benefited from this new spirit of freedom. 

The first changes were largely cosmetic:, but while token. not eompletely insignifieant, 

as they proved to hf:' harbingt>r-s of' mort> profound ehangt-"s to eome. fn thf:' earl,r 1!.)' 11 

eentur,v. women began to ('OUJt.• do,vn from tlw hah.•011)1 to sing in mixed <.'hoirs in tht' 

· un ·ri · 1· • · 1 1 1 A mam sanetuary. it• eonstru('t1ou o wom(•n s st•t·t1011s a so wgan to er1a11gt•. s 

rww sy11agogut-s were built. high serN•11s 110 longer hlo<'kt•d womeu's visibility104, as 

they had in Sephardic and traditional Ashke11azi synagogues. Instead, American 

women enjoyed unobstmctt>d vil•ws of' the hi mah, and wert• in tm11 more exposed to 

101 Sama, J. 18 
102 Marcus, J. R. United States JewO' I :610-613 
103 Sarna, J, 4 7 
104 Ibid. 47 
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tht• Ult'u's g'dZt•. \Vhilt• tilt' c•t•nlral rituals of the SPl'\"lt'l' Wt't't• still pPrfo11uPd 

ext•lusin•l:r bv tut•u. Auwriea offe1,·d womt•u lllOI'<' f't't•Nlom to ft>t•l physit·all.,· part of 

In tlw wake of tilt' Amerieau Revolutio11. Prott>stant wouu•n playt"d a high!_\· 

publie rolt> iu rt'ligio11. \Yo111t'11 ('auw to domiuatP attPndam•p iu ehureh pt'ws mid 

ae<'eptt>d rl-'ligiou as part of thPir spht-r>t>. 11 Mi \\'hil1.• i11fhtt•rwed hy tlw do111i11a11t 

religious eulturP, Auu.•ri<'all Judaism of thE-' da,v was not f'eminizttd in tht> samt' way 

Protestant Christianity l'Xpt>rienced. As loug as tht> s,Htagogur's Ct>utral perfonnative 

rituals- prayer leadership. Torah rt•adiug, aucl st>nnon delin~1:v l't'maiued exdusin•I)' 

the province of men, gender roles within the s~11agogt1t•, and witl1in Jewish eommunal 

life, remained essentially tlw sanlt'. 

Not everything in Jewish lift' remained static. of course. Hatht'r, acl·ordiug to 

Sarna, "'during d1t' s,weping rt'ligious rt•vivals of tht• St'('Olld Great Awakening. Jewish 

men and women alike exprri«-m•ed new intert>st in their faith'' 111;. Isaal' Lesser, the 

foremost leader of traditionalist Judaism in the middlt• of the nineh•enth eentUI)', 

C'redite<l the inuorntion of Euglish-laubruagt• sermons to the t•1u.·om-ag('lllPllt of ""some 

intt>lligt•nt ladies,.. withiu his rcmgregation. whid1 Sama poiuts to as an t-xampll• of tlw 

sib111ifieant helti11d-tlw-s1.•pru•s rol<> ,num•u pla_rl•cl iu promoting tltl' Jewish r(•11aissam•t• 

during the period. 108 

105 Goldman, Beyond the Synagogue Gallea 51-54 
106 Sama, J. 48 
107 Ibid. 49 
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\Vomt'll supp lied a grc•at dt'al of the• t'IWI'~') lwhiwl tltt> lal I' 11 i11 l•h•t•11t h <·1·11 t ur;r 

Arnt•riean Jewish awake11i11g. By 18GD. mosl A111t>riea11 ,JPws who l't'ct.'in•d any formal 

Jewish t•ducatiou at all likPl,Y leamt•d most of what tlw,v krn•w frorn f'l•mah• teadu-rs. 

Thest• tParhers in turn had to Pdul'ate thc•111sc•lYl'S iu Judaism, whid1 tlH•y did with thf' 

aid of uew tt•xtbooks. some of tlw111 writte11 hy womt•11 as Wf'll. Hdn·t•w lt'adwrs' 

eollt>gt>s, like Gratz Collt>gf' iu Philudt•lphia. traim•d wo111t•11 011 an NJUal basis with 

lllt'U. Howl'\'Pl'. wltih• wo111t'11·s <·omn11111al i11flm•11et> t•xpa11dP1l. parti<'ularly in the llt'W 

sphere of the Sunday Sdwol mon•meut and i11 womt•n 's ht>nt•Yolent societies, their 

role within the lt-adership and worship strueturt>s in s,vnagogttt's rt-maint'd unehanged. 

As Grace Pool puts the situation of Jt>wish WOllll'll of the day i11 her book, An Old 

Faith in the Nen1 \Vorld, ~1m•reasingly, in l't'sponst' to the 1wrceived crisis of the day. 

women were fulfilling new roles within th(• Jt'wislt eo11mnmity, expancling on those 

that they had fr,rmnly earrit'd out largely within the homl'. '' 11 ' 1 

As the Jewish eounuunity diYersified into denomi11ational rnovemt>uts towards 

the end of the nineteenth ct•ntur,v, ehallengt•s to malt> h(•gemor1~· within the s_vnagogi.1t• 

did begiu to e111erge. albeit sornr>whal obliqm•ly. For Pxamplt•, 011p's position 011 the 

physical place of wo11w11 witbi11 sy11agog11e lifr• lwl'amt.' a kt•y indiC'ator of particular 

affiliation awl ide11tity. Mixed sPating. what C'rities c·allt'd the ,;promiscuous st•ating of 

women with men ,.1 rn, was the most <·011tt•ntious of the reforms that bt•caIJw wide 

spread during the heyday of Parly RPfol'm. tht• first siguifieant movt•111e11t to develop in 

109 Pool, G. An Old Faith in the New World 39-70 
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Amt.•rieau Judaism. Arh'llllH'llls O\'t~I' sc•ating Sl'l'\'t•,I us a shortlumd way to ch•hat<• 

difft•rpm•t•s 011 a host of f'u11dam<>11tal issm•s l'01H'1•r11i11g how ht•st to r,•spoud to 

modernity's d1allt•11gt• 111 , am.I in staking its idt•ologkal c·ommilmt•nt to .. family 1wws•-, 

among a host of othPr iss1ll's. l\pf'orm Jews cl(•f'larPd tl11•ir indt•1wmlt>m•t• from 

traclitio11al Judaism a11d str1.l('k tlw first hlow for some.• t•x1n•pssio11 of gt.•11dt•r t•quity in 

Jt>wish ritual aud liturgieal lifi:~. 

~lix('(l sPati11g, whih· c.·onte11tious. was not a c.·0111plt•t1• imaovation hy Auwriea11 

Rt'form. l\pform Jl:'ws in Gt•rmany had hrought wo11wH down from tht> haleony and 

abamloned the.• mt>c.·hitza, hut still st:'ated nu•u and wo111t•11 Sl'(mratPl,Y, as was the 

pattem in loeal Lutht•rau rhurehc•s. In Anu.•riean <·hurdws, howt•ver. mixed-ge11der 

seating had aln•ady beeomt' th(• 1101,n in thl' c.•ight.Penth l'Pntmy as part of' ehurch 

efforts to "strt>ngthen the f'amil,Y against tlw uu.•naeing forl'l'S of industrialization •• 11 :i, in 

line with the theory that '"tlw family that prays togPtlll~r stays togt•ther". Synagogue 

praetices of st•ating that st>paratf~d families was 1w1't't•iwd as degrading and c•amt' in for 

significant criticism. 

DPspite somt• historieal prt•t•t>deut from Gt'rma11 and Ameriea11 Rt>f'or111 

synagogues, the mass trausitiou to mix(.•d sc.•atiug whi<'h lwga11 i11 lsaae :\la,wr \Vist~·s 

Albany c.·ougregaticm soon lweame a clivisin• id(•ologkal issm• for the Anwril'au Jt~wish 

eo1mmmity as a wholt>. As Jonat11a11 Sama eharal'tc>rizl'd tlw isstw: 

.. To its reform supportns, lmixt•d seating] l't'prt•st•utt•il the religious e11nalizatfo11 of 
women, as well as sueh positive vah1t•s as family togetherrwss, conformi~" to loc.·al 

111 Sama, J. Amerjcan Judaism 12s 
112 Ibid. 127 
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110r111s. a 111od1·rn. progrPssiw imagt•. arul smiug tlw ,vouth. To il.'I ( )rfhodox 
oppoueuls. tlw s.u11t• l'hange i1111•lit•d aharulourm•ut of tradition. ,·iolalio11 ot' J(•wish 
law. t1ssimilatio11. Christia11i1.alio11, arnl promist·uit,,. ~n·i 

Aud JPt, t'Vt'll withiu l'<mgrt•gatio11s atliliatt•d with tht• '"radi,·al rt_•formt.•rs" of 

\Vist>'s Union of A111t->riea11 Ht>bl>t'\\ Cougrt>gations. tht•rt• rt•maint>d limits to gPwier· 

P<prnlization, espt•cially withiu tlw sa11rtua1:r itst•lf. \\'hilt• radil'al liturgieal ehangP was 

iunornh•d, first iu \Vise's .\liuha~ Auu·rica a11d latt>r in tht• first eummo11ly adoptt"d 

H.l•f'orm siddur, Thi:' Unio11 Pran•r Hook, i11eludi11g thP l'limination of' c11tirt• serviet.•s. 

the restriction of Ht-hrt.•w and corresponding domiuation of E11glish as tlw languagt> of 

prdyer, and emphasis on the uuivt•1-salistfr aspr>ets of God awl Jewish faith, tht->re was 

virtually nothing in the new p,c1yer hooks to indieate that tl1Py wert- eompos(•d. for a 

radical new eommunity, dt•mographit'ally spPaking. The Ht>fbrm siddurim did 

eliminate thl:' odious blessing praising God for not makiug otH• a ,vomau. hut any 

other lih1rgieal C'hangt•s signaling the rt"ligious equality. or t•n-n presern·e, of women 

would have to be the work of a llPW generation. 

This truth in synagogtw life ('Xte11d<>d to C'o11gregat io11al leadPrship as well. 

\Vithin tht' national Heform 111on•mp11t, tlu· lT11io11 of Atm•rieau Ht>br<•vv 

Congregations, arnl in the lt>adt'rship of lot'al cougrPgatious. J<·wish wo1w·11 eontiIHH'd 

to play a subordinate rolt:>. Both meu a11d wornen i11 the R<>form rnon•mt•nt shared tht> 

prevalf:'11t notion that tlw wouu,•u's pri111ary ro!f:' was to lw her husband's helpmate aud 

tlw mother of their children. As an t•xamplt> of tlw pt>rvasiveness uf this 

understandiug of g<•nder roles, t]u· Cf.'ntral Confert'ncP of Ameriea11 Rabbis, the 

m Sama, J. 128 
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rahhi11il'a1 body of tlu• HPf'or111 mon•1111•11t. tur11.-d dmrn l'l'solutio11:s twit·t• iu support of 

wo111P11 's suffragt•, hl'fort• om· fiually <'arrit•d i11 ID 17 -only thrPt' .wars lwfort• adoptio11 

of the.• Unitt•d Stah•s eo11stitutioual a111t>rnl111e11t 11 I_ 

As elaboratrd in tlw prt>Yious l'haph•1-, in spite· of tlu· widt•sprt'ad adoption ol' 

111ixt•d st•atiug iu synagogut•s and tlH• stro11g prt'st•m·t• of wo11u•u i11 <'OHgregational lift•. 

tlwrt• 1'l•mai1wd a (airly strirt dichotomy lwtwf:'«-11 nu-11 's and wcnuen ·s rolt•s iu the 

Slll''\'ival aud 111ainlt'JUUl<'P of tht' A111t>rinm Jt•wish t·o11m1u11it,\'. \\'0111t•11 eontimwd to 

play a far more cPntral role i11 maintaining tht• spirit of Judaism in tlw homt• through 

cooking. deaning. and ehild 1·eari11g, while mt:>n m·rc.• more likely to f'oeus tlwir 

religious al'tiYitit's withil1 dtt' s_vnagogt1t', whne they prayPd. studit'cl, and soeialized. 

Sarna attributps this gemlc.•r-role difft•rentiation as tlIP reason that me11 iu tlw 1916 US 

religious census made up 60.7 J>t'l'l't'llt of sy11agogt1f:' memlwrs, women only 39.3 

percf'nt. This was th(• rt>n·rst• of the g(•1te1-al pattt-rn in :\111erica11 religion, wh€:'n· 

womt'll outnumlwred 1111:'Jl in churches by 56.1 Jlt'l'l'Pllt to 43.!J pe1't'f:'Ut. 11 ~' \\'hile 

wonwn were now au l'stablislu-'d IH'f>se111'P iu many maiu sanctuary p(•n·s. the 

synagogue itst>lf l't'mairied malt' spaeP, though il.s days as such wen• 1m111berl'd. 

Habhis. Pn•11 Heforrn ones. who n•111aim•d the~ symbolic exc•rnplars of ,Jewish 

male privilege, wc.•re highly amhi\'alPnl about tlu• pt•1u•tratiou of womt.•11 i11to spht'res 

other than the dornt'stic. Emil G. Hirs<'h, for l'Xa111ple. dc.•11iPd that lllt'll and wome11 

nere equal i11 natural e<nupetm1ries, hut as a politi<'al liberal. he favored women's 

114 Marcus, J.R The American Jewish Woman, 2:389-92 
115 Sarna, J. 164 
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sufl'rag<> all(I eould uot deny thP platforlll of Si11ai Co11grPga1io11 to Jaw• Addams. tlw 

Chi<'ago so<.'ial reformPr. 

It was i11 l'ongrt•g:itioual lay h•adP1-ship, rather than ecelt•siastiC'al changes that 

tht> barricadP ht•hn•l.'11 lllf'JJ aucl \\'ouu.•u ·s roles first lu•gan to crumble•. Kauflimm 

Kohler. a kt>,v t•arly lh•for111 rahhiuieal lt•adt>r. tu•ld up a11 ideal of gent It• f'Pmi11i11i1y am! 

doubted that it was a \\'011u111's H)t'atiou ""to hPc•omc• a nuut-, hut ht• dl•t•rit•d tht' 

discrimiuatio11 against wonu•11 in traditio11al Judaism. He f'1't>q11ently am! publidy 

dedared that the synagogues, too long dominatt•d h~· the pett~· eormnerc•ialism of thc:­

me11. rl:"quirt>d the idealism of wouwn's spirit. Ht' ew11 addt•d. ""Yc>s, we IJN•d RPform 

Je,\'ish leaders of the fr•111i11ine st'x."1111 

In actual fact, women's rise to positions of lt-adt•rship in tltt> Reform movenH:•nt 

was a slow progress. Al'<'ording to JaC'oh Rader Mareus, this IH'Ol'l:'SS lu:>gan with tlw 

extt>nsion of congrt>gational memlwrship to widows and tmHuu·ried women; then came 

synagogue voting rights for all wonw11. By tht> sec·cmd deeade of the twentit>th 

century, womert wert> gammg ae(•ess to religious school co111111ittet>s and in souu.-· 

inst,mel• to synagoguP hoards. \\'0111e11 hegau to sern• as dt>IPgatt•s to the U.AHC 

hiem1ial eo11w11tions as t•arl_y as J8!JG. 117 

116 Hirsch, My Religion, 179; Kohler Papers 13/5, AJA; JR, February 5, 1886,13 both cited in Michael Meyer's 
Response to Modernity 285 
117 Marcus, J.R The American Jewish Woman 2: 295-98 
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~('W \\"orld, :\cw \\'omrn 

As tht• l\n•utiPth c·t•11tm1· daw1wcl. the public rolt• of' wo11w11 iu 1·0111I111111al 

lt•adt>rship bt•calllt' mor'f' JH'o11ou111·t•d. \\'ith tilt> influx of on•r a milliou immigrants 

from Eastern Europe•, tlw A11lt'ri(·a11 Jpwish com111u11ity t-lltt•rt•d a rn•w f'l'a, with 

profound iu1plil'atio11s for Jc•,,·ish gt•1Hh•r roll's. As Jo11athan Sama arg1ws: 

·[n l't'SJlllllSt' to till' manifold c•ris<•s of' the• d:i~-. partieularly assimilatiou am! imrui~'l'ation, 
l'Pspnnsihilit~· fol' "sa\'ing Jrnlaism - <•;11111:' im·r't'asing-ly to l'1:'sl on tlw shouidl:'rs of wonwn. Just 
as in Pr·ot<•sla111ism. so loo in Judaism n•lit,..rion !lt'canw -r('rninizf'd.- Tlw honw, tlw synagogue. 
and philanthropie s1ll'ial work <'amt' i1H·n•asingly to ht· seen as part of womt•11·s domain. 
c~pe<'inll~- among Reform Jt'WS . .-\s a rt·suh. womt·n lwramt• signifi<"m1t pla_n•1-s in tlw eampaig-11 
to rt',·italizt• Judaism to mt>et tlw m·t'ds of a lll'W t'l'a. ~ 1111 

These eha11ges for wonwH first took tltt• fo1111 of servi,·e. both in tlu• form of 

f'uudraising and dire('t soeial work. Through what Sarna ealls ~sisterhoods of se1'\·ict>'", 

Jewish women externled their sphert' into new realms aimed at eombatiug tht' social 

crisis creatt•d by the massive influx uf poor immigrants. From within a synagogut' 

st-tting, women's groups f'omied to pr<J\"idt~ relief, home visits, nursing, religious 

schooling, industrial aud domestic C'CI ucatiou, day-l'art•, kinclergartt-ns. summer 

camps, aud t>mployment burPaus clt•dieatPd to tht> improw11u·11t of J"wish immigrants 

and the poor. Tla·sc• l•fl'orts harnl•sst-d thl' l'nt'rgif:'.s of Jewish womt•Jl i11 W:l_ys that 

synagogues 11en•r had hPfore. Tlw National Comwil of J(•wish \Yome11 t'lllPrged as a 

non-synagogue based outlet fr>r wo111c•11's at·liYism. and womf:'11 also assumt•d k('y roles 

iu the growth of Amcrieau Ziouism, partieularl_y through the flagship Jewish \\'OlllPn's 

orgauization, Hadassah. 

m Sarna, J. 142 
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Tiu.• t•arly work of womt•11·s eo111111u11al lt>adc•rship, in sistt•rhoocls. ~CJ\\', and 

Hadassah, was <'Oitspit"uously outward looking. Ant>r \\'odd \\'ar I. following lht' 

prof«•ssioualizatiou of' soc•ial work as a lart:wly lllalc~ o,·1·upalicm. sistt•rhood worm•11 who 

had fomwrly visitt.•d tht' poor i11 tlwii· hm11Ps wl'n• t•m·om-a~wd to shift tlwir ent-rgiPs 

"from the tmuultnous slTt'('ls of lm1uigm11t nt'ighhorltoods to tht' dPt•orous 1wws and 

f. l • -1 i•• Vt'Sh)' rooms o t ll'll' own synagogues. · \\"ithiu syuagogur lmildiugs of' all 

deuomiuations. wo11w11 initially assunu•d familiar do11u-stie tasks: housekt'eping. 

deeorati11g, e11tt•1tai11ing, and st•rving as hoslc.•ssPs: thl'y lwl1wd raist• funds for the 

s_yuagogues, though typil'all_y du•y h.ul only a limilnl (if auy) say i11 thl:' allol.'ation of 

those funds; and tht-y rt-maiut>d wildl_y suret"ssf'ttl. Tht' ~atio11al Ft-deration of Tt'mplt­

Sisterhoods, organized by the UAHC in Hl13. was so sm•epssf'ul that in HJ26, the 

Union actually boastt'd mm•p afliliated womt'11's organizations that it did 

congregations 1w. The s~11agogw· was heeomi11g imTt•asi11gly ae('t'ssihlt> to wo11ie11, and 

sonu.• s,ynagogue fm1l'tious, partirularl,v thost' ronrtt>C'tl:'d to child1-Pn or sodal 

gathering, could to large dt:>grt.•e lwgi11 to he diaraeterized as "women's spaeP ... 

\Yhil<· 11ot iu the ninguard of' most of' thP l'hauges in ,h•wish g«:>11d<•r rolt•s. h,r 

the middlt• of the• twf•11tie1h century, thPir impaet was lwgim1iug to he felt in 

Cousc.•rvalivt' synagogut>s as wc•ll. By l!J4 I. i11 tlw <'OJJll'xt of tlw 011goi11g dt>batt- about 

mixed sealing, the Law Commith•c of tht' Coust•rvatin- Hal.ibiuical Assembly had 

rt'cogniwd tlrnt "tilt' 1m•vailing attitude about 1lw plarP of woman in modt"m soeit-ty is 

119 Meyer, M. 299 
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making it im•r(•asiuglJ diflit•ult to maiutai11 tlw triulitioual poli('J of isolation towards 

womt~II in tht• synagot,11tt• ... ,:.ii 

Tlw mass migration to tin• suhnrhia following \\'odd \\'ar II was a timt' of 

t"nonnous growth. t-n•n do111i11atio11. for tlH' Co11s(•rrnti\'1• mm·Pmt>nt in Amnieau 

J1.•wish lift•. T)l(' rise of Judaism in tl1t• suhul'hs \\ as, aeC'ordi11g to AlbPrt c;ordon. 

marked by ""tJw ast•t•11<ln11ct• of a new tnie of f'o11nal J1.•wish eo111111u11ity. tJu• rhild­

orit•nted ont-"' in l'Olltrast with tlw "traditional Jt"wish t•ommuuih·. whi('h mav be .. . 

described as adult-01it'nted"1:a. Many of the _\'ouug parents moviug to the suburbs 

were the d1ildren of immigrants. and had grown up in urhan 11eighborhoods where it 

was easy to be satur-c1ted with Judaism by assoriation. In moving to new phuuu.•d 

rormmmitiPs outside thest• cit.it's, these young familil•s were faet•d, ont'n f'or the first 

time, with tht• need to aflirmatively dwost.• to afliliate with the organized Jewish 

C'oummnity, and the location t.hl:'y chosl:' was tht> syuagogi.u•. Tht> suburban synagogue 

was, as Hasia Diner dPst•ribes. a llt'W hybricl organization: 

The S~'lmgogi1e was now not so much a house of prayer as the uew Jewish 
neighhorhood. wllt'rt' middlt'-dass me11 urnl worm•n t'<mld find for themselves aud 
convey to tht>ir c·hildreu tht• st•11se of pt•,)plt•hood urul l>l'lm11:,>i11g that lht>~' had simp)~-
11hsorlit'cl from th<' air when tht',V Wt'l't' young. It ht•t·1m11.• a way of' idt•utif:,·iug as a Jt·w 
aud t•stablishiu~ a I't"spt'l'hthh· Jt•wish prest•uc·t• in tht•ir Ut>w, 11011-Je-wish hometowns. 
To at·t·omplish these lnsks. thf' suhurhan s~·•mgogm•s <.'hose to c•mplrnsiw from tht• rnst 
am,y of Jewish <·nlture and relit,,iio11. a s~·mholi,~ shorthand, a set of ohst•n·1111ces aud 
customs that pn•st•n·ecl a sens(• of Jewishu~ss and lwrmonizt•c.l with sulmrhan 
modernity: Hanukkah, P1tsso,·~r. the High Hol~· D,1~·s, Helnvw school and Bar (and Bat) 
Mitzvah. i:n 

121 Golinlc in (ed.) Proceedings of the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards, J: I 061 
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Tlw mo,·1•11u•11t tlwse suhurhau pioll('Pf'S oftp11 l'host• was ( :onst'r\"atin•, whi<'h 

for ma11y struek tl1<• right hahuH'P lwtW('l'll traditional 011ho1loxy. whkh was ~too 

Jewish'' and Ht'f'orm, which was '"not Jc•wish t•uough~.u~ Laeki11g Orthodoxy's 

iusistl•m·t> on an undrnnging tmditim1 and th·form's rejeetion of tlw rnlidity of 

halal'ha. Conservatism attempted to adapt to mo<leru eirt·umslam't'S while maintainiug 

halaehir justifieation without pro<'lai1ui11g an owrar<'hi11g proto-ft>111i11ist idN1logy. and 

this set"med to bl• the right message for the times. 

La1·gely paralld to the changes initiated h,v Hefo1111 Jewish women a gt.•ru.·ration 

earlier, women in Conservative synagogut>s lwgau makt' their prt.•st>m'e felt within 

their eongregations. whilt> also t>xperit>ndng a heightened se11se of rdigious status 

within them, principally as a result of mixed st•ating. ht Co11s1.•rrntive syuagogut>s in 

suburbia, mixed seating ,,,as the norm. though still not universally adopted. This 

strong t1·e11d was one of the most signifieant f't•aturt>s whieh distinbrt1ished 

Conservative synagogm•s them from tliPir Orthodox countt•q1arts. 

\Vhile mixed seating was symbolic of wo111t•11 's t>ma11cipation. tht:'ir actual 

frpedom n•rnain('d limitt:"d. Tht~ handling a11d n·adiug of Torah serolls was still 

gc~11Prall_v rest:>rved for me11, am! during the High Holy Days. wlwn mort' 111t•11 came to 

pra_y, '"the exdusio11 of l't>malt•s from tht:' pulpit was almost eornplell',.,:c, Hut eve11 so. 

Sarua eites a synagogue in Park Forest, llliuois as c.•mhlPmatic of the '"sexual 1·ole shift 

that was lwgim1ing to takt• plaee in Conservative congrt•gations. as "'women began to 

124 Diner & Benderly. 368 
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1't'plac.·c.• men as tht• dominant prPst•m•f" within tlu• sy11agogueis portals.- Ht• poiuts out 

thal. while.• nu•u c.•ontimwd to monopoliw polili<'al and finanl'ial IPadP1-ship, womt>n 

t•arried out most of tlw sorial and orga11i1.ational a<'I i\"itit•s uot handlt•d h,Y IIU' l'Rhhi. u; 

Though tht' ehaugPs werl' murh slown tha11 in art•as of lay lt"aclPrship. thP role 

of' womt•ll in puhlic ritual i11 liht•r-al (Ht-form a11d Co11sc.•rvatin•) synagogm•s was 

lwgi1111i11g to shift too. Th<-' Rt•fon11 mon•mt'11t hud long pridnl itst>lf' tJrnt within tht• 

synagogue the greatc.•r equality of women was visible not lllt•rel)· in lht> familJ· 1ww. hut 

also in the co-ed ceremony of' Co11fii,11atio11. At Confirmation, both male and fotuale 

teenage c.·onfinnands rt>ad from the Tor-c1h s<•roll aud participatt•d full)' in all aspects of 

tJ1e cer~mony. •x But it was the wiclesp1,-ad. grassroots adoption of the et'l'emony of 

Bat liitzvah, originated by Rahhi .\lordPdmi Kaplan. a prof't>ssor at tlw Conservative 

Jewish Theological Semi11a1y and tin• foundt•r of Reco11strul'tiouism. which 

represented the first significant Lwaehht>ad 011 the bimah for liberal Jewish women. 

The first Hat MitzYah. of Kaplau's daughtt.>r. Judith. took place iu 1922. The 

ceremony was initially slow to catch on. hut once it got going. an unstoppable 

momentum lwgan. B)· tht• 1940"s. Bai- Mitnah t•xpt.•riem·t·d rapicl growth largely as au 

edm•ational spm•. '"a mt•aus of hrh1gi11g girls iuto the st•rious study of' I·IPhrPw and 

Jewish texts"1:!l!. For some, tlu.• c1_1remoH)', as an Pt[tial parallel to t.lw l'omiug-of'-age 

l'l-'remony for boys. also st•rn•d as a s_ymhol of' l-'<[Uality. Though for most women this 

markl-'d a first and last appea1·anc.·«•. the ritual aspects of the <'<•rt•mony. the reading of 
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Torah and lrnfiarah, dt>lin•riug diHt'i Torah, and tl11-' regular (lt'Ps1•11c1• of young girls 

011 thl' himah subtly l('gitimatt•d adult fp111alt· participation in the syuagob'lH'. For 

rnany womt•u who would latn lw in tlw va11bruard of thost> pttshi11g fhr furtlwr 1•lumg1•s 

iu the status of womc•n withi11 tht•ir s,n,agogues. th1·ir mom1·11ts 011 t}I(' pulpit at th1.•ir 

bat mitzYah sen·t'd as a toud1sto11(• for tllf:' full t•quality the,Y sought. 

As a fm·th<•1· sign of thP dia11g1• that was stH'h a lo11g ti11w <·0111i11g, b~, tht> HJ40's, 

some Conserrntin• synagogues bt>gan to e:111 womt•n t'll masse to tilt' Torah 011 tlw 

f't>stival of Sirnehat Torah, a mirror of tlw tradition of f'VP!)' man being l'allt>d for a11 

aliyah duriug the ft>stival. Finally i11 1954 tlw CoHst'r•,atin• Habbiuiea1 :\ssernbly 

resolved itself in fayor of regulations "'lt-ading to the romplt'te equalization of the 

status of women in Jewish law.~ A _vt>ar later. tl1t' Committt:>e ou Law and Standards 

acceptt'd as legitimate a minority opinio11 that wornen wet't' 1wrmitted to be l'ail(·d to 

the Torah on a regular basis. i:..1\1 Tht'se rulings wt>re in com'ert with similar policies 

already i11 place in thf' Reform mon•mt>ut, but hecaust' of the uniqut' nature of the 

Consen·ative moveml'ut. individual cougregatioHs eould d10st' tlw degree to which 

they iueorporatt•d tlwse i1mmatio11s. Tl11• grou11d was uow laid iu lilwral Jewish 

Amt'riea for the eoming major battle of gp1uier P<(Ualily: womt>11 rabbis. 

Ne,,· \\Torld, :\en Rabbis 

\Vomen's ordination lweame tln• foeus and symbol of f't>minist dt>mands for 

ehange in tlw lat(• tweutit>th ee11tu1y. Traditionally, the rabbinate had always bet'n a 
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lllalt• prt•sc·rn·. all(I, aOc·r the iuroads towards gc•11dc•r c•qualit;r elaborated abon-. 

n•111ai1wd the final a11d most stubboru JH'esern• of masC'uliw• lwge111011y i11 Judaism. 

As Jo11atha11 Sarna deseril.ws ... :\s tt.•aelu•rs. pl'Ntt'ht>rs, :md eo111mu11it~- lt>adt•rs- part 

pl'Opht•t. pait priest. part judgt•- rabbis considPrl'd thPlllSPln•s links i11 an unhrokt•n 

chain of traditiou handt'(I down fro111 mw gn•at 111an to the llt-'Xt. lwgi1111i11g with )loses 

('our rabbi'), who had himsdf re<•c•iwd tlw Torah from Cod." 1·lli A few t•xn•ptional 

wome11 beeauu_• lt'ar11ed iu Torah through the )'Pars. and somt.• PH'II hecauu.• teaeht>1'S 

and lay lt>aders I"(•n•n•d for tll(•ir pit'ly and wisdom, but 11011e until tht• twt>ntieth 

l'PntUIJ ever ht:>ld the titlt:> of rabbi. :\fort' oflP11, rabhi11ieally ineli11t>d womt>11 heeame 

rebbetzins. thP wivt-s of rabbis. Tht:>y marrit>d what tlwy w:mtr:-d to lw. 

One woman, Ray (Rachel) Frank. a Jewish, socially coust'rrntive preaeher. 

achieved celebrity status on the \\"est Coast during tlw 1890s wht>11 she preaehed to 

Rd'o1111 and 01thodox congregations. gave brilliant ll'etures to Jews and Gentilt>s, and 

on more thau one oceasiou oflieiated at High H olida,v SPtYices. i·u On the cptt>stion of 

female rabbis. Frank dedaimed. "Giw us eo11gt·t>gatio11al singing whic·lt eomPs direct 

from the heart and aset•11ds as a trihutP to God .... Gi\'e us simplicity iu our rabbi, 

SJ111pathy with thi11gs whid1 practically co11et.'l'll us. giw us t•anH'stucss. and our 

synagogues will no longer moum in tlwir lo1wliw•ss.'' Frank was k11ow11 as "the Girl 

Rabbi", had no formal rt>ligious traini11g. and fadt>d into obscurity hy the I urn of tht• 

centmy. 
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Fra11k was a11 ('X<'<'JHimwl C"aS<', hut tlw qw•stio11 of wlu•tl1t•r wo1111•11 might 

tht•mst>ln•s ht•eo111c <m:laiiwd rahltis rt>11mi11t'd a lin•l,v issue• i11 latt• 11irwt(•t•11th-c:1•utu1:v 

Auu-ril'an Jewish 1wwspapPrs. As Pamt'la XadPII points out in lwr hook, \Vomt•11 \Vho 

\Vould Ht• Rabbis: 

""For a ct·utur;r tht• wo11wu who wa111t.•d to ht• rahl,is a)l(f tllt'ir suppurtc>rs i11n•11h•d OYt'I' 

and m·er again tht• sam1• ar¾-,"llllll'llls to pron• that womt•n wt•n• worth.,·. that tlwy ,n•re 
,·apahlt>. that tlw,,· wt•n• st•rious. that thP_v t•rmld lt•ar11. anti tlmt tlwy shouhl nst- their 
knowlt•dgt• to ht•t•omt' mhhis. tf:'1u·lwrs. and pt't'tl<'ht•rs."1'1:t 

Opposition to fomale rah his would ofh.•n stt•m from the attitud,• that womt•u could st•c• 

be,vond tJ1e drt·muserilwd horizons of traditional gend<>r roles. Tht',Y would elaim tJiat 

there we1·e very ft•w, if any. womt•n suitPd for th«:> task: that «:>\"Pu if th«:>re WPre sul'h 

women. they would meet with l'idkule if tht•y attt-mpted to hecome rabbis: and that no 

one would hire them aH)'WaJ, The)· also would sa)· that while Judaism had sun•ived 

other radical innovations. they did 11ot believe "'our people'' ready for this Ont'; it 

constituted too seYt>re a br('ak with tht> past. Some would allude to the fact that 

women in the pulpit would feminiw tlw profession, Pndangering tht• status aml 

reputation of Ill<'Il who co11ti11ued to choose this ean•t•r. 

T}w respo11sPs lo thPst• argumt•11ts also IH"ga11 to take familiar shapP. 

Nirwtet•uth and early twi~nti,~th et•utur.v propmwuts of admittiug woml'n tu tht> 

rabbinate argued that in this modt•m world, all prof('ssions, induding the rabbinatt>, 

should he open to womt>n. Such f'e1ual1~ exclusion was not <JHl,v unjust, it damagt>d thl' 

professio11, for wo111t•11 with tht.•ir u11iq111• pt•rspect'ives, <"ould tmclt>rstaml female issut:'s 
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aud prohlt•ms far hPttPr tha11 tJw 111..-u who now had tlu- solt• l'Pspousihility for tlw 

ministry. ~li11is1t·riug to otlwrs. 1·atht•r tlum standing outsidt> of tlw woman's propt•r 

sphc-n•. was iutPgral to it. In fac•t, womPn as a group ,wn• pc-rhaps uuif1m•ly lwtter 

suitt·cl to tht- A.mt•rit·a11 rabbirrnt(•, forusc•,I as it was ou mi11ish':'' and pastoral 

r'(•sponsibilitiPs. \\llil<• suggt•stiw. tlu.-st• (•arl_y argumt•11ts f'ailt>d to rarry th<• day. 

Clamorous dt>hatP hrnkt.• out a111011g J\pf'orm J1•wish leadns iu tlw early HJ20s 

wht-n a fc·malt• studP11t. Martha Nt>mmtrk. whost• f'atlwr st•1'\·ecl on thc> H UC fal'ultv • .. 

petitioned for the right to s<•rw a High Holy Day t·,.mgt"egation. Thr Ct•ntral 

Confe~m·e of American Rabbis passed a rPsolution clttdaring tJ1at .. women ,•am1ot 

justly be denied die privilege of' ordiuatiou,""n but Ht>hrew Union College's Board of 

Governol's resen·ecl for itself the final word: "110 c·hange- it deC'idc>d. "should be made• 

in the pr·<•sent praC'tice". Though at IPasl four otlwr WOlllt'fl attt'uded Auwrican 

rabbinical sc·hools during thf' int(•rwar yt•m·s. nom• of them was ordained, and only 

one aetually completed the course. Some t,•venty-six Protestant denominations had 

agreed to onfain women by that time. 

The 01·di11atio11 of womt•n in Rt•form <'il'dt's was 1101 t'Htil'(•l.r without 1n·ec·(•deu1. 

In Gemiany in 1935, the world's first woman l\efonn rabhi, l\egina Jonas, reeeiw•d 

private ordination af\f:'1' <•omplPti11g a full rom-se of' studv at the Bt>rli11 lll:"form 

semi11a1y known :1s tll{· Hod1sc-hult•, wllt'rc Ll•o BaP<'K taught all{( Abraham Joshua 

Heschel re<~t>iv.~d his sf:'eoud ordi11atiou. But in tlw abst>nee of any gromtclswell of 

support for thl' ordination of women from within the A11l('ric.·an Jt•wish community. 
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allll with 110 1't·aso11 to fpar that Juclais111·s ima~w iu tl11• widt-r world would sum•r 

should the ,·abhinatt> t"t.•maiu t~xl'lusin-ly malt•. t•,·t•11 l\t-form rabhi11il'al st•miuaril•s in 

Amniea deeidecl to play it saft>. Tilt' q1wstio11 of' womt•11 's ordination in Judaism 

rt•nutinrd tlworPtieal until women in tlw latr twc.•ntit•th rt>ntt11~· thrust tlu.• isstu• to tht• 

f'i:Jrt•frout. 

Tiu.· Triumph of 1"<"utral (But \Vlu·rc Did En•1·J BoclJ Go?) 

The rise of St'l'o11d~,,·aw ft•miuism hit•,,· thr quPstiou of gemlPr t>quity m 

Judaism wide open. Relwlling against thP idt•a that mt•n should dominatt:• soeiety, 

governing a woman's plac.•e and body, feminists spoke of tht' llt't'd for t'{Jualit,Y and 

liberation. TlH.'J argued women '"'belong to a subordinate group; that they have 

suffered wrongs as a group: that their eomlition of subordination is not natural, but 

soeially dt>t.t'rmiued; that they must joiu ·with other WOlllt'll to rcmiedy these wrongs; 

and fi11ally, that they must and ean provid(• all alh•matl• vision of' soeit•tal organization 

in whieh wom(•n as wt•ll as 111e11 will t•ujo,r auto110111_v and sl'lf•dt•l<•rminatiou.~ni 

Jewish wonwu playt•d a disproportionatt• rolt• among the lnult~rs a11d t.hf-'orists 

of tht• Amt•riean fc~minist moH•1m•11t. Quiekl,v tht'se womPn tm·m•d the.· lt'llS of 

feminist ('riticpu• onto Judaism. l11 c·o11c·t•rt with (•artier paltt•r11s, tht• ft•miuist l'hallt•nge 

to traditional Jpwish patriarchy was gr.tpplt.•d with on au organizational level first in 

the Rt•fr)rm and Ht•co11struetio11ist movt•111ents, whilt• thl:' institutional Consl-'rvativt• 
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111on•mt>11t (though uot imlh'iduals withi11 it) was somewlial slowt•r lo euga~w nith tlw 

ISSll(', 

Arno11g l\t•form c•oi1grt•gatio11s. llt'tWt't'JI 1!)5($ aud l!J,0 dw [Wl'<'t"Htage of 

<·ongrt•gation whil'h had ••lt•c·tt·d wou1l'n to tlu•ir hoar,I rose• frurn 72 to m; pt-ret•11t. By 

the 1950's tht>!'t' Wt'l't' alrt->ady a ff•W co11g1't'gatio11s with wo111t•11 pn•sidt•uts: i11 Hli1, 

wlwu such presidPneit•s wt•rt• 110 lo11gt•r 1111us11al. thP lTAH C t'h1 <'tt•d its first woman 

\"i('(' ehairuum. Fnder tlw iuflut'11<'t' of lht• ft•minist 1110,·emt•11t. l\t.form Judaism 

supported the Equal Rights AmPndmPnt aml womn1 ·s f1't'edom to obtain ahortions. 

Its tt>xthooks ht•gan to presl:'llt ft.•malt.• role mo,lc•ls other than mothers and teadiers 

and Sistt'rhoods adaptt'd tht'ir programs to tht' risi11g pt-rl't'lltagt- of working womt'11. 11~' 

The debate on.•r the spt>dfic qtlt'stiou of the ordi11atio11 of WOlllt'II was 

qualitatively difft>rt•ut from tht> struggle for <-'quality in lay leadt'1-ship. Through it, 

fundamental presumptions about tlw nature aucl future viability of lilwral Judaism 

were grappled with. For traditionalists. it set>med i11co11ct•ivahlt>, not to lllPntion 

det>ply threatening, that wouw11 could be ordaiued "teadu.•rs a11CI prt>al'ht>rs in lsral•l". 

On the surfa<•t>, there was 110 prN'f'd(•nt•e for this iu .Jewish law, a11d wry little support 

in Jewish traditiou. For thost.• who rootPd thPir Jewislt liws 1-md idt~ntities iu the twi11 

authorities of halacha aud 111i11hag. wouu-11 rahhis ,n•rc• au anathema. But t lu.• halad1ic 

aucl moral toehold f't•111i11ist advoc·atPS m•ed«:>d lay iu tht• uniqm• nat urt' of the 

American rabbiuatt• itsl'lf. As BetJ1 \Vegnt>r poiuts out: 
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MTht' modem rahhi. for good or for ill. arnl pt>rhaps for good a11d for ill. is a mwum in 
Jt•wish 1•xpt•rit>tu't'. It is tlll'rd"on• 1111t at all aslo11islti11g that the subjt>cl ot' tht• 
ordiuation of wouw11 is 11ot tfowusst•d in h-ailitioual soun·1•s. l11•t·1111st• past gt'llt'l'c1tio11s 

IH'\t'I' t'()lll(•m1•latt•d the f'OSsihili1y. To om•r all t•Xlrt•rut• a11alo~"!"· llOWht•n• to W(• 

P11t·om1ter a dis<'ussion wlwtlH.'r Mat1ians are ohli~att'd to put 011 tl'lilli11 or art• 
l't'(ltlired to ohst>n·t• '.'\oahide laws - 1 ~. 

It was this iusight that pro\'idt-'tl tht-' opening for all that was to follow. 

It was th(' Xatio11al Ft•cleralio11 of T<'rnple Sistt'rhoods (~FTS). h•d In: tlu_• 

rt·doubtable Jam• Evaus. who ,wrt> the first lo a<'t. ,·ailing for the ordination of WOUll'll 

c.>arly iu the HJ(jQ's. just as womPH aetivists Wt-'l't' rc>nf-'wing their d<·maruls for tlu· 

equality of womt•n in all the proft'ssions. Herself a major n1i<'(' in tlw latt•r dPhatt> in 

the Const'rrntin• mon:•1111:•nt. Am1t• Lapidus Leruer articulatNI tht' fi_.eli11gs of tlu~ tiuw: 

"The woman of today is ditlt•rt•ut from the wormm of the st•eoml. or eveu the 
ui11ctee11th. t·e11tur,. I11 polite company. at least. women's religious or intellectual 
capahilities are 110 longer l'allt•d into qttt>stio11. Due to a lunger life.• expe(·hmey, lower 

hirth-nite and lower iufa11t mortali\"• d1ildht>ariug arnl uursiug no lort{;l'{'r o<·cup~· as 
large a portfo11 or proportio11 of' a woman's lifi:>. '"Par't'11ti11g-. involving hoth parents, is 
rt)placi11g "'mutht>riug- as a <les{'riptio11 of the d1ild-rmr1uring role. \Vomcn hold high 
positious iu virtuall~· all arl'as of puhlie life. Their goals. likt> those of rue11. iudude 
caret'rs of service to Cod and ft•ll<m11nso11s. If. as lws heeu argued, thert· is 110 

halachie harrier, 011 wlmt grounds can m• 1·xdml1• capahll'. <·ommitled women from tlu, 
r-.ihhinate ?" r:; 

Growing numlwrs of ,·n1111en wt-'re l)('comiug leadt·rs iu Ht-"form Jewish youth 

arti,·ities during tht• 1060s, somt.• attt'11di11g Helm.'W lTuion Collt'g<• classes as 

uudergracluah•s, and a few drt>aiw•d of lwi11g rahhis. Om· of thesP. Sally J. Pn•isaud, 

,•rith the support of tlie eollegt-'s prt•sident. Xelso11 Ghwek, and the Reform 

mov<:>1U<'11fs top ll'adership. was fiuall,v ordained amid grt>at rrn•dia fanfare in 1!J72. 

Preisand was A1m•rica's first ordaint>d femalt• rabbi, follmwd two _years later by the 
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first Ht>co11stmctio11ist wo111a11 rahhi. Sarni,\' Eist•nlu·rg Sasso. By the yt>ar 2000, tlu• 

H1•for111 111ow111t-1tl in tlw tr11i1t-d Stall•s had OJ'flai11('(l T35 woml'H rabbis, thl' 

HeconstnH·tionist mon•mt•ut, H8. 1·J8 

Ou tht• C011st>r'\'atin• front. Ezra! Nashim, an organization of JPwishl\' 

k11owlt•dgt•ahlP. young Coust•t''\'at in- wo111P11 HJ)pl'art•d 1111iHvitt·d at the Wi2 Habbi11i1·al 

Assemhly eom·pntion and JH'PSPlltt>cl tht> following dt•ma11ds. which art• an t•lotpwnt 

and pith.v sumuiatio11 of tlw rt>maiuiug iss1ws in tlw qut>sl for gt>mler 1•<p1it.Y in liberal 

Judaism: 

"It is timt' that: \\'omt·n hl' granlt'd rnt•mht·rship i11 synagol{llt'S, wonlt'n lw 1·01111t<'<i in tht• 
min.mu. womt•11 lw allowt>d full parli<·ipation in rdi~rious ohserrnnePs . inducliug hdng callt•d to 
tht• Tomh, t't'ading tht- Tomh. nnd lt·ai.ling lht• drnnting of prayers:: womt'n hr l't'<'ogr1izNI as 
\\illlt'Ssl'S ilt'fore Jt>nish law: womt'n he allowed to initiatt- din,ret>; women he pt'rmitteil and 
encom·agt>d to atteml Hahhi11i<·al and Cantorial schools. and to pPrform l\ahhinical mul 
Cantorial functions in S_\'llll{{Ogttt•s: wonwn Ill' t'm·ouragt•d to join dt"cision making bodies. and 
to assume professional leadership rolt>s. in s_n1agog11t>s and in I lw gP11Pral Jt>\\ish eornmunity: 
women he c<msi,le1·ed as hound to tillfill all mitzvoth equally with nwn.Mrl!, 

Fm· ConsN·vatin• Jews. the path to women's ordi11atio11 proved far more 

torturous. As onr voral advoeah• at the Sl'minary for wo111e11's ordination framed the 

debate i..11 the Conservative mon•m(•nt: 

"\Vt> stand 011 tlw th1·t>slmld of thP IH80 s. <•mhroilt·d i11 a ('onlron-rs\' tlw ra111iti('alio11s of whieh 
lourh our relibrious, srholarl.,. prof<·ssional aucl pPrsonal liH·s. \V,· arP ht'ing ask<•d to mak1• a 
ehange, a 1:lia11g1· which is per<·ein·cl hy somt· as a radi(·al lm•ak with tradition: liy others. as a 
]011g-on·rdu1~ exteusion of tlu• rights aud ri-sponsil,ilith·s of Judaism to its womt•n. llw nwjorit,\' 
of I he .ft•\\'ish pt'opll'." 1-~• 

Committed simultat1Po11sl_y to .Jt>wish tradition and to cha11gP, tlw movernt:>nt 

found itself painfully dividt'd. Some, likt> n•11ow11<•d Talmudist am! Jt•wish 
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TlwologiC'al St•mirnu·,v professor Saul Lit•lw1ma11. i11sistPd that Jt•\\ ish law 011 tht.· issut• 

was 1111shakalilt•: "'Sim·t• a woman is 11ot fit to judgt~ (isstws of Jt•wish law) all(l sltt• 

ca1111ot lwcomP qualifit.•d for this, shP cannot ht• ordai11t>◄ l- 1 i 1 _ 

ht spilt' of tlu· powt•rf'ul voiet•s in fayor of mai11tai11ing tlw traditional position. 

mo11u.•11tu111 111 favor of' ~,·et>pting w01m•11 for training a11d ordinatiou at thP Jpwisli 

Tlu•ologieal S«:>mi11ary was building. David Hoskies lays out tht' philosopltieal hasis of 

tht• affirmatin- ai·gume11t: 

.. Now if ,w assumt> a 11011-apo<'alypti1· vit>w of the world. aud if ,w assumt>. as I do, that 
011 the speeifie issut> of womt>H, it is Judaism that has lwt>n lax aud unresponsiw whilP 
Feminism has unl.-ashed :1 rnst rt'St•n·oir of 1·rt'ativity and c·o11m1itnwut theu what 
follows is a l'reatiw betrayal uf tradition iu thf' narm.• of this rww :md vital force. If we 
lit>lit'w•. thrthermnre, that tlw sy11agog1w. not the golf <·ourse, 110I tlw <·omruunity 
center or the B'uai Brith lodge is thf' dyuamic fo<"ns of .Je\\ish lift>. then the synagogue 
must ht• an areua for womt>11 to assumt• lt•adership positions to eha1111t>l this enerKV 
into the pulpit rabbinate is uot to subvert Judaism but to J uduize Femiuism.- 11~ 

Considering the make-up of Ezra! Nashim, this is a rather ludicrous goal. These 

women wc~re highly t'dueatt•d. highly committt>d Jews alr"f•ad~·. They did not net.'d to 

be "judaized". Howt:'YPI'. die larger arguuH.•Jlt still stands. 

Ther<• were practieal argu111ents i11 favor of women's ordinatio11 as wt'll. 

Advocatt·s arg1u-d that tht• ordiuatirm of wouu.•11 h,v tlw C0t1st't'\·atin:' movemf•nt would 

addn .. ss the movemc•ut's <'l'<'dihilit_y prohh•m with its om1 laity. B,v the In70s. tilt> 

Conserrntin- mow11w11t, which had explodt>d in popularity during tht> rarl_y 1wriod of 

suburbanization, was den·loping au image prohlt•111. It was seen as stodgv, infh•xible, 

and incapable of Slll'eessfully meNing the challt>nges of tht• day, espeeially feminism. 

141 Allen, Wayne. Tomeikh KaHalacha 22 
142 Roskies, David G. "A Brief Position Paper on the Ordination of Women" 
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Tht- Rt•form mm·pmt•ut was 111 asc-t•mlam·t•. hut within somt• ( :011st1 1'\·atiw• eirl'lt•s. it 

":\ dt•l·isio11 to ordain womt•11 will prow I hat. fal•t•d \\ ith ('omplt•x prohlt•ms. lmladm 
l':111 t·mm• up with an :msWl'I' within a t't•asonal,lt~ ll•JJ~rth of tinlt'. \\'«• will han• opt•m•d 
to us a lit'\\' soun·t> of t•apahlt'. committl•cl and tah•uh•d rahhiuir lt>a«lnship. The 
prohlt•ru (of onlai11iug women:: will han• IH~t•n liuall~· n~soln·d. allowing us to tum our 
1ttlt>11tiou to tlll' ruon• importa11l tasks which lit• ht•fon• us. It also gin-11 a sigual to tlll' 
~'ouu~. (•ommittt>d produf.'ts ol' our mm 1.•11u·11t.. .1ha1 we ani open to dumgt•. to 
din•rsit:r. aud fiually to otlt•riug oUrt' agaiu a d~u1111it· pro¾,rr.tru of traditioual Judaism. 
Tht' Jen•I of ol,st>n·am·t> :m1011g our l:tit~· is appalling. Ju addition to the prohlt•m of 
agin~ nwmlu.•rship. we must 1:u•t• tlu• 11t•t>d to <'011n•rt our 11omi11al mt•mht'rship iuto a 
uwaniugful mt•mlu.•rship. To do this we must show tlwm that haludm has <·rt•dihility. 
that it call ti.uu·tion in this rimt" anti 011 tht- ('011ti11t"11t. Tllt'm, Wt' <·1u1 ht'gill to dt"vt'iop 
die approad1l's uud rc~suun.•t•s to spl't'ud our ,·it,,,. of traditional Judaism to tlw 
members of' ours~ 11agow1t>s. M 1 n 

Others. like the disti11guislu~d Const•rrntin• rabbi and seholar. Robert Gordis. 

concurred, arguing that "'both on Pthieal and m1 pragmatie grounds. taking into 

account the crying needs of Jewish lift- and tilt' eall fr,r t•qual opporhmity ... (women's) 

ordination is highly rlt.•sirablt>". As for the female eandidatt!S themseln•s • 

.. The wumeu <·untemplatiug tlu.• couserrntin~ nthhinate are deep)~· committed to 
halaclm and Jt•,,·ish learning. Tht•,\· <·orut• with u m•w sensit.ivi~·. a new perspe<'h\'t', 
perhaps e\'en a new hm~111agt.• \\ith whirh lo n•iutt'rpr,~t the Jt'wish experien<•e, To 
dress this t'Xotit" l'n"atun- iu a tallit ttll(I to plat't' lll'r 011 the pulpit is to my mind 118 

poteutiall~, ex<"iting a rolt• 111odt'I us )Juimouiclt>s' ruhhi-as-philosopher am! the Buul 
Shem Tm·'s rahhi-as-zaddik." 111 

Plaintive letters to the leadership of the l\ahhiuieal Asst>mhly. tlw Sl•minar,v. 

and United Synagogue from ~·oung. Wt'II-Nlm·ated Co11st>n1atin~ Jl•wish women t•ager 

to enter the I"dhbinate, as wt-II as a pPr<-'Pptihlt.• 111on•mt>nt of sueh wo111t•11 to Ht•form 

and Heconstmetionist seminaries, ll•d to worries about a '"real loss in man (woman) 

14l Lapidus-Lemer,A.13-14 
144 Roskies, D. 
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powt•r for our mon•mt•nt. '"1"'1 Yt•t tlll' rlmm·t>llor of IJw Jt'wish Tlwologic•al St>miuai~·• 

(;t.•1-sou Colwu, f't-m'l•d with good 1,•ason that au outl'ight polie~· of ordi11atio11 would 

tear tilt' Coust'rrnth·t• 1110Yc>llll'J1t aparl. 

For a dt•l·adt• ( 19'72-1983) Cc111st11"\·atin· h·adt'rs ""l•ngagt•d in au iutri<.·att• politieal 

danc•e of shining alliauc·l•s. studit's umlt•rtakt•n. c·ommissions fc,mu•d. hrarings hl'ld. 

motious tablt'd. and Yotes ('Olllllt'd ... u,; But whit«~ tlwir lt·adt>J'S dt>hatPd, n•,·olutio11ary' 

<'hangt•.s in tlie status of WOllll'll roc·kc.•d Cornwrrntiw s,n1agogues al'ross tlw eouutr,v. 

Synagogut's bt'gan to count wom('ll f<,r min.ran and l'all women up to the~ T01·ah, and 

mall)' women assmned traclitio11ally malt> ritual responsibilities. The dt•bate over 

wom«-611 's ordination t'Olltimu.•d until HJ8~3 wht>n, fat·t'd with tlt«-6 threat that the 

Rabbinical Assembly would prt>t'mpt tlw seminary and admit wmnt'u to t.lw ranks of' 

the Conse1vative rahhiuatt' 011 its own. tlu• sc>minat)· faeultJ vott'd thirty-four to eight 

"that Jewish women be admittt'd to the l\abbiuieal Sehool of the Jt>wish Theological 

Seminary' as candidates for ordination as rabbis". St'Yt'I"al f'aeulty uwmbt'rs ld't the 

se1nina1y in protest, but the movenw11t largel.v wt•atlwrNI tlw storm. By 2000. th«:> 

Co11sPt"\'atfre st•mi11aril1 S had ordaitH'd almost 011e lnuHlrt>d and fifty wouH•n, aud 

gendPr equality. duhlwd '"traditional <•galitaria11is111·· heeallll' au aeet•ptc•d part of !'ht• 

Consen·ativt> moyem<•nt's ethos. ,.r: 

\Vith new couscious11t>ss rais(•d h.v tht> womt•u 's lll<J\'emt•nt and with tht• full 

t.>(Jlial rights of women firmly estahlislu:'d within tlw synagogm•, liberal Jt>ws became 

145 Greenberg, S (ed.) The Ordination of Women as Rabbis 65 
146 NadeU, P. 193 
147 Wegner, .. The Politics of Women's Ordination" 514 
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st•11sitiZl'd to gtt11dt•r 1ssw•s imlwdclt•d 111m1• suhtly iu li111rgi<'al la111:,'1iagt• all(I 

traditioual rituals. 

lmlividual eo11grt•gatio11s, awl tJw11 tlll' Ht•f'orm aud H<1<'<mst1•uc•tio11is1 

mowmt•nts, l.wgm1 t•x1wri111t•uti11g with the litt1l'b'Y its.-If', trying to modif)· tlu_• 

on•rwlwlmiugly masl'uliue lauguagt• that' had sim•p a11l'it•11t tinll's bt•P11 till' Jt•,,·ish path 

to tht> divim•1u1• Translators straim•d to t·o11struct st•111(•11c·t>s without the gc·1Hlered 

pronouns. \Vorshippt•rs now appc.•ah•d to tlu•ir ht'a\·t>nly "Part'nt-. ratht>r than 

""Fathc-r"', praised the "So,·t>rt•ign" ratlwr than ""King'' of tlw unin•rsP, and invoked the 

names of the matriarehs Sarah, Reht>c.·ca, Lc•ah and Haehel along with tla•ir patriarch 

husbands. Abraham, lsaar. and Ja<'oh. 

But as Rt•fo1111, Rt.~eonstructiouist, arnl ConsE>rvativt• womP11 stron• to bE> men's 

religious t.•quals, they inc1·t>asiugl_v notieed that th(•_Y wt>re not tlll'ir spiritual t>quals. 14fl 

Not only in issut's of liturg_\', hut in law and ritual, Judaism had for millennia ignored 

certain profound ex1wril-'m'l'S eeutral lo womt>11's lives. Bt•ginning in th<:' 1970s, beforl-' 

synagogue equality was won, wo111P11 lwgan to compose prayer and l't'remonit•s drawn 

from female• lin•s to saneti(}· thl'ir dt•t•1wst 1110111t•111s. to hlt.•ss 1•n•11ts and fppJi11gs that 

the prayer hook ib111orPd - i11 1•ffprt to r«~i11w11l th1.~ rich fi.·111alc spirituality that had 

va11islu·d d11ri11g the passagl' to tlw ~PW \\'orld and tra11sition into rnodnnity. 

Embodied Judaism will he exami1lt'd i11 more d<•t.lth in tht' next d1aptt•r. 

14~ This debate remains an open and ongoing issue today in the Conservative movement. 
149 Diner & Benderly, 416 
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Owr tlw courst' of thP h\"t•11tit•tli t•t•11tur.v. withi11 tilt' ritual a11d lt>adt•rship lift. of 

tht' Auwriea11 lilu•ral synagogue. en•rything whi<"h had 011c·t• ht'l'll th<> t•xdusiw 

proviuct• of' lllt.'11, what tlw rahhis of t•arli<>r times had used to dt>fi1w Jc•wish 

masculinity. was now t•qually O(WTI to 11u•11 :md wome11 alikt•. \Vhat thf' rahhis 

understood as .Jewish woma11hood. defim·d larg1•ly hy what WOlllt'll wert• exchul~•d 

from, em•c·tin•ly 110 longt>r c•xistt•d. The lilwral mon-111t•11ts' respoust• to tlu:• d1allt'11gt• 

of ft•rniuism was t.•galitaria11is111. which idt.•ally endows all Jewish adults with the same 

obligations and privilt>gt-s. thus rt'11dering all Jt•wish adults tht• samt'. 111 dw plact> of 

the mbhinic male-feniale hina1~y. all Jewish adults in tht• liberal settiug have the samt' 

religious opportunitit's aud obligations. Nothing in liberal Judaism is barred because 

of one's gender. 

And yet, as mueh as this explosion of the gt>nder binary set>ms to reprt>st'nt a 

paradigm shif\ in Jewish lift.•, in sig11ifiea11t ways, wry little has actually chauged. 

"'Gender-neutral" is anythiug but nt>utral. \\'liile the• rabbis of old wt>n• eertainly 

eoncerned with how to eontain the- daugPr that wonu•ri. as adults without ll•gal 

autonomy. presl•Htt-•d to tlw rahbi11ie syslt>111, tht•ir priuiary l'o11stitw·1H'.V of iuteresl 

was always Jt•wish men. All of tlw activitic>s and roll•s in the synagogw:- werl~ 

dt:>vl•loped for men, and wome11 ''"ho st>ek an al'liw role iu synagogue life adopt roles 

aud respousibilities d<•sigrwd by and for 1m•11. \Vhih· c·o11h•rn1lorary svuagocrue • • t, 

sanct:uarit•s art~ fairly dt••sexualized spac'PS, in a ritual sense, t'vt'l)'One in them is codt•d 
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"1wutt•r-rnale~. Tiu• 1111i11tt•wlc->d outc·ome of l•galitariauism is thal wo11u•11 (aud UH'll) 

dwc-k tll('il' g<•11der at tlw s,ruagog1w door. 
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HeJond Cender-~eutral 

•\\ hat is it that Wt' wish lo rt•tww? 
ls it J mlaism, ossiliPcl afll•r t'f'llh1rit•s of t•nfon•t•il isolation, 
Or is it .\mni,•anism, grt,wn fat and Ht>lf-inclulg.-nt 
,\ftpr clf't•adc>s nf tmrr:unmdt·cl gnmth? .. 

".\ml M.,· Houst• shall he• rallt•cl a Houst• of Pra~·t•r for all pt'nplPs." 

I Once \\'as Lost-The Nccl'ssal')· Sacr·ific(• of Gcmll•r 

Dnid G. RoHkit•s150 

Isaiah 56:i 

The preceding d1apters, have demoustratl>d the profound shin in wonu•n's 

roles in Judaism in the modem age. from outsidt•rs to malt• rabbinic centers of power 

and status to a reasonable approximation of' equality. In tht' liberal movt"ments, 

Jewish women now enjoy full NJuity of ac·c·(-'ss to t~dueatio11, ritual, leadership, and 

authority. The problem, is that wome11 are welc·onu.• to assumt• thes(• l'OlPs cm the 

eonditiou that tlu.•,v also do11 a mask of gt•mler-11t>utralit;v, lt-aving, as 11rnd1 as possible, 

lheir fernalt.•, embodied st•ln~s, at tlw s,v11agogm· door. 

I recognized this prohlt-111 first through 111,v 1wrsorrnl (•xpt>ri{'rn'<.•. As a rahbinieal 

studt•nt, even at a S<>111i11a1y with an iuemasing majoritJ of female studeuts, I haw 

spent five _years trying to become '"mw of' the boys". I have be<'u immerst>d in thP 

1 so Roskies, David G. "A Brief Position Paper on the Ordination of Women" in On the 
Ordination of Women as Rabbis: Position Papers of the Faculty of The Jewish Theological 
Seminary ofAmerica 
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world of J1•wish tPxts, h-airn•d to ofliciatt• aul'i(•llt mul lto11ort>d rituals, d1•vPlop1•ll my 

skills as a lt•ader of p1·n~·t'r. P,u1 of what has ht-t•u t•x<"itiug ahoul this proc•t•ss is tlw 

transgr·f'ssh·e uatm't, of my rolt•: I am l'ntt•ring om·t•-forhiddt•11 tl'rrito1:\', doing what 

my gnmchnotht'rs might m•wr haw drt•at11t'd of, fill(! I lu.•long ht>rt'. 

At tilt' same timt•, I am ofi1.•11 f'1,1st1·atP<I hv Ill\' own im·isihilih· iu tlw \"Pl"\' world 
I 4 I I 

I am embral'iug as both a prof'rssion and a l'alling. Au t•xample: in a dass or1 

Maimonides· Jh,;h11el1 Tora/,; Hilr/101 1:r;/,uval,, tlw laws of r••peHtam•t•, we studi<.•d his 

description of' the \\!oriel To Comt'. In tlw Ramham"s \'isiou of Paradis1.•, those 1111.·11 

who merit reward will study Torah with tin• sagt•s for 1~tc•rnity. I askf'd du• proft.•ssor. 

"\Vhat happens to womeu who merit rt'ward'.l,. He was nouplussed for a momt'nt, and 

then replied, "\\1iat you haw to understand, ~Iiss Oleon, is that it dcwsn't matter. It 

never would have ocemTed to Maimonides to think about women; they just dicln 't 

eount." I wonde1·ed, "Oid11't ht> haw a mother. a wife. daughtt•rs:i In all of the timt' 

Rambam spent thinking about what happened aOer Jt•ws died. it llt'n:•r ot•cm·red to 

him to wonder about what ,·rnuld happen to half of' tht~m?" "'No."'' he respondt•d 

dd'initivt'ly, "'That just wasn't his c.·orn·t>rn. Though. now that I think of it, 

Maimonides <lid say that a right('(JUS woman would lw hPr husband's footstool m 

Paradise. That's her reward." 

That's her rPward! A dnhions distirn·tion for mmlern women with u11ive1-sity 

educations, successful <.'areers, and families to raise. Clc.•arl,v 110 Ollt''s footstool. our 

other option is to lw 011e of tl1e lllt'rt at the table. Aud so here l sit, with all Jewish 
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wouwu who know tht•mst•h·t•s to ht• mo1't• tha11 pai1 of tlw fumitun•. This is thP partial 

triumph of ft•mi11is111: 110 om• lwgrwlgt•s our right lo the st•at, as loug as we eome 

dresst>d Yt•11tl-likt>, our ,,omauhood hi«ld(•u iu plaiu \"i<•w. 

Thl• agt••old thought of tlw Bar :\litzrnh hoy is WToday. l am a man . And 

i11dt•e<I. in tt•rms of Jt•wish ritual aud rt.•s1>011sihility. fw is. Hy reading aud t<•ad1ing 

Torah. hy lt-adiug tht• roimmmity i11 pr:iyt•r-. a tlti11t>t>u ~·t•ar old demoustratPs that he is 

ready to take his plaet• iu tlw 1-a11ks of Jewish mt•n t'Xtemling hat·k to ~Iosht' Rabheinu 

(our t(•arlw1·; aud Anaha111 A\"iuu (our fatlwr). \Vlwn a girl becomes Bat .:\Iitzvah, 

dt'monstratiug the same skills. acet>ptiug tlu• same respousihilities, she too is saying 

"Today I am a man .... Sht> is takiug her plaet> as a .Jewish adult. Lut there is nothing in 

her training. her learning. or ht>r ritual that iudieatt.•s in any wa:v that she is ditlt-rent 

from her malt.> eountt>q>a1t. Nothing prt•part.>s Jwr for a destiny that is in any way 

different from his. She dons talJit. kippah. perhaps even tefitliH. garb that. in addition 

to circumcision, has marked uu•n's bodies as .. Jt•w~ for millt•nnia. She aet'epts with 

joy, pride, aml perhaps some trepidation her m•w status as adult Jt•w. In some wa,vs 

she is now radieally more visible than sht• has ewr lwen. But as her rahbi, as her 

fernal<~ rabbi. I caunot lu•lp hut think about th<• ways in whkh she ht•rst>lf will uow 

become invisible . .No lougt•r hauislwd to a haleon., or lwhi11d a 11lt'chitza. as a woman 

i11 "'getHlt.•r-neutrar' ll'rritor:v. stw rt•maius ltidd(•n in plain sight. In the liberal 

Anu~rieau synagob-'1W at the turu of th<> twt:>nty-first ('t'Htury, we han• all hecome 

"'men'', and we have all of us, meu and WOUl('ll. lost something in the translation. 
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Part of what has ht.•t•11 lost is a st•11st• of ourst•h·t•s as g1•wll1 rf.'d i11di\'iduals i11 a 

Jt.wish eoJ1tt•xl. Tlw soeio-anthropologieal impat't of shiftiug gt•1ult•r roh•s iu :\1111•1fra11 

Judaism is that while J1•wish spat•t• is largt•l.v pt•t'f•t•iwd to han• lu•comt> womt•n's 

spat'l', tlw womt'n in it art• rituall,,· 111t•11. But 011 tht• wa,,· to Pquality i11 tht• syuagoguc.•, 

mau,v of tht• particular t•xprcssions of w,m1l'11·s pit•tJ, likt> tkhim•s and rnikn-h. Wt'l't' 

det'Ult'd auachronistic a11d dis<'ardt•cl. 111 opP11i11g tlu• traditioual "'mt'u's spaC't' .. iu 

Jt'wish lift>, Jewish uu•11 haw t•x1wriPm·••cl 1"t•al loss too. Largc•l.v dissipatNI is tht' 

fratemal t•xpt'rit'Bct• of tlw s~nagogtlt' aud Torah lt>:1mi11g. a11cl nu.•n ,vlw are at'tive i11 

Jewish life must now compt'tt' for lt·adt'l-ship a11d status with wome11. I don't mt'11tiou 

these t'hanges with nostalgia-Judaism must t•\'olw if' it is to stay relP\'ant, and gender 

equitJ is b_y aud large a fabulous, positive dl•vt>lop1m•11t. I mention them only to 

acknowledge that while the dirt•l'tion of progress has lu•p11 good. n•al losst's han• taken 

plaee too. and some of the things Wl~ diseardt'd to lightl'11 tlw load 011 our headlong 

msh into modernity might pr<J\'t' mon• valuahll" to <'arr;r i11to the fhture than Wt' 

thought. Finally. for both men aml womt:'11. ht:>,vo11d tlw ritual of brit milah 

(ein·umeisiou), the1·t• remaius little iu lilwral ,JPwish liturgfral or l'itual lift• that 

al'knowlt:'dges any of us as physi<'al lwiugs. l.,ih<·ral J1•wish lift• has lweonH:' a larg('ly 

dist>mhodi1:'cl t•xperie11ee- a lif'1• of tlw mind and spirit. Hut as hu111a11 lwiugs. Wt' 

experience much of our lin-s through our Vt'l',Y c-r1·atureliness, aml if 011r rc'ligion 

eannot speak to onr wholP sdn•s, we arP rnissiug many opporhmitit:>s for <·01111t•etio11. 

And so hot:h men and WOIHPII are alienated. 
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-
Ju thl• past. t•n•n tlw \'t'l). l'l'<'t'lll past. g«'1uh•r all(I t>111hodit•d11ess ma.,· haw 

Sl'('lllt>d mot't' likt• ohstad<'s to Jt•wish Sll<'l't.•ss i11 .-\111l'rica than asst•ts. Shining gt.•11dt•r 

rol«:>s iu Judaism haw hc.st•n 01w of tlw major ,·t•hil'IPs through whieh Jt•ws i11 this 

c·otmtl)· han• workPd tJ1mugh tht> prm•t•ss of' Anwrica11izatio11. As Riv-Elh•H Prt•ll puts 

tlw problt.>m, 

.. Thl' i1lt'scapahle fact is that Jt•ws, likl' otllt'r minoritiPs. c-art:'· a douh!t• hurc.h•n in that 
tlw~· rt'Jll'f.'Sl'llt to :1 do111inn11t eultur(• what it n•,·il1•s. whilt• tlu·~· also attal'h thost• 
t•astigutions to tht•mst'h·t•s nlo11f' tht• dividt' ol' ~t'ndf'I' .. ·\s :\11wri('a11s lookl'd upon Jt•ws 
as nmrgi1111l. ohst'siwd with wonwn. m1d\'il, allll unworthy of l'itizt•nship. ,Jt•\\ish mt•n 
and middlt' class Jt'ws projN·tt>d thost~ n•r:'· ima~ws 011 Jt>wish wo111t•11 aud tht' working 
dass. Similarly, us Jt'ws Ht'~otiatt>d the rapid and ditlil•ult mow into tlw middle dass 
and lwyond. the hurdens of that mohilit~· wt•rt• n•prt•st•ntt•d uot in terms of' tilt' dass, 
hut r11ther as tht' dt.•nmmls or ohst>ssiuns of a spoUS(' mul u mother. tT11dt'sirahlt' 
qualities. whether the~· Wt'n.! 't:'Xct•ssin•l~- Arru~rkan· or ·t•x<·t•ssively Jt.•wish'. wt•n• most 
ot\en attributed to fenutlt•s. The stereo~ll<'S integrated tilt' t.•<·011omie aspt'ets of' 
upward mohili~· and iwculturation expt.•rienct•d I,." Jt>ws with the ongoing attitudt:'s of 
t.he dominant <•nltul't' toward tlwm. The relationship hetween Jt"w's growing aet.·css to 
the wider <·tilh1re and the i11creasi11gl~- stridt!lll images of Jt>wish womt'n sugg<'sl that 
Jews may well foci tlrnt tiw priet• of admission to Amcl'ieu is a rejl'ction of critical 
aspects of oneself us a Jew. Projt•clt>d onto mothers. \\in~s. lovers, and partners art> the 
loathsouu.• and urm<.·ceptahlt• qualities of at\lut•1tt•t• <•onstaut.ly rt.~presenlt'd as Jt>wish 
rather tlum middle dass ... i:, 1 

Gender has thus been the ground on whieh ,lt•ws, and t-'Spl~eially Jewish me11, han• 

workt>cl out their h)'phenated ich•ntit)'. SPveral sl'holars I t'lll'OUlllerNl in rest.•arehing 

this paper pointPd to this as a paltPrn that ot·t•m-s in almost t.'\'Pl',\' gt>neratio11'·;1. Over 

and ovt-r again. wt• work out our idt•11titit•s as Aml•1fraus. as men and women. and as 

Jews, in rdlPction and sometinws in opposition to Pach other. 

m Prell, Riv-Ellen. Fighting to Become Americans 13 
152 See Jonathan Sama's American Judaism and Riv-Ellen Prell's Fighting To Become Americans 
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This auxit•t,\' ahout iclt•11tit.r is uot cml,r aro1111cl g<•mlt•r imagt•s, but also owr 

q1wstio11s of aet'ess a1Hl do111i11atio11 in Jt•wish spal't•. Al sc.•n•ral points i11 Aull'ril'a11 

Jpwish history tlwr·<• has lwl•H anxit>ty that wo11w11 arP .. taking on-r" awl that mt•u havt­

"'disap1wart-d .. from sy11agogt1t• lift•. Hy way of illustration, wt• t•an t>xamim• tht• last 

flowt'ri11g of lhis tn•nd, during tlw massiH• suhurha11izatio11 of tht• AmPri<.'a11 Jpwish 

c·ommu11ity in tht• middl<' of the tWPlltit•th c·t•11h11)r,·i. Ae<'ordiug to Prt-11, during the 

[.U.•riod of suhurha11ization. Jt•wish womt•11 ha\'i11g loo mueh ·pow1:1r' was <·ommonl,v 

used as an explanation for the pt•r-sislt-11('<> of problt>ms in tlit• Jt•wish ('011111mnity and 

family. Thest- problt•ms induded preorcupation with status, sons' alie11atiou from 

their fathers and domination by their motht•rs. a11d Jews' diminisht'd religious 

practices. Conuneutators of tlw day argued that ... The Jewish family had lost its 

l1cnlitional pat1·iarc-l1al foc-us. c·oufusing its childn·n." 1;,~ This thi11ki11g echoes the 

eontemporary debate about whetht>r women ar(• erowding out men in Jewish 

leadership. fear of high inte-rmarriage rates. and nasePnt eo11v<-.-rsations ahout malt­

empov,rerment. To many femi11ists, sueh <.'<mversations ft•<>I absurd. \Vomen have 

hardy adtil'ved en-11 an approximation of (•quity aftt:>r thousa1Hls of .n•ars of the 

lw1wvolent despotism of J(~wish patriarchy. I low c·cndd it aln.•ad_v lw time to think 

about "'male c•mpowl•rment"'.' Thc>s.- «'rities aren't wroug; I just let'! wt• do not have the 

luxmy lo focus 011 only one gemler al a time auymort•. 

153 For this analysis. I rely hf:'avil.,· on Hiv-Ellen Prell's Fjghtin"' To lJP<'onw ,-\nwriqms. which shoulrl he 
<~onsuhed for a mm·u complelP insight lo tht• pt•1-io«I. 
154 Prell, IL t:il 
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Prt'll points out that thl• Jt•\\ish noma11's i11<Tt•asi11g imporla11t'P i11 tht• mid­

t·t•utur,\' s,,uagoguP was parallt•l lo. and as 1>rohlt•11i.tti(' as. lH'r pmn•r 111 tlH• family. 

Sht• eitt>s thl' writt.•r Allwrl Cordo11. who claims that suhurban Jt.wish woml'll ""lackt•d 

rmfliei(•11t rl'ligious l'dul'ation to SN'\'t• as :i lay l<•adc.•r- a11d that "lwr dominant rolt• is 

1 1 I I. . f' I - I.,., not a 1t•a t 1y c·orn 1t1011 or t w s_niagogut• ... Co11te111pora1~- obst.•rn•rs most ont•11 

prt'seutt•1I wo1111•11 's domimmt role.• i11 suh11rhm1 Jewish lift• as a11 aceidt111t that ,n,mt•n 

took advantage oC ratl11-•r tha11 01w motiYated h,v artiC"ulalt· \'ahws a11d idPas of tllf-'ir 

own. At tlu.•ir most m•utral. Jewish soeiologists of suburbia uoh.•cl that womt.•n's 

eommituumt to Jewish eonummal lift> l'PJHc>se11tt>d a fundatnt•ntal tra11sf011natio11 i11 

Jewish valm:>s. \:Vith mt•JI abandoning tlwir tr.ulitioual rolt•s and womt'll taking them 

over, most c·0111me11tators fort•saw disastt>I' for tht' Jt•wish commu11it)'1.;i;_ 

Tht' suburban Jewish family em·oclc•d mall)" of tJH.• l'ontradictor_v experieHct.•s of 

suburbia for Jews, much as the family has at <•ver,Y phast' of Jewish lift• in America. 

Jews' growing ecouornie sue(•ess lt:>d to ~icc·l•ss to middlt>-dass Ameriea11 life. At the 

same timt• they contimwd to feel dost.•d out of a \'ariety of opportunities arnilable to 

others in tlwir class. As Prell points out, 

"Jl"wish IIIPll a11d womc.·11 t'X[H'riem·t•d this duality diflt•rt•ntly. .lt•wish men"s 
opportunities wert• f'XJiandi-11g-. and hot h oe1·upatio11s aml \n1rk placPs. t llt'ir dt'fitting 
at't'lla, w1•rt• hroadt•ni ng men ·s t'Xpt•c·tatio11s for sw·c·c•ss arnl social !iii.·. \\' omen. h_v 
c·outrast, Pmhodicd the tripl)·ch of Jt•wish suburban lifo-family, eons11111ptio11. and 
synagogm•. Thi" stnil'lural s•~paration lu!lWt't'll men 1111(1 wo111t•11 linked their gt·rnlers 
to their ditli.~rent expcri1•m·es of' J1·,,·isl11wss, the middle class. arnl tlw 1•eo110111y. As 
mauagers of the privatt· sphere. Jt•wish wo111e11, 1•ve11 when they wel't' activists in tlll'ir 
eomrnunities, synagognt'S, and often polities, reJH't'Sl'lltt>d family all(l Judaism. Jewish 
nu.-11 eo11tirn1ecl to persouit} the suc,·t'ssful providt"r. Ou lwhalf of' I heir families Jewish 

tss Prell. R. 153 
lS& Ibid. 154 
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wo111P11 '\\auh•d". whilP tl1t•y ruai11tni11t"d till' l:11uily"s ('Ollt•c·tiw Jt•\\'isl11wss. arnl J<•wish 
IIH'U wert.• cast as marginal lo virtually anything hc•.n111d ·prm·idiug·. ~ol all Jt>wish 
mt•n stu·ct•t•ded t•<·o11omit·ally. lmr in tlu-ir slU'<"l'ss or faihu'l•s, tl1l'ir produetive role. 
t"t•f1eeti11g tlw rnhws of the pt•1·iod. was lht• sign of tlwir :\1m•ri('m1i1.:1tion. "1"; 

Gt>11dl•r <'(>Hflit't in Jewish lift• was 11ot only roott•d iu auxit'l,V about the 

ehaugiug rolt> of womt-n. For Auu•riem1s, Jews arnl 11011-J1•ws alikt•, irnages of 

maseuli11ity and work in pa11icular wert' ehaugiug. In the first part of tlw twt•11tit>th 

l'et1tur,v. aeeording to Prt>ll, 

"".Mt'n's domi11a1H't' iu the workfon·t• ht•<·anw tlw so11rt•e of t•xpt•t·tatious ahout their 
wages and oc·t·upatious as well. Tlw early hn•ntirth t•t•11tm:r Arneriean et·o11omy was 
built 011 the expt.'ctation of' a "family wagt'- e:mwtl h,r nw11. Tht- malt> wa¼,'t' t>arun 
i11creasiugl,r became the '"natural- stat1• of mascnli11it,r in tht• lf nited States. uml the 
faHure to rNtlize that state thre~ttt•ut'<l to makl' women intu men :md men into 
wome11.-1:i11 

By the middle of tht' centm:r, growing a«.'('t>ptanet' of .Jt>wish meu in traditionally 

gentile-dominated busint'ss fit•lds and the im'l't•asing eentrality of work in male 

identity f'or:mation contrilnitPd to both the pen·eption and the foet of an absence of 

mt'n in commmial lt'aclership, whil'h in tum led to fr•111alt• dominaiH·e in Jewish lit<:>. 

Tht> postwar period offered dramatically clifft•reut opportunities for .J(•wish men than 

thP i.nterwa1· _V('ars liad offer<•<l. During the war years all(I tlwreafter, t~du<'atiou 

increasingly snn•d 111e11 as an important foundation for sucec•ss and o<-eupational 

mobility. fows of both gt>nl'rations shared the desirt• for sous to achieve mobility a11d 

to enjoy higher status joLs. The Sf'l'it's of choices that led Jewish male workt>rs from 

the factory to the trades and offices, and the11 to ma11agt•me11t and profpssio11alization, 

157 Prell, R. l 69 
158 Ibid. 106 
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suggt•stt>d a high c•o11st>11sus aho11t the status aml 111Pa11i11g of work. Suhurlum Jt•wish 

fatlwrs and tllt'ir sous, tht>u, antidpatt•d that work awl s11<·t·t•ss would hP tlwir primary 

foern,1:~1• arnl a pert'l•in•d rn<•umu emergt'd in cou1111m1al lea<lt•rship. 

Tl1t• impal't of' thc•sp diangt>s on Jt>wish t•m11111unal lift• was ,,uiekl_y f't-lt. AnxiPt_y 

about tlw iru•qualit;y hPlwt•t'll 1111•11 and women sec•med to grip sodnl sde11 tists and 

rabbis of tht' day. lronieall_v. Jt>wish mt>n's ahst>m·t• was a problt'm of home and 

synagogtw lift• bet•aust> they WPl't' not pr<•st>11t. But Jt.•wish womt'H wt.•re dangt'rous 

because they were prest'nt. A.C'tin:• and emmnittt>d to tlw life of tlwir d1ilclren and 

('om1mmity, and i.J1 keeping with tht' mores of their day. diseouraged from 

employment outside the home, women were eoutinually rept't'sentt>d as the problem 

in the Jewish famil_y and in the s."11agogue. Jewish women were eneoclt•d as usurpers 

of power and excessive consumers iu their suburban life1"'1. and tht'ir prominent place 

in the synagogue and other Jewish ('ommunal institutions was incorrt'ctl,v percehred as 

both "'new" and "'unnatural". 

"'But Now Am Found"-Towards Re-Gendering Liberal Judaism 

The struggle for most Auwriean Jt>ws in tht• middle of' tlw twt•ntieth c·entmJ 

was how to establish tht•mselves sec•m·t"l)' in the middle elass with a Judaism that was 

palatable in their ne,v suburban SPtting. In th<~ second half of the eentury, that goal 

ts9 Prell, R. 172 
160 Prell, R. 173 
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has ht>t'H at•t•ompliidlt'd. to a trul,,· 1nuarkahlt• degn•t•. This sm•t•t•ss t•11gt•wlPrPd Ill'\\ 

prohlt•ms as wt•ll. Now full_y at'l'Pplt•d as Mwhilt•" :\111t'riea11s. Jt.wish 111t•11 and WOHIPJJ 

wt•re fret• to aequirt:' Nlueatious and r,c•eupatio11al achit•n•uu•nts t'Ol'l't'spoudiug elost•ly 

to otlwr (whitt•) AmPri<·an Plitt•s. Tht• Jt•wish fomily has lweomt' a dual carPt'r unit 

dirertly i11 rPspn11se to the rise of Sl'{'oJtd wan• ft'mi11ism. \H>1m·11·s interests in work, 

and the 1ww et·o11omie rt>ality that. paitieularly i11 uwtropolita11 Auwriea. wht>rt:' tlw 

vast majority of Jt>ws lin•. it now t'<•quir<'s two itH·ouws for middlt• a11cl uppPr-mi<ldlt> 

dass families to maintain their t>Xpt>cted standard of lh·iug. As Prt>II points out, from 

tht' 1970s on, as rni<ldlt> elass whitt' Auwric.aus, 

"'(Jewish women\ were uuiquely plm•t•d lo take gn_•at ad\'autage of the iucreasiug 
opportuuities for womeu iu gradu:1te awl prol't•ssional sdwols and employment. They 
worked, ami in so doing the uature of Jewish family liti:- began to dumge. As iu all 
other dual career families. childn•n needed cart•, aud working women became less 
likely to define themst•ln.•s p1-inmrily through family and voluntarism. Middle class 
families remained inteusel_v ('hild-etmtered. hut not \\ith motht•rs always at home. The 
result was that Jewish women could 110 longer ht> ddi11ed hy the needs they sel'\·ed or 
their primary focus on fomil~·- -ii;i 

Ameriean Jewish ,vomt'n have largt>l_y t•mhraePd a new role within tht• Jt-'wish 

community in spite of new t>xpeetations oil many Jewish \vo111e11 to work outside the 

home in addition to maintaining traditional gt>nder <·odt:'d rt•spo11sibilitit:'s iu terms of 

housPkeeping and <'hild-renringir..i_ As Susan \Veidman Schueidt>r, t>ditor of L1Ji1/, 

111agazirlf', characteriz(•s tlw blossoming of women's participation in Jewish lift•, 

"En·r sinee th<· HJ70s, a ti11w when men were rnnd, mon· n•sisltml to changes in the 
contt>ut and tlw rh)1hrn of worship st'1Tic-es . .Jewish womeu have lwen at tlw forefront 
of creating new litur¢es, cen.·monies, aml rituals to mark the landmarks of uur 
livcs ... we st>e new rituals for becoming prt•grnmt, hlessi11g tht! birth of a daughtt--r. 

161 Prell, R. 204 
162 a double-role sociologist Arlie Hoschild identifies in her book The Second Shift 
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tumiug fin~· or sixty. st•J111mti11g from a mar'l'iagi•. l11•uli11g from ahust•. or• marking the• 
t>rnl of ,·am·t•1· trt•atmt>11ls. \\'011w11 art• writill¼{ psalms 011 healing. midmshim 011 

hihli,:al womt•11. pm•ms about tlwir Jt•wish grmulr11otlwrs. For¼,ring i11tima1t• 
t•om1t•(•tio11s ht>twt•t•u tmditioual ,I udaism arnl tlw t·umplex issm•s of lift• has ht'lpt•d 
tht>m ht•t•ome more kuowlt•d~ahlt> aml t•ugagc•d J,•ws. •un 

Tlu.•se art• d1.•YPlop1111.•11ts to be t·elc-lil'atPd, partit·11'arly as wome11 's challt•ngt.•s to 

tmditional Judaism Pneouragt•d 11w11 and wo111t•n to rt.•t•ngnge with ,wrious qtwstions ~)f 

Je,vish faith. tradition. and idt•ntit,v. Jewish wouwn art• c•rt•ating a new place f'or 

oursdn·s within Judaism. Much of' ,vhat is emerging speaks to tht· t~111bodie<l 

expt>riem•p of Jewish women. a topic long neglt>cted by t11t.• tradition. Rituals. ofh·n 

int'orporating mikvelt. are ('l't'al<•d to acknowledgt> <"hanges in wome11 's physical and 

spiritual development. In a 11011-im·asive wa_y, we a1·t• lt>arning to mark our bodies as 

Jewish space. This proet•ss of' adaptation, redis('Ovt'I)' and inYention is "re-gendering~ 

Judaism. 

But as long as tlu.• achievements n•-geudering efforts remain C'Oll('t'ntr-ated only 

among women, the work is still unfinished. Insl:t>ad of pointing the way towards a re­

imagining of Judaism for all lilwral Jews, these gains are St:'e11 as only particularist 

aehievPmt>nts am! eontimw lo lw l'<'gar<lt•d hy uum_v as f'itlwr rnargi11al or threatc.•11i11g. 

"-'ithout in au,rway ahando11i11g or disl'racti11g l'ro111 this imporlant work among 

women, I ht>lieve that it is time to approaeh tlw 1wxt stagt• of tlu.~ re-gt.•ndering proc.·ess. 

Liberal Jews ne<'d to re-evaluate• tht> rolt.• of mPn in Anlt'rican Jewish life. 

163 Schneider, Susan. "The Reluctant Man" RJ 74 
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As dis(•ussNI in JH't•,·10us drnptt•rs, wht•11 Jt-ws lin•d i11 st•paralt'. tightly knil 

t•ommunitiPs, tht' rabbis dt•,·c·lopt'd a llt'W u11dt•rstm1diug of what it uwans to Lua a 

"'real" Jt->wish man. Viof Pm't" was t"SS<'lllial pl'Ohihitt•d for ft->ar that till' powt'rs-that-lw 

might takt' rt'\'Pllgt> 011 tlw t•ntirt• n1lrwrahlt• <·ommu11ity. Vioh_•JH't' was uot aect.•ph•d 

within tlw Jt>wish t·o111u1tmit~· t>itht•1-. h•st it spill owr 011to our beha\'ior outside. And 

so tht' rabbis taught: -Ezell Im Gibor:1 \Vito is strong and a ht>ro:' Ht• who is ahlt> to 

t•ontrol his passions (wtwr')". \\"ho is tht• rt-'al Jt>wish man:' Tlw tahuid ehaeha111. om• 

who studies Torah and Talmud.,. Through his studit•s, the spir·itual hf:'ro will save the 

Jf:"wish people from destru<•tion. This mmlel of J.,,,-ish mas,•ulinit,v was usefitl in its 

day. and perhaps remains viable in some Orthodox l'Ommunities. But for most 

American Jewish men, spiritual strength alom• is no lo11ger adequatf:' as tht> only 

definition of mast•ulinity. 

\Ve don't live in isolated eo1mnunitie:as an,ymort•. and for most Amerieau Jewish 

men. the iuternalized model of autheutie masl.'ulinity is more.· likelv tht-' Ameriean, 

rather than the Jt"wish, orw. As Habhi Joel Soflin deserHws, 

.. A n.id-hlooclecl .-\nwri<"a11 man is a proh•(•tor. a pro\'idP1-. urnl a pillar. He defomls his 
family awl his c·onm11111ity in auy way iwc:c·ssary·. lie.· pn.1,·itl<•s u good stamlard of liviug. 
He is imlep(•udent 111111 i11n1lm--rahlt>. Big hoys dou't ei:-,·. Xo pain. no gaiu. \Vi1111ing 
isn't everything. ifs tin• 011I~· thing. Stand up 1ikt• ~• mau.~u;i 

Soffin's clt-'fiuition of' masculinity is 110 morl• t·omph•tt• that tht• rabhis'. Hut lw 

does point to a siguifkant probll'm. I11 tl1t• twl'nt,r-lirst c<.•11tury, Amt.•1-i<-an Jews art' 

more intt~grated and accepted into tlw majmity culture than wt"' han• ht't'll at any 

164 Soffin, Joel. wrhe Real Man" in Reform J11daism, Fall 2006 66 
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prt>,·ious mo111t•11t in hist<HJ, :\s Jt•ws ht•t·o111t> i1t<Tt•asi11gl,Y •·omf'o11ahlt• as :\ttH'ril'ans. 

partirularist Jt•wish idt•11titit•s art• hardc•r to maintain. Tlw tec•nagt• ho.vs in liht•ral 

S)'nagogut>s today kuow as littJe about dis<'rimim1tion and t•xdusiou as tlu-y do about 

Talmud and }7°dd1:{jhkeit. Thest• hn,\'s go to tlw sa111<• s<'hools. play tht• samt• sports, rt•ad 

tlu.• sam<• hooks. piny tht• su111t> ,·iclt>o gm11t>s, datt- the.• sa11H' girls. a.ml OJH' day will 

t•ompt•h.• for the saint> jobs as otl1Pr 11011-Jewish .Auwriran ho)'S of their dass. Tht-ir 

Jewish identitJ is im·reasiugly a ""plus" 1n·oposition. a supplt.>uu•11t to tht•ir seeular 

American idt-ntity. 

I choose to see this as a ueutral reality. If the isstw is approacht•cl properly, 

American Jewish men han• the potential to lwnefit by taking tJw best of botl1 iconic 

masculinities, not to mention entirely rww possibilities not ,Yt•t imagined. From the 

American side, we hope t.hat our boys grow to lw strong and SUC'l'essful men, while 

from the Je,"'·ish side tht>y C'ontim1e to lc•aru to ht• intc.•lligent. vulnerable. and kind. 

living lives somehow rooted in Torah. However. if the srnagogtlf' is not able to 

respond to the d1anged rl•ality of' Jewish men arnl maseuliuit.v. if it doesn't speak both 

to tht> challenge of I.wing Amc.•riea11 mc•n, and to tlu.· n1hll'rahilitit•s that c•ugendl::'1-s, 

then it's hardly surprising that tlw s~11agog11e is s1waki11g to fi.•,n•1· and fewer Jt>wish 

Ull'll. 

A.s Stuart Aaronson, past-1wesidt>11t of tlw l\Pfr>l'ln 111m·pmenfs 1m•11's auxiliar;r, 

the North American Federation of Temple Hrotht>rhoods, framc•s the prohlem, 

"NFTB is in tlw process of dmugt.•, just as thP men of Ht>form Judaism art> <"hanging. 
Different sodc.·tal expl'ctatious iu hoth Je\\ish aml se<.·ular worlds havt> lt•d many tnen 
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uway from aetin• partil'ipatio11 i11 n·ligiou. At the s:unc tinw. i11 1111mt•r◄.n1s studit•s awl 
the popular JH'tiss, 111e11 at't• rt>porting a st•ust· of anomie or sodal alit'11atio11. Our new 
Brotlwrhood programs -tlw A<'him Corps Progrmus whi('h foC'lls 011 worship, ads of 
tikk1111 olarn, aml nwu's lwalth issttt•s -art~ desig11ed to offt•r men au opportunity to 
romu•ct with other 11u·11 and ont'u. in a n•ry n·al m1y. with tht•mseln·s. \Yt• are 
eormuiltt•d to lt•ading a 1't·11t·,,·al of' .Jewish lift· for tl1t• 11w11 of our '.\lon·mt>11t. If wt• 

wm1t our youug 1woplt• to lwcome or stay in\'l>lvt'd, we eau do no lt•ss for their 
fa I I 1t:'1'S." ll,i 

Jeffrey Salkin poi11ts to orn• aspt•et of tlw prohlt•m of rt•aehiug coutemporar:v 

AmPriea11 Jt•wish lllf'll·· that tlw orgauized Jewish <·01m11u11itv mav lw inadn•rtentlY 

relating to mt.•11 in language that is coded for wome11: 

"\Ve Reform Jews, and to a lt•sser extent. Coust•rvatin· J~ws, have het'll engaged in an 
ongoing cot1versatio11 ahoul spirituality. whi<"h among other things. {'all he sel:'11 as a 
receptivil)' to the poetic. intuitin•, or Pmotioual side of our tradition. Sad to say. iu uur 
secular culture, it may he that this 11ew treud toward spirituali~'. heali11g. opt.>mtess, 
inwardness, and such seems too cloying. too ft-miniue, for 111:111,v 1111:'11. If you mid to 
this the fact that many of tht' puhlie pral'titim1t.>rs of this spirituality are in faet women. 
it may seem to man~· ml'll that what tlw,v are l't'ally good at is 110 longer apprecit1ted or 
ueeded.• 11~• 

It is possible that exaetl.v those innovations in Jewish lift' that speak to many women 

(and some men) and han· n~iuvigoratf'd tht"ir Jt>wish identilies in t}w last thi11y _vt'ars 

are preeisel,v what is driving ma11~' 111t•1t (and somt• wo11w11) away from t•n·11 "'cutting· 

edge'' mai11str1~am eo11gl'l'gatio11al lift•. 

Part of' the prohl1~111 may also lw a question or strategie approad1. The otlwr 

side of the latl•st tn•11d m Jt>wish t'lll))O\Vt'rment today is n•1:r demamling of' the 

individual. lu most s_yuagogttt•s. 110 longer ea11 a Classical lh•form Jew do little mon· 

than listt'n, pay dues, and sit 011 the huilding committee. Now liberal congr<'gations 

165 Aaronson, Stuart. "A Renewal of Jewish Life for the Men of Our Movement" RJ 71 
166 Salkin, Jeffrey 70 
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are l:'lleo111-agi11g (t>n•11 dt>111aiuli11g) a lc,n•I of Jt-wislt awl Hc•hrt•w lit1·111ey aud 1•01ufo11 

with puhli(' pc•rformmu•t• that is fairly 1111prt'<'P<h·11tt'd in lihPral Jp,,·ish histor:v. This 

may be espt•dally d1allengi11g for 11w11. as a<'eordiug lo Salki11 • 

.. The• wholt> issm· of n1t:•11·s eomfort in puhlic· is. I think. n•t:'· siguitieant. ~IP11 do not 
likt• lwi11g per<.·1·in•d as i11compf'tP11t. You C'armot take a man who is t·xt.rt>mt'ly 
l'Olllpt'lc11t iu the workpla<'t'. a ForttllH' r.oo (':\t'('lltin· or whatcn·r. and put him into a 
situation wlww lw's goiug lo fi·d slupid. Arni ht•1·at1st' uwn don't want to he 
eruharmssed, don't want tht• h'nsions a11<l stn•ss. so11wtimes tilt' respo11sl• is tlight. It 
strikes 1111· too that in the past, during till' age> of Classi<"al Rt't'orru. it was easit>r for 
rneu. PeoplP in tlw pews didn't han· to han· 1·xpl•rtis1· i11 Ilt'lm·w: tht•y hasieally relied 
011 the rahhi to h;iv1.· all till' Jewish kuowlt>dgt•. The turuiug toward tr.ulitj<m \\1th att 
t·xpt>elatiou of Jewish literacy is a direct diallengP to Jt>wish mt>u who grew up i11 tlw 
Classical Reform tradition. \Vlwn they Sa)· "'I 110 lo11ger feel at home in rn_v own 
cougregation, .. I thi11k the real discomfort is with thest• llf'W dermmds that had uever 
heeu put upon tht·lll uutil now ... 11~ 

I am not adYocatiug lowering standards of par1ieipalion. commitlut'nt, and 

religiosity in liberal synagogues. The 1-Pal auxit:>tiE•s of transformation must he 

addressed ht:>ad-011. If we are serious about being inclusive institutions; then we must 

leam to meet earh ('Ongregant when· they are at, with as few assumptions as possiblt'. 

Before moving to addrt'SS somt• of the wa,vs I think liberal Jewish institutions 

ean be 1·t·-ge11dert•d, tlu.,r,~ is om· mon· topic· of gt•nd1·r eonflict whirh must h<• 

addresst'd-tlu• growing anxi('ty about I IH~ "'fi.·111i11izatio11 •• of thi· American rabbinate. 

Jewish me11 and WOlllPll an~ now P<prnll,v prest•Jll in uniYersitiPs awl iu tlw workplacl:'. 

The demamls on t11eir time.• ari~ i11h•11se, awl the iustitutious of the Jt>wish eommunit,v 

who had long n~lit•d on voluuteer ll•adership have lwe11 slow to rc•sponcl to these 

changes. The most commm1 institutional n•sponse has heeu to proft•ssionalize what 

167 Salkin, Jeffrey 71 
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had fom1erl~· bt•PII la~·mt•n's 1:awl wome11·s) n•sponsibilitit•s. A growmg majority of 

thost• rt•spo1uliug to tlw ('all fro111 Jt•wish trai11i11g i11stitutio11s, i11d11di11g rabbiuical 

se111i11aric--s, l'om111u11al sP1'\·i<•t• programs, mul sul'ial work st•hools. art• wo111P11. 

[ wond<•r if somt• of tht• anxiPt_Y about a f'c•rnalt•-dominatt•cl rahhinatt• n•flt•<·ts a 

diseo1mectio11 lw~wet•11 the pt·rct•pt.io11 of what :md who a rabbi should l->t• aud tht' 

n•ality of dw work of c·o11tl•mporary Arnnic·a11 f'o11gregatio11al rahhis. Like tlw 

""pinking~ of sueh prof't>ssions as IPaehing aud soeial work. part of tht' negatin- impael 

of women on the status of thc• rabhiuatt' is that (set>i11g gP11dt>r qualities in t•sse11tialist 

terms). ministry is mort> "natural" for wome11. \Vith its growing t>mphasis on pastoral 

eare, relationships. ehilort:'Jl, and "'Hew agl•· 1wrso11al spirrhrnlity, the modern 

rabbinate rt>quirt>s a skill set whost' growth is t'm'ouraged, and thPr't'f'ure more 

commonly found, among wom(•11. This is m<>re likPl_Y to be an excPptional set of skills 

and interests for 11U:>11. and less likt'l,v to b<• rPinfrJn·Pd h~· contt>mporal)' American 

notions of maseuli11ity and male aehievt.'lllt'llt. But when women in tht• rabbinatf' 

prove thesr are more eo11m1011 skills tha11 p,.._..,·iously thought. tht:' sl'nse of only tht> 

t'Xt't>ptional (ma11) lwi11g ahle to la• a rabbi is dirninislH'd. Tht• i11tert'st of many woua·11 

strips away the rarity. and tlwr<•fore some of the status. of mi11ist1)', Further 

eomplieati11g the pietun• of' tht• modPm lilwral rahhi11ate. the job now often rpquires 

management all(! liudgPtar_y skills whieh arr ('ommcmly idP11tified with Hlt'IJ. Ht•m·t•, 

the larger, riclirr, or uwre complex the s,vuagogue, tlw h·ss likely it is that a wo11um 
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will ht•ad it. This co11trihutt•s to a paltt•1·11 wht•1>t•by tlw lowt•r lt•wls of tlw fit•ld arc• 

oe<.·upit'(I b,v wo11w11. whilt• tlw higlwr•status rolt•s rt•maiu do111i11att•d by 11w11. 

Of eom'Se. to be an PX<'t•ptional rabbi rt•quii>t•s mort> than just pastoral abilit.y. 

Dq.Jth of ll'arning. whieh was prt>Yiousl,v malt••t'XPlusin•, but is now tht•ort>tic-ally 

arnilablt• to. all. is of ('0lll'St:' a 111,•rt•quisitt•. \Vhat should sustain ,tlw status of thtt 

profession ought to lH' the ,lt•pth of h•aming, t.•x1wrtisP iu h•aehiug. busiw.•ss and 

politieal saYV)', aml pP1'Sou:-1l intt>grity of all of its p1-aetitiorn•rs. En•11 with 1:>quity of 

access to Jewish learning, obvious))', not l'Vl'I',\' woman is profieit-nt in tl1ese skills 

either. Anxiety arom1d the- "'dec.•rpasing status"' of tlu.- rabbinate due to feminization 

holds. In an inkrview t:'ntitlecl "The t\.t:'trt•ating :7\lau", Rahbi Jt>ffrey Salkiu arti<.·ulates 

much the same analysis of t-lu.• C'Onh•mporary pulpit rabbinate: 

"For the lions of our Movement, mt-n like Ahha Hillt.>I Silwr aml Stephen \Vise, 
masculinity ,,.·as demonsb".tted through fon.·di1l11ess and soda! justk-e. But as the 
pastoral aml spiritual elements iu Anwril'au s~·uugogue life began to take center stage, 
public activism rect•ded to tht• periphe1:v aud the qualities 011ct• esteemetl in Je\\ish 
religious leadership ch:mgt•<I. Today's rahhis art' rnhu•d and Y:1luatecl for skills that are 
quiutesseutially, if stert.•o~vicull~·, fomiuine. Syuugo~'llt' selt•t·tiou <.·ummittet•s, for 
example, gem~mll)· seek out. spiritual leadeni who dt~monstmte the ability to relate well 
to different kinds of people, to he warm. ac<'essihh·. indnsin~. Tlws1· are appropriate 
tptalif-icatim1s, hut rart>I,,· do rahhi11ieal plact•mt•ut lisli11gs <·ite sehoh1rship or puhliC' 
Hl'ti\·ism us 1•ritt•ria. ~Hill 

To my mind. this debatP is p1-edieated 011 the wrong l'irdl• of qut>stions. Hather 

than ask '"wht•1·e did thP men go?" or '"why are th1•rt> so many wouu.•n?" in Jewish 

settings. what Wl' ought to he asking ourst'lves is "\Vh_y art• thert• so f<•w options for 

Jewish expression and belonging (for rnt>n and fo1· womt•n):''' Tht> battle of tltt> st>xes in 
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• 

A111erieau Jt•\\ish life is played as a zt•ro-s11111 gauw. For rnueh of' Jt>wish ltistor\', 
•' 

J<•wish leadt•1·sltip. authority, HH<I en•u puhlil' pa11idpatio11 Wt'l'f' the patrimouy of 

Jt"wish 111t•11. Now wonw11 (rightf'ull.v) clemarnl tlwir right to a st>at at tlua tablt-, but in 

order to rnakt• room. we play a gt"l•at gamP of musical chairs. PwrymtP joekt'ying for 

too few st•ats. As long as tht•r<• art> 0111,v limih•d roles to IHI, only a limited 11muber of 

people ,vill fill tht•m. \Vhat we ought to lw doi11g is tiguri11g out how to legitimate 

more roles a11d ways of hPiug Jewish, addiug IPan-s to tht• table and pulling up 

enough chairs so that en•ry·one is ahlt' to sit t'omfo11alily. 

The l:'xpansion of' outlt•ls and roles in Amerieau Jt:'wish lifo ma,v take many 

fonus. Some of thest' forms speak to one gt:•nder ratht>r than the otht>r. As Rabbi 

Jeffrey Salkin explains: 

"I don't kuow how to address (the dist'tlg'Jgenu•nt of mt•11 from Jt>wish lift~) in a way 
that doesn't seem like rm tryiug lo cut women out. \Vt• uwn dou't know how to do 
this and still he politically <·0~1·t. \Ye han·n't figured out how to ren1frm1chise 
without dist"nf1;md1isi11g: without St't'miug to he imti-Jeminist.'' 1w 

As long as the1"t• are halanet'd aggrt>gatt' opportunities for lllt'H aud womt>u, '"-e 

must be frt't' to create oplio11s that appPal to thP s1weific and partieular, as well as tlw 

inelusive a11d com1111mal. One optio11 is lo capitalizf:' 011 tht> im·rt•asiug interest in 

St'rious Jewish learning by ('l't.'ating dasst-s, eurricul:1, and study groups dedicatt·d lo 

gender-spe<'ific or stagt>-of-life topi('s. So111t' of this work, partieularly for adolescent 

,.rirls. is already underwav1:o but there is so mud1 1110n• on agiu~. on ma1·riage, on b .,. 11 ., "' ' ..,1 

169 Salkin, Jeffrey. "The Retreating Man" RJ 80 
170 see for example Arianna Gordon's curriculum on female adolescence and Jewish responses, and Josh Brown's 
work on Jewish fatherhood, both works in progress for the Rhea Hirsch School of Education at HUC-LA, to be 
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work. for (•xmnple. still to ht• appro,wlwd. Sc•c·orul. tlwrt• is a grc•:it 1wt>d for uuH·t• 

vol1111tar,v 11u•11·s and wo1m·11's spw·t• withiu sy11agog1lt's. Some of this takt•s tl1t• form 

of largt'ly soeial outlf:'ts-sports tt>ams. discussion groups. Sisterhoods awl 

Brotlu•rhoods. poker nights and 111ahjong tourna111t•11ts. But tlwrc· art' ritual 

opportuuitit•s whil'h should 1101 ht• m·pr)ookt•d l'illtt•r. Thc·rt' wa,v ht' a plal't' for 

voluntary ~wmlt·r-spt•eific pray1•r groups. for t•xamplt•. Fi1rnlly. tlwrP is an P11ormous 

u11tappPd opportunity for i11f'lusio11 all(! cortflf:'<'liou if WP ar1• willi11g to t•xpaud our 

approaeh to ritual lif't•-eydt> ohst'rrnnc·1•s. Tht> (malt•) birth. llar ~Iitzvah. marriage, 

death cydt- enshritl{'d in JPwish tradition nwy haw heeu sufliei«:>Ht iu tlu-· prP-modern 

period. ·but uow dot's 11ot lwgi11 to addrf'ss tht• nu·iPd ex1wrieucPs we 110w encom1h•1-. 

\V e have more lwginnings aud (•mlings now, and thl.•se transitio11s dest>rn· au honored 

place in our Jl.•wish eo11sdou1tPss en'I)' uit as mul'h as the now artifieial start of 

maturity <'t~lebratecl at age thirteen. \Ve ought to lh·n•lop and l.•Jlt'OUrage rituals for 

beginnings, likl• dri\'i11g. voting, puberty. d1Pmotherap,v and for 1•rnli11gs: tuP11opausP, 

divorct•, recovery, retirement. So1111• of th('SP rno11w11ts i11 our lin•s Hl{'rit public 

eeldu·atiou or aeknowledg(•11w11t 011 tht• hi111ah. Som<• of' tl1<•se ackuo,,ledguwnts 

ought lo be morl' privah•-at a mikwh. in the rabbi's stud,v. alom· ht>f'oJ'p tlu• Torah, or 

outdoors. Hut even tht•st• prh·att> 111omt>11ls should hPcom(• parl of tlw eouu11m1al 

eonsdo11s11t'SS. Our eo11grega11ts should k.it0\\ that our s_y11agoguf:'s arP l't•11tns for 

completed in the spring of 2007, as well as recent offerings of single-sex worship and programming at national and 
regional URJ Biennials, at Nf'TY convention and conclaves, and in the URJ camps 
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tltt•ir wltolt• st'lf. I\01hi11g m•t-ds lo lu- rht><'kt>d at thl' tt•111plt• door t•xc·t>pl your l'<Htl. 

That's how wt• huild Houst•s for all pt'oplt•. 

To sum up this diseussiou of the impa<'l of gt>mlt'I' in liht•ral Judaism, wt.• rt•turu 

to om• of tht' i,·onie dt>hatt•s i11 Jt>wish f<.·minism. In lu•r arti(·!t• "Not<·s Toward Finding 

thP Right Q1wstio11'". author Cy11thia Ozi(•k famously argi.ws tlw right question for 

Jewish (male a11d f't•male) feminists is not tht•ologieal. hut so.,iologi<'al: 

~com·t>ruiug tht' nature of God, we are 1~11joirlt'd to ht' aguostie and not to speeulatl'. 
'You will St'l' Ill~- hat'k. hut my fon· you will uot st•e·. Ami wlwu Moses asks God ahout 
the nature of divi11i~-. tht• repl_Y is only ·J am that 1 am·. ht Dt>utero110111y we t•ncomJter 
a God who asst>rts that tht• ruystt>ries of tht' unin•rst• lidoug to Cod. and thus it is our 
human husiness 0111)· to ht• de<"t'ltl to ow• anotlH'r. sh•ering- dear of what we have uot 
th<• capacity· to fathom.-

In direct response lo Ozi(·k's rt'flt'etions. Judith Plaskow daims that tilt' "'right" 

<1uestion, at least in tht>ory. r<·mains tht•ological l)t'cause at the level of '"fundamental 

presuppositions" of the haladiie system, it is the notion of othe11wss of' woniett, not 

simply vis-a-vis men hut with rt,speet to the male patriarehal image of God. that 

ultimately legitimatt•s worne11 's subordinatt, slat us i;i. Invoking Clifford Get'rt£ s 

dassieal essay on "Hdigion as a Cultural Systt'm " 171 • Plaskow points out that I't'ligious 

syinbols t'Xpn•ss tht· way in whkh a so<'iety eo11strnl'ts a11d explai11s its world. The 

male Cod-idiom of the HelH·t•w Bible fm1c1ions both as a 111odt·l of God and as a 

model for the ethos of a community that striv1•s for imitalio Dei. That is to say. it 

justifies the reservation of 11ower and authority to llll'll who, as patriarehal malt's, 

eonform most. closely to the image of God. 

171 Plaskow, J. Standing Again At Sinai 
172 Geertz, C. 87-125 
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From tlw Wi'C)s rnmard. this q1u-stio11 t't>asPd to IH' only a sC'holarl.Y or 

philosophit· om•. 111 lwr 1H82 c1rtidt• ""(He)Imaging Cmr. Elll'11 LTma11sky dt•serilit•s tlw 

frustrations of BUHi)' l'Pligious wouwn with tht• 11um-111adt> liturgy. as tht•y t•omh tht• 

pra)·erhook i11 min f'or a vol'abulary that 1m•nni11gfull,v Pxpn.•ssl's thl' Jt•wish woman's 

rt•latio11ship with tht• Cod nf' lsnwl: 

"How mut'h lon~wr eau I 111ru to tht> Cod of Our Fatht>rs without s<'t'l•aming: ·J thought 
tht' c•on•naut was 111ad1• with our motlwrs too!" Tlit• i111a1_..rt• tlmt dnm·1•s ht'fof't' nu• ot' a nrnlt' 
god who hlt•sst•s His sons. thost• hunum l1t•ings '.our fotllt'rs) who wt•rt• trul~· c·rt•att-d iu His 
image .. .l'm not n.•jt•(·tiu~ Cocl as Fntlwr, Lord or King, hut unlt'ss Sht> is ulso .\lotht>r of 
Creation, Mistress of Ht'avt'n awl Qm•t•n of the Universe. it is impossible for me to fed that I 
too have lu~en t•rt•ated iu the image of tht• Diviw• ... Similar!.,·. :1s 1011g as Cod is 0111,v tlw God of 
our fatlll'rs a11d not om· mothers, llll'II will lw pert•t>ivt'd as having (and \\;l) pt>rceive 
tht•rust'h·es as h1wi11g) hoth a l'lost•r rt•lationship with Cod aml a higlll.'r rt~li~rious stutus." 17·1 

Umansky calls for something lwyond lllt'l't' l't'<.'Olll'Se to femiuiwd God images 

and feminine pronouns writ largt>. If men and women alike are created in God's 

image, then Goel is neither (•xelusiwl,r malt- nor t'Xdusin•ly f'l•malt• but must 

encompass images of both. In this. slu.• e<.'hcws Jal'oh Neusm•r, who argues that: 

"If feminist Judaisms t•mt-rgl:', t•xcludi11g mt•n. tlu~~· will not St'l'\'I' 1111d ca1111ot staml. an.\' 
more thau have rit:,>idly nms('ulint• Judaisms in limes past aml iu our own da~· 1m.1n:·d 
plausihle. Cod madt' :\!lam '"iu our imagt•. aftt·r our likt'lll'SS~ and that is, in tht• 
Torah's own words. '"~lalt• and ti.•rmtlt•... Our sages of hlt•sst>d lllt'Illory· st•t forth an 
a11drog,ynous Torah bt•t•a11s1• tlw,v full,\· graspt•d tlw amlro!{\ mms <·lum.u·tt•r. i11 attitudt•, 
eruotiou. fi•t•liug. uml aspintlfou. of God made• 111a11ifi•st iu Torah. But how that is to 
play ilst>lf out. .. rt.•mains to 111· dis<·on•rPd.- 171 

In tt\rms not only of tht•olog:v and God-lauguagc·, but of th<' m·xt stagt' of dt•vt>lopmt•nt 

for liberal Judaism itself', I think both Umarrsky a11d Nt>usm•r are c_•orr'l•et. \Vhat liberal 

Judaism net-ds i11 ord(•r to rc•main rPIPrnnt is to shift out of gt•tl(lt•r-11eutral towar·ds an 

173 Umansky, E.114-116 
174 Neusner, Jacob. Androiynous Judajsm xi 
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und1.•rsta11di11g of' Judaism that a<'k11owh•dgt•s tlw partit•t!larist gt•udt•rPd t•x1writ•m·c•s of 

individuals, out• i11 whit'h WP (aud (;od) ea11 lit' 11<·c•t•ptc-d mid ho11ort•d as malt', fc.•malt:', 

and c•,·t-1Jthiug both i11-lwhH'P11 mad lwyom.l. 
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