
I read Batya Go l d’s story with
g reat sadness.  Why should a committed
person, who rejoices and dances with
the Torah on Simchat Torah, fear being
“e x p o s e d” for acting in accordance with
the decision of her p o s e k ? And why
should her rabbi, for whom “e m e s i s
e m e s” ( t ruth is truth), be afraid to say
the truth publicly?  What does this say
about the community, and how did we
get into such an unfortunate position? 

The communal attitudes and poli-
cies that frame Batya Gold’s dilemma
are expressed with disturbing and
painful clarity a few pages earlier, in
the same issue of Jewish Action.  The
distinguished editor of Orthodoxy’s
premier journal [Rabbi Emanuel
Feldman] introduces a discussion of
increased women’s involvement in reli-
gious ritual with a quote from a non-
Orthodox woman who prays at a non-
halachic egalitarian service and ends it
by taking note of how someone once
active in Orthodox life took an official
position in the Conservative move-
ment.  How sad for women like Batya,
who long for Torah and submit to rab-
binic authority, to be sullied with the
innuendo that they belong with those
who reject allegiance to halachic
norms.  How sad too for their rabbis,
bullied into silence to protect their
reputations.  Where indeed are “the
standards of mentchlichkeit and old-
fashioned sensitivity” that should
inform this discussion?  Is it any won-
der that Batya won’t use her real name?

It is painful to see the concept of
tzniut appropriated to indict those
who explore, with rabbinic guidance
their increased involvement with reli-
gious life.  How can an article that
speaks about “spiritual and intellectual
tzniut for men and women” resonate,
consciously or not, with high-minded,
judgmental, and sanctimonious over-
tones?  The real article on tzniut

belongs to Chana Henkin, who works
for taharat hamishpachah by training
women to speak authoritatively with
other women on this delicate subject.
Is she applauded and encouraged for
her efforts?  Hardly. Training women
to discuss halachah with knowledge
and authority is portrayed here as part
of a campaign to free women from a
“male-dominated” halachic system.  Is
it surprising that rabbinic authorities
who favor such programs are reluctant
to endorse them publicly?

Is it really true that the majority of
suggestions for increased women’s
involvement in religious life comes
from a desire to serve oneself and not
God?  It is simply outrageous to lump
together committed people who seek
halachic guidance with those who act
on their own suggestions.  It is not
hard for Rabbi Feldman, or anyone
else, to find instances of sloppy schol-
arship, poorly-thought-through recom-
mendations, or bad judgment among
people of varied educational stripes
and personal styles, as they try to artic-
ulate concerns and explore halachic
possibilities.  There is nothing wrong
with debating these presentations on
their merits.  But just as Rabbi
Feldman would not want to be held
responsible for every comment made
by every community rabbi, he should
not tar with the same overly broad
brush every person claiming to speak
in the name of feminism and
Orthodoxy.  Debating straw women
may make for compelling writing, but
it yields painful reading.

A facile, reductionist approach
which narrowly characterizes those
concerned with a woman’s role in
Orthodox life as advocating “a con-
scious mimicry of men” both ridicules
the problem and insults those who
would try to solve it.  It trivializes the
excruciating struggles of the many
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God-fearing, tzniut-observing, reli-
giously committed Orthodox women
who feel bound by the very halachic
norms Rabbi Feldman cherishes, and
who look within halachah for a way to
reconcile the complex forces that shape
their lives.  To accuse these women of
wanting to be men or of wanting only
to “feel good,” completely ignores or
worse, denies their powerful spiritual
and religious strivings.

Wanting to “feel good” is very dif-
ferent from not wanting to feel bad.
In ascribing less-than-pure motives to
women’s engagement in this struggle,
Rabbi Feldman conflates the notions
of self-fulfillment, self-actualization,
status-enhancement, and the quest for
joy in ways that are unfair and danger-
ous.  These concepts are not identical;
not everyone functions according to
them; and there are ways in which
some can be consistent or synergistic
with a religious posture.  Joy does not
need to be the overarching criterion of
Jewish religious life in order for it to
be one of its criteria, as all of us who
recognize the concept of simchah shel
mitzvah surely know.

Rabbi Feldman comments several
times that the halachic legitimacy of
his examples is not crucial to the dis-
cussion.  But halachic legitimacy is
precisely what is crucial.  Pristine faith
does, indeed, demand that one’s will
be subordinate to that of God, but
why would Rabbi Feldman posit that
these wills are always in conflict ?
They do not conflict when halachah
sanctions the actualizing of our will.
Many halachic authorities objected —
and still object — to women wearing
sheitels.  Are all women who cover
their hair with a wig rather than a hat
to be slandered as vain creatures who
have substituted their standards of
fashion for God’s will?  I think not.

Chazal would have nothing of such
an approach.  For them, nachat ru a c h
for women was a serious halachic prin-
ciple.  Rabbinic concern with the issue
extended from the Talmudic discussion
on allowing women to do semichah o n
a sacrifice to Shulchan Aruch Ha R a v’s
comment on blowing the shofar:

“ Even though women are exe m p t
[ f rom blowing the shofar] they may
n e ve rtheless do so, even though unnec-
e s s a ry blowing of the shofar is pro h i b i t-
ed on Yom Tov, as this minor violation
was permitted to afford them n a c h a t
ru a c h...and so one who has alre a d y
h e a rd the shofar may blow for them...”
(Orach Chaim 589:2)  Chazal did not
reprimand women for their alleged
“s e l f - a b s o r p t i o n” and “m e - t o o - i s m” in
wanting to be like men.  They re c o g-
n i zed the sincerity of women’s desire
for invo l vement, and went out of their
way to accommodate them.  This pre-
sumption of sincerity is glaringly
absent from Rabbi Fe l d m a n’s unfair
p o rtrayal of how the most Jew i s h l y
well-educated women in Jewish history
look to broaden their religious live s .

Giti Butler Bendheim
Riverdale, New York

Thank you for printing Rabbi
Emanuel Feldman’s article, Orthodox
Feminism and Feminist Orthodoxy.
There is an awful lot of confusion out
there, and Rabbi Feldman’s highly
cogent and compelling article is like a
ray of light.  He has stated and clearly
explained very basic Torah concepts
and has gone on to ask very basic diffi-
cult questions.  He forces the reader to
go beyond hype, ego, fluctuating emo-
tions, subjective opinions and ever-
present social pressures in the search
for Torah’s eternal Truths....  

Yaffa Ganz
Jerusalem, Israel

Rabbi Emanuel Feldman responds:
My article was an attempt to open up

a serious discussion about Orthodox fem-
inism.  It made the following points:  1)
Orthodox feminism should sensitize itself
to the subtle and negative influences of
secular feminism; 2) Orthodox feminism
expends precious energies on me-too-isms
such as what I termed “the groomifica-
tion of the bride” (groom encircling the
bride, women holding the chupah poles,
etc., all documented in my article) while
major concepts like tzniut in its broadest
sense are pushed under the table, and the
painful issues of Jewish life intermar-

riage, Jewish ignorance, runaway assimi-
lation — are given only token attention;
3) While claiming loyalty to the halachic
process, Orthodox feminism often side-
steps this process; 4) Halachic shortcuts
are the first step to non-Orthodox
Judaism; and 5) If certain vexing issues
are not recognized and addressed by
Orthodox feminism, these issues have the
potential of seriously undermining its
halachic integrity. These points are not
from Sinai, and I would be happy to be
persuaded that some of them are off the
mark, but Dr. Bendheim does not come
to grips with these points.

Dr. Bendheim finds “outrageous” my
citation of the Orthodox feminist sugges-
tions for improving weddings — all
imitative of masculine roles.  To my call
for more tzniut in attitudes, she counters
that I am sanctimonious.  As for my fac-
tual reference to the Orthodox feminist
leader who finally took an official posi-
tion with the Conservative movement —
that  is “sullying by innuendo...”

But it is factual, and not innuendo,
that many Ort h o d ox feminist confere n c e s
re g u l a rly invite guest speakers who are
officially identified with the Conserva t i ve
movement (including the above-refer-
enced person who now holds an official
position with the Conservative move-
ment and was a featured speaker at the
New York Orthodox Feminist Confer-
ence in Adar of this year); and that in
last summer’s religious feminist confer-
ence in Jerusalem there was a strong
Conservative presence.  While it is laud-
able to talk with all Jews, and while no
one is against openness, it is obvious that
when non-Orthodox Jews and move-
ments are consistently featured at
Orthodox feminist conventions, legitima-
cy is willy-nilly conferred upon non-
halachic practices.  It is also factual that
the word “orthodox” was conspicuously
absent not only from the title of that
Jerusalem conference — which was
called The Religious Women’s Forum/
Forum Nashim Datiot, but also from
the conference abstracts and from the sec-
tion discussing its goals.  Orthodox femi-
nists have the right to invite anyone they
want, and to omit any references they
wish, but the consistent flirtation with
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that their approach to Judaism speaks for
all women.  While even an oblique dis-
sent concealed inside a letter to the edi-
tor is noteworthy, this is hardly suffi-
cient.  Perhaps the time has come for
articulate and intellectually honest peo-
ple like Dr. Bendheim to state publicly
what it is within Orthodox feminism
that they find problematic.

Yaffa Ganz’s note is very much appre-
ciated and offers some hope that it is still
possible to have an open and objective
discussion about Orthodox feminism.

Rebbetzin Chana Henkin’s
accomplishments in Beit Shean, as
detailed in her article Yoatzot
Halachah:  Fortifying Tradition
Through Innovation are truly remark-
able.  By making sure there was a
capable mikvah supervisor, upgrading
the mikvah’s facilities and creating an
education program for the young
women of the community, she was
able to increase the use of the local
mikvah by more than 300%.  This
should serve as an inspiration to other
communities as to what a difference
these steps can make.

There are, however, several problems
with the next step taken by Rebbetzin
Henkin, training women to be halachic
consultants, Yoatzot Halachah, in the
ritual laws pertaining to women.  She
writes, “Our Yoatzot Halachah are not
replacing rabbis nor do they aspire to
be rabbis,”...but, in an article on her
program featured in The New York
Jewish Week, The New Poseks: Orthodox
Women (October 8, 1999), we find the
following: “Some Modern Orthodox
feminists hope the new halachic
empowerment ultimately could lead to
the ordination of women Orthodox
rabbis.”  The same article quotes a
graduate of the Yoatzot Halachah pro-
gram, Deena Zimmerman, as saying,
“Could this lead to women being rab-
bis?  That brings up the question of
what is a rabbi, and that question isn’t
totally answered.”  That article further
reports that “Henkin believes that her
graduates are at least as well versed in
the intricacies of Jewish ritual purity
laws....as many rabbinic poseks.” 

Rebbetzin Henkin states in her arti-
cle, “Women halachic consultants are
an evolution but not a revolution”...yet
refers to her program in the same para-
graph as a “breathtakingly new solu-
tion, made possible by... a dazzling
new resource in Klal Yisrael of talmudi-
cally-learned women.”  However in
the Jewish Week article we read, “The
move, according to Orthodox authori-
ties, is nothing short of revolutionary.”
The article goes on to quote Rabbi
Norman Lamm as saying that the pro-
gram is “a revolutionary change for the
good.”  Rebbetzin Henkin herself is
quoted as saying, “this is the first time
in history that women have been
authorized to answer questions of
Jewish law.” 

One does not detect in this “highly
public action” a sense of humility, rev-
erence and awe before the mesorah, the
traditions of how Jewish people have
conducted themselves for centuries
and millennia.  Rebbetzin Henkin has
in fact broken with that tradition in a
way that will have far reaching ramifi-
cations which she either doesn’t see or
won’t acknowledge. 

This is not to say that there can
n e ver be change in the Torah commu-
n i t y.  The question is what is the
a p p ropriate way for such change to
take place?  Is n’t caution called for?
Should there not be a bit of tre p i d a t i o n
when tampering with the m e s o rah ?
Is n’t there a need for approval from the
leading poskim of the generation, or at
least one u n i versally re c o g n i zed p o s e k,
instead of the unnamed “p ro m i n e n t
rabbis in Is r a e l’s Religious Zi o n i s t
C o m m u n i t y” mentioned in the art i c l e ?
Is n’t it divisive, at best, and destru c t i ve ,
at worst, to institute a change like this
without broad-based support and con-
sensus?  Will the narrow support the
Yo a t zot Ha l a c h a h p rogram now enjoy s ,
lead it to become the new litmus test
in certain circles for sensitivity to the
needs of women, with those not jump-
ing on board labeled as insensitive
right-wing fanatics?

Rebbetzin Henkin might respond
that there is no time for the usual
process, that in the meantime massive

■

groups that are not halachic exemplars
— e.g., negate mechitzah, ignore mik-
vah, and cut corners on conversions —
serves only to underscore questions about
Orthodox feminism’s halachic direction. 

And now for some specifics:
The incident with the non-Orthodox

woman illustrates that joy, self-fulfill-
ment and satisfaction are not what ser-
vice of God is all about.  There is no
doubt that Dr. Bendheim agrees that
avodat Hashem is serious business, and
that it is not synonymous with feel-good,
touchy-feely religion.  It is therefore
unclear why my example of feel-good
religion is cited as a lack of
“mentschlichkeit.”

I made absolutely no reference, direct
or implied, to the issue of “training
women to discuss halachah with knowl-
edge and authority.”  It is most puzzling
how Dr. Bendheim can write that I
“portray [them] as part of a campaign to
free women from a ‘male-dominated’
halachic system.”

She writes that I ignore “the powe rf u l
spiritual and religious strivings of
w o m e n ,” that I grant women no “p re-
sumption of sincerity,” and that I ascribe
“less than pure motives to women’s
engagement in this stru g g l e .”  But here
a re some citations from my art i c l e :
“...the intent is not to be critical of
women who seek a deeper attachment to
the Cre a t o r”; I refer positively to women’s
“inchoate ye a rnings for closeness to
Go d . . .”;  and I note “...the exe m p l a ry
d e s i re of Jewish women to reach out for
m o re connectedness to their Cre a t o r. . .”
— all of which leads me to wonder if she
and I are referring to the same art i c l e .

With all this, I admire Dr. Bendheim’s
independence of mind, in this age of
political correctness, in apparently dis-
avowing some of the comments of
Orthodox feminist leaders.  She is clearly
uncomfortable with those suggestions I
quoted about “enriching one’s wedding,”
etc., and suggests that I should not tar
with a broad brush “every person claim-
ing to speak in the name of feminism
and Orthodoxy.”  But, if those leaders
are permitted free rein, and if no one
protests that they do not speak for all
women, the public can only conclude
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violations of halachah are taking place
and that she is on a mission of, as she
writes, “l’afrushei m’isura, preventing
mistaken violations of halachah, which
take precedence over other considera-
tions.”  The question then is, have any
other possible solutions been explored?
Has Rebbetzin Henkin spoken to lead-
ers of communities where this problem
does not exist, where taharat hamish-
pachah questions are asked by the hun-
dreds (yes, there are such communi-
ties), to find out what they do differ-
ently?  Has she thought about creating
a means for women to ask questions
anonymously in order to reduce their
discomfort — as is done in some com-
munities — or other solutions that are
less radical than that which she has
implemented?  Has she considered the
possibility that if in some communi-
ties, questions so fundamental to
Judaism are not being asked, perhaps
the real problem is the lack of value
placed on halachah, and that the solu-
tion may lie in an education program
for everyone, men and women, in
order to reshape communal attitudes
towards halachah?

From all that is being written and
said about the Nishmat program by
those who support it, including
Rebbetzin Henkin herself, it is difficult
to accept that the Yoatzot Halachah
project was simply a solution to a
problem, and not part of a broader
agenda.  Were that the case, the entire
tone of its supporters and participants
would be different.  We have yet to
hear a clear and unequivocal statement
from Rebbetzin Henkin indicating
that she is opposed to the concept of
women Orthodox rabbis under any
circumstances, that this is a red line
that separates the Orthodox from the
non-Orthodox, and that Nishmat will
never have a part in such a program.
But even if we were to give Nishmat
the benefit of the doubt, and accept
the claim that the sole mission of the
program is, as Rebbetzin Henkin says,
to “[take] action on behalf of taharat
hamishpachah,” this particular action
may very well take on a life of its own,
causing great damage to the integrity

of the halachic structure that it sought
to protect.  The responsibility for this
outcome will ultimately be placed at
Nishmat’s doorstep.

Rabbi Reuven Gross
Chicago, Illinois

I would like to comment on
Rebbetzen Henkin’s recent Jewish
Action article.  It is gratifying to read
about people who are concerned with
the laws of taharas hamishpachah in
the Orthodox community.  However,
as a rav for over 10 years and a close
friend of many rabbonim in the United
States and around the world, I must
take issue with several points in her
article.  Her statement:  “Years of work
in taharat hamishpachah and commu-
nal leadership made me aware that
many observant women will simply not
consult a rabbi with an intimate ques-
tion.  In some cases, the husband asks on
behalf of his wife.  In most cases, the
question is not asked at all.  I have been
informed even by rabbis’ wives, both in
Israel and in the United States, that they
themselves would never bring an under-
garment to a rabbinical expert with a
question...” begs a question.  Why is
the simple solution of anonymity not
mentioned?  Hundreds of sheilahs have
come to my house with nothing more
than a phone number on the envelope.
I don’t know the name of the woman
and sometimes I never speak to her.  I
simply leave a message on her machine.
(I should add that I often mention in
various shiurim, both on hilchos nid-
dah and on general halachic topics that
I encourage developing a relationship
with a competent rav who knows one’s
overall “case history,” so that when
asked a question he can answer in the
best possible manner).  Also she did
not mention that when the husband is
either uncomfortable or unable to
bring the sheilah himself to the rav,
the woman has the option to bring the
sheilah to the rabbi’s wife with whom
she can review her situation with sensi-
tivity. The rabbi’s wife can then
approach her husband, thus retaining
total anonymity.

Se c o n d l y, she mentions, and once

again I quote:  “ Dignified observa n c e
re q u i res that a woman feel comfort a b l e
about the consultation and that the
h a l a c h a h be explained patiently, clearly,
competently and in detail — a pro c e-
d u re with which most women, and, in
fact, many rabbis, are not at ease
because of their ingrained sense of
m o d e s t y.”  Again I ask, why omit the
role of the rabbi’s wife, who ve ry often
(though not always) is we l l - versed in
these halachos and with whom the con-
sultation can be made and the
h a l a c h a h can be explained, patiently,
clearly and competently.  If the rabbi’s
wife is not capable of doing so, eve ry
community has women who are dedi-
cated teachers of the laws of t a h a ra s
h a m i s h p a c h a h to the k a l l a h s of their
c o m m u n i t y.  Many of these women
maintain a relationship with their stu-
dents for many years after their we d-
dings.  Once again, why is this solution
not mentioned anywhere in the article? 

She also mentions that:  “The pro-
gram combines more than 1000 hours
of the classic rabbinic curriculum of
hilchot niddah (Gemara, Rishonim,
Tur/Beit Yosef, Shulchan Aruch and
Nosei Kelim through contemporary
responsa)...”  implying that they are
well-versed in the halachah, even
though, later she states, “Our Yoatzot
Halachah are not replacing rabbis nor
do they aspire to be rabbis.” If they are
acting as a conduit to the rabbis, and
not replacing them, why the stress on
text-based knowledge?

My wife, together with a group of
dedicated women in our community,
have spent incredible amounts of time
learning how to teach hilchos niddah.
They learned neither Gemara,
Rishonim, Tur/Beit Yosef, Shulchan
Aruch and Nosei Kelim, yet they are
well-versed in the halachah and with-
out question are competent to deal
with any question brought to them
and to act as a conduit to the rabbon-
im in the city.  Above all, even if
everything she said is correct, and the
only solution to the problems
[Rebbetzin Henkin] brings forth is the
creation of Yoatzot Halachah with the
curriculum described, and even if this
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that this phenomenon must be under-
stood within the sociological and cul-
tural context of the times, one of
whose most prominent features, par-
ticularly on the Jewish landscape, is
the rise of Orthodox feminism.  It
would be disingenuous, and intellectu-
ally dishonest, to ignore this link.

I contend that Orthodox feminism
itself is a foreign graft onto kerem beit
Yisrael, completely an offshoot of its
secular source, with no valid place in
halachic life.  For its conceptual basis
is cut of whole cloth from the gospels
of Betty Friedan and Gloria Steinem;
to wit, the odds in our patriarchal
society are inherently stacked against
women, who therefore must struggle,
fight, and prevail over the exploitative
male in order to shatter the glass ceil-
ing and earn their place at the table.
The language of Orthodox feminism
identifies the source of oppression as
rabbinical rather than economic, but
the premise of male domination, what-
ever its provenance, remains constant.

Having been fortunate enough to be
reared in a Torah home, I can testify
that I never saw or experienced any-
thing from the men in my life — my
father, brothers, uncles, etc., and later
my husband and his family — other
than complete belief in my talents and
abilities, and total respect for me as a
person.  And this was not just my
home; it was my entire milieu, a soci-
ety which pledged total allegiance to
halachah and Torah values in deter-
mining, among other things, gender
roles, while simultaneously nurturing
and empowering us as Jewish girls.
Women living in a world in which
Torah rules do not need, and have
never needed, emancipation.  While
Christian theologians as recently as the
second half the millennium were seri-
ously engaged in a debate over the
burning issue of whether or not
women possessed souls, the Torah set
down the ground rules at the dawn of
creation.  On the verse in Bereishit 5:2
“male and female He created them,”
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch says the
following:  “Right from the beginning,
God created ‘mankind’ male and

female, both equally godly, of equal
worth, neither more in the likeness of
God than the other, both given the
same blessing by God.”  Any perver-
sion of this ideal by men, any wrong
perpetrated against women in denial of
this truth, is not, God forbid, an
expression of a Torah ethos, but rather,
an egregious violation of it. 

This is not the place to once again
argue the reasons why Hashem saw fit
to divide gender roles as He did, why
He made women mothers, nurturers,
inner-directed, and men rabbis, poskim
conquerors, more visibly prominent
on the external world stage.  The fact
remains that this distinction has served
the Jewish people well throughout his-
tory. Wise women of yore, our great-
grandmothers, and their mothers
before them, rejoiced in the very real
power and responsibility of sculpting,
painting, molding and shaping human
lives.  They did not delude themselves
into confusing visibility with sub-
stance, and they never lost their awe at
the chain of command that began with
Moshe kibeil Torah miSinai and ended
with their morah d’atra, the rabbi of
their city.

I believe it was the thousands of
years of this mesorah, the combination
of deep, real understating of the female
nature, along with the reverence for
Torah sages, which went into my chin-
uch, that set alarm bells ringing when I
read of the development of Yoatzot
Halachah.

Arguably, the most cataclysmic
change in the lives of Jewish women
was the introduction of the Bais
Yaakov system at the hands of Sarah
Schenirer, z”l.  It is instructive, in light
of the issue at hand, to see how she
went about it.  Her instinct to save
Jewish girls and her instinct to revere
rabbonim came harmoniously together.
For she went straight to the top — to
the undisputed leader of the Jewish
people, the Chofetz Chaim, zt”l.
There is no doubt in my mind that
had Sara Schenirer met with opposi-
tion from the Chofetz Chaim, she
would never have proceeded, against
his will, to open her Bais Yaakov.  But

concept is only “an evolution, not a
revolution,” I remain with a major
reservation with her creation.  Where
is the sanction of the Gadol biYisrael?
It has never been enough to do some-
thing that is only evolutionary and not
revolutionary, with only “the enthusi-
astic backing of prominent rabbis in
Israel’s religious Zionist community.” 

Nothing that can be considered a
major change or addition to our meso-
rah has ever been done without the
sanction of gedolei Yisrael. We need
their sanction, not only because of
their Torah knowledge and commit-
ment to the Jewish people; we need
their sanction because of their vision.
Many people who have initiated
halachic innovations without the
vision of gedolei Yisrael have ended up
hurting the Jewish people instead of
helping them.  Once again, I ask
Rebbetzen Henkin:  if you are so con-
cerned with the laws of taharas
hamishpachah in the Orthodox com-
munity, please obtain the sanction of
gedolei Yisrael with permission to pub-
licize their names.  Otherwise, who
can shoulder the responsibility of what
may, chas veshalom, be the outcome of
such innovation?

Rabbi Zev Cohen
Chicago, IL 

As I read through Chana
Henkin’s article...I found myself
gripped with a profound sense of
unease, a feeling which logic chal-
lenged me to analyze.  On its surface,
Henkin’s premise seems eminently
valid:  since the laws of family purity
inhabit such intimate and personal ter-
rain in the lives of women, they may
feel barred by innate modesty from
clarifying halachic issues with male
poskim. What, therefore, could be bet-
ter than women trained to advise their
sisters in these areas, women whose
availability would therefore reduce the
discomfort level and ultimately lead to
greater elucidation and observance of
halachah?

However, it is a given that the devel-
opment of Yoatzot Halachah has not
sprung up in a vacuum.  It is obvious

■
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he didn’t oppose it!  He was sensitive
and understanding of the spiritual
needs of Jewish daughters.

Today, alas, we have no Chofetz
Chaim.  But we do have leaders, Torah
sages, acknowledged by Orthodoxy as
the masters of our generation.  Yet one
searches Chana Henkin’s article in vain
for a mention of their names.  Didn’t
Sara Schenirer show us the path to fol-
low in seeking to overturn a way of life
as ancient as Judaism itself?  Must not
Torah at its highest levels be consulted?
To be sure, she has the “enthusiastic
backing of prominent rabbis.”  Who
are they?  Examinations are adminis-
tered by a “board of bochanim,” candi-
dates for the program were chosen by
“four rabbis,” “some rabbis” have begun
sending women “to our graduates.”
What are their names?  This seems to
me to be one of the most critical issues
in this case — the halachic foundation
and the stature of the decisors permitting
the institution of Yoatzot Halachah —
and yet it almost seems as if Rebbetzin
Henkin is coyly sidestepping the issue,
preferring that her backers remain
anonymous, merely “p rominent rabbis.”

Another troubling point is her asser-
tion that the need for women
halachists stems from the problem of
both male and female modesty.  Let us
address each of these points separately.
She states that “many rabbis” are not
up to the task of clearly explaining h i l c h o t
niddah, “because of their ingrained
sense of modesty.”  This sounds to me
suspiciously like tailoring facts to fit an
agenda.  “Many rabbis” is a sloppy,
unscientific term, especially in the
context of so grave a charge.  Where is
the evidence?  Where are the statistics?
In all my years of consulting rabbis,
both in the US and in Israel, I have
only encountered the expertise of the
professional married to the care and
ahavat Yisrael of the true Torah scholar
in answering a spectrum of niddah-
related questions.  Of course, a woman
must use good sense in choosing her
rabbi; age, experience, and reputation
must all be taken into account.  But in
using the dubious “fact” of endemic
rabbinical shyness and modesty as a

justification for such a departure from
tradition, one is walking on shaky
ground indeed.

And now for women, many of
whom feel “too self-conscious to con-
sult a rabbi.”  Ironically, this descrip-
tion practically puts ammunition in
the hands of the anti-feminists, who
would see it as a vindication of their
belief that women are too emotion-
and-feelings-driven to participate in
the logic-powered process of halachic
decision.  Since when is “the way we
feel” a basis for determining Torah
law?  No matter what I feel, my life is
driven by obligations, which often
force me, against my baser inclina-
tions, to grow, to change, to improve.
I can see that there might be no actual
halachah violation in using a woman
as an intermediary.  It is the perceived
discomfort behind it that concerns me.

Rebbetzin Henkin writes of the
abysmal level of mikvah attendance in
her town 26 years ago, and her
admirable and successful efforts to
raise levels of observance.  Given the
success of her education program, I
wonder why she stopped at the water’s
edge.  During the study of hilchot nid-
dah, when girls and women are
absorbing the uplifting message of
their central role in creating the holi-
ness of the home, is it not appropriate
to discuss the rabbinic participation
through which this goal is achieved?
Should they not be told that there is
nothing to be ashamed of, and every-
thing to be proud of, in taking respon-
sibility like the adults they are, and
participating personally, not by proxy,
in the halachic process?

In keeping the faith of our fathers,
we are enjoined not to desert the
Torah of our mothers.  Our mothers
had sensitivities of tzniut, of kavod
haTorah, and yes, of womanly pride
and dignity, honed by every breath
and nuance of Torah, as perceived
through their legendary binah yeteirah.
One wonders what they would say
could they see their daughters in posi-
tions not ordained for them by God’s
Torah, under circumstances in which
that Torah was not in mortal danger.

The wisest of men warned “Do not
forsake the Torah of your mother.”
We do so at our peril.

Sarah Cohen
Kew Gardens, New York

Rebbetzin Chana Henkin replies:
I thank Rabbis Reuven Gross and Zev

Cohen and Mrs. Sarah Cohen for giving
me the opportunity to further clarify the
work of the Yoatzot Halachah, and our
reasons at Nishmat for establishing this
program.  They raise, essentially, four
points:

a) The need for Yoatzot Halachah.
Can’t the same comfort-level be achieved
by creating a means for women to ask
questions anonymously (via envelopes
with a phone number, via the husband,
via the rabbi’s wife)?

b) The religious acceptability of our
initiative.  Are we not “tampering with
the mesorah” without the backing of “at
least one universally recognized posek”? 

c) The slippery slope.  Are the Yoatzot
Halachah part of a broader feminist
agenda, aiming toward women rabbis?
If the Yoatzot are not replacing rabbis,
why the stress on text-based knowledge?

d) The change in women’s role. What
would our foremothers say could they see
their daughters “in positions not
ordained for them by God’s Torah”?

a) Regarding the need for Yoatzot
Halachah:

The issue is not the thousands of
Orthodox women willing to ask a sensi-
tive sheilah of a rav, but rather the
thousands of Orthodox women who, by
their own testimony, will not do so. Years
of admonitions and assurances that they
should not be uncomfortable asking such
questions have not altered the feelings
and practices of these women.  Do
Rabbis Gross and Cohen, and Mrs.
Cohen, believe that if only we would
urge women not to hesitate to ask
sheilot, the problem would be solved?

Most of the many hundreds of consul-
tations with our Yoatzot in the half-year
since their bechinot were not on ques-
tions of colors.  Frequently they involved
issues of halachic infertility (lengthy
staining, with ovulation before mikvah)
or mid-cycle spotting.  They often begin
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The issue is not whether a rabbi could
c o n c e i vably have done the same, but ra t h e r
whom would this woman have turned to
without the Yoatzot Halachah. In every
community in Israel where the Yoatzot
live, they work in concert with the local
rabbi, who is perhaps their most enthu-
siastic supporter. Where there is a
Yoetzet, the volume of questions in
taharat hamishpachah has risen geomet-
rically.

b) Regarding the religious validity of
our initiative: 

Most — although definitely not all —
of the women who have consulted our
Yoatzot since their certification are
modern Orthodox.  Should we view
these women with suspicion or with
appreciation?  By coming to the Yoatzot
Halachah, are they seeking to evade or
affirm their relationship with halachah?

The Yoatzot Halachah have not
sprung up in a vacuum. Tosafot in
Brachot 45b, in their discussion of zim-
mun, refer to widespread Jewish illitera-
cy amongst women.  When men recite
the zimmun, say Tosafot, it is possible
that even if a woman participates, her
participation is meaningless because she
does not understand the words she speaks.
This is not the case today, when for girls
across the spectrum of Orthodoxy, there is
almost universal high school Torah edu-
cation. During the last two decades in
Israel, there has occurred a remarkable
grass-roots push for post high school,
higher Torah learning on the part of
thousands of young women who found it
unacceptable that their secular academic
horizons were outdistancing their Torah
learning in depth and sophistication.
Though inspired in part by the growing
opportunities available to women in
general, their motivation was religious,
and won the backing of the religious
leadership in the hesder yeshivah world.

Today, there exist in Israel, as part of
the wider hesder community, a score of
midrashot — higher Torah learning
institutions for women, some with hun-
dreds of students, with numerous rab-
bonim of note teaching therein.  Thus,
there has emerged in Israel over the last
decade a growing number of learned,
deeply observant young women with a

direct student-mentor relationship with
talmidei chachamim.  The Gemara
and Halachah faculty at Nishmat, by
way of example, includes Rabbi Moshe
Ehrenreich, Rosh Kollel of Eretz Hemda,
and Rabbi Yaakov Varhaftig, Rosh
Kollel of Harry Fischel.  Rabbi Varhaftig
is also the dean of the Yoatzot program.
My husband, Rabbi Yehuda Henkin, the
author of three volumes of Sheelot
uTeshuvot Bnei Banim, is Nishmat’s
posek. Between them, they enjoy close
access to past and present Israeli chief
rabbis. 

The Yoatzot Halachah have grown
out of that community which enables
higher Torah Sheb’al Peh learning for
women, with the enthusiastic endorse-
ment of its gedolim.  Sadly, no “univer-
sally recognized posek” exists whose rul-
ings are accepted by all segments of
Orthodox Jewry today. Rabbis Gross and
Cohen are certainly aware that the rab-
bis they are alluding to do not permit
Gemara learning for women in their
communities at all, nor for that matter
Hallel on Yom HaAtzma’ut, nor uni-
versity studies.
c) Regarding the slippery slope:

Most of Mrs. Cohen’s letter relates to
Orthodox feminism in America and not
to myself, Nishmat, or the Yoatzot pro-
gram.  I am therefore free of the need to
respond to it.  Nevertheless, I will make
a few general comments I hope will
prove illuminating.  All three letters are
marked by ignorance of the situation in
Israel; while the tendency to evaluate
developments based on one’s experiences
in Chicago or New York is understand-
able, it is not a recipe for accuracy.

Orthodox feminism in the U.S. goes
back twenty or thirty years.  Its most
salient feature is the network of women’s
tefillah groups.  These impact on the
synagogue, which is the central institu-
tion in American Jewish life and the
major field of activity and source of
influence and parnassah of the rab-
binate.  Torah study by women is largely
undeveloped.

In Israel, by contrast, Orthodox femi-
nism is only a few years old, the syna-
gogue is not the main institution in the
community, and women’s tefillah groups

with “Please help me with this,” or “Is
there any hope for me?”  These questions
can not be dealt with by depositing an
anonymous envelope or passing a cloth
via the woman’s husband or the rabbi’s
wife.

The women whom Rabbi Cohen refers
to as having “learned neither Gemara,
Rishonim, Tur/Bet Yosef, Shulchan
Aruch, and Nosei Kelim” are dedicat-
ed, I have no doubt, but are they “well-
versed in the halachah”?   By whose
standards?  Certainly not those of Rabbi
Cohen.  It is not possible to be well-
versed in the halachah with such a lack
of background.

Because the Yoetzet is aware of the of
shitot of the Rishonim and Achronim,
the finer points of halachah, she asks
pertinent questions that go far beyond
the question the woman initially poses.
She often discovers mitigating circum-
stances which the questioner never
thought to mention, which can be
brought before a posek if necessary.

Our Yoatzot Halachah are not issuing
new halachic rulings on their own.
However, they represent a tremendous
step forward for Orthodox women.
Many times, women call up with prob-
lems of many months’ duration causing
intense personal unhappiness and mari-
tal strain.  Due to their combined
halachic and medical training, the
Yoatzot are able successfully to interact
with both poskim and medical special-
ists.  

In a recent and remarkable consulta-
tion, a woman called a Yoetzet regard-
ing her desperate decision to have rela-
tions with her husband the following
night, two days before her mikvah date,
in order not to miss ovulation.  She had
not ovulated since her twenties, and in
her thirties she had begun premature
menopause, and now, after an experi-
mental treatment, she was about to ovu-
late.  She wanted to know whether there
was any value to tevillah on her fifth
clean day. The Yoetzet, after consulta-
tion with a posek and with less than
twenty-four hours notification, instead
arranged for artificial insemination with
the husband’s semen at a hospital the
next day.
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Gross notes that the report (mis)quoted
me as saying that our graduates are as
well versed in the intricacies of Jewish
ritual purity laws “as many rabbinical
poseks”  He did not report on my own
disclaimer subsequently printed in the
Jewish Week. I have never used the
word poskot (“poseks” is a barbarism)
in reference to our graduates.

I have a great deal of sympathy, even
tenderness, for Mrs. Cohen’s plight.  The
advent of talmudically-educated women
threatens to upset her whole world view,
even her self-image.  But before she seeks
to freeze women’s Torah education in the
mold cast by Sara Schenirer, she should
consider:  girls in those days received sec-
ular high school education , and the
Chofetz Chaim and others realized that
their Torah education had to keep pace.
The problem was obvious, and I doubt
that Sara Schenirer came to the Chofetz
Chaim with statistics, or that he asked
her for any.

To d a y, women in our communities
re c e i ve advanced degrees, and what will
be the result if their To rah education does
not keep pace?  They will view To ra h
studies as shallow and inferior to secular
studies, God forbid — the ve ry t i f l u t
(trivia) that C h a z a l w a rn e d against. 

Before bakery breads and washing
machines, few women could both work
outside the home and raise a family.
With healthy prepared foods, dryers and
no-iron fabrics, as well as shopping by
internet, Orthodox women today are
choosing careers in medicine, law, busi-
ness and academia, even as they raise
families.  What is so special about the
Yoatzot Halachah is that these women
of exceptional talents have decided to
dedicate themselves, alongside of raising
their often large families, to increasing the
observance of taharat hamishpachah,
making observance attractive and mean-
ingful for other women.  The three
respondents to my article seem to believe
that these learned women will under-
mine the delicate fabric of Jewish life
and family; I believe they are one of the
brightest points on the horizon for our
Torah future.

I was very interested in the

series “A Woman’s Place... Four
Perspectives.”...I believe that Rabbi
Feldman hits on an essential point,
and one that is easily overlooked.
“Learned, dedicated and mitzvah prac-
ticing women, are the vital key to the
future of Am Yisrael.”  We as a com-
munity must take the time to consider
what we are doing to support the
growth and development of this type
of woman. We live in an age where
many women hold master’s degrees
and doctorates in their chosen fields of
secular expertise.  We long to devote
our lives to avodat Hashem and seek
outlets to do so only within the
boundaries of halachah. Yet it is diffi-
cult to find “halachic specialists whose
entire life span is devoted to full-time
Jewish learning and service to klal
Yisrael” who are willing to assist us in
our path toward growth.  

More often, we are presented with
either rabbis who tell us that there is
something fundamentally wrong with
us if we are unable to find spiritual
fulfillment as our great-grandmothers
did, or rabbis who have “leap-frogged
the system” and are providing a quick
fix of feel-good spirituality in place of
a potential for a lasting relationship
with Hashem and His mitzvot.

This places an entire segment of the
community in a very difficult position.
We are not at home at the Orthodox
Feminist Conference because many of
the rabbis that we respect have not
even been invited to the table.  And
yet, we are not at home outside of the
conference because, as a larger com-
munity, the mainstream Orthodox
world has become so afraid of any-
thing that even hints at “women’s
issues” that we are immediately labeled
“the other kind.”  This leaves us nei-
ther here nor there within the commu-
nity.

Whichever world I and my friends
enter, we are always “the other kind.”
Our strict adherence to halachah and
our lack of desire to be involved with
“feminist” conventions and innova-
tions makes us far too right wing for
most Orthodox feminists.  Our desire
to seek out ways to enhance our Jewish

are virtually unknown.  The midrashot
movement, of which I am a part, by far
antedates and outnumbers Orthodox
feminist circles.  All observers agree, in
addition, that the younger generation of
women is far more interested in Torah
study than in activism.

Another difference between the
American and Israeli communities lies in
the degree of overlap of, and resulting
dialogue or friction between, their vari-
ous segments.  It is not unusual in the
U.S. for someone to read both Jewish
Action and The Jewish Observer.  It is
unusual in Israel for someone to read
both the Agudah’s Hamodia and the
National Religious Party’s Hatzofe.

These and other factors help explain
why women’s learning in general and the
Yoatzot Halachah program in particu-
lar have not become issues of public con-
troversy in Israel.  This, blessedly, has
permitted everyone to focus on the tangi-
ble benefits to Orthodoxy and to shemi-
rat hamitzvot which have resulted.

d) Regarding roles ordained for
women by God’s Torah: 

I have made it clear numerous times,
both in writing and in highly public
forums, that our Yoatzot Halachah are
not poskot—not because women cannot
be such, for the Achronim are quite
clear that they can, but because they lack
the requisite level of profound Torah
learning.  The vast majority of male rab-
bis never reach the level of being quali-
fied to render original halachic rulings
either, and I am unaware of any woman
who is currently a candidate.

That said, our graduates are expected
to know as much in the specific halachic
area of taharat hamishpachah as do
many newly-graduated rabbis, for they
study the exact same curriculum in this
regard as do students in rabbinical kolle-
lim.  That does not make them rabbis,
and yes, Rabbi Gross, I am opposed to
the idea of women Orthodox rabbis.
This is obvious to anyone who knows
anything about either myself or the
Yoatzot Halachah.

I am not responsible for statements
made by others, such as the Jewish Week
report about what “some Modern
Orthodox feminists” have to say.  Rabbi ■
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grown children, are seeking alternative
avenues to growth.  I am not suggest-
ing that our great Torah sages throw
themselves into the “lion pit” of femi-
nist gatherings where they are not wel-
come and will not be heard, but I am
suggesting that they look within the
halachah and encourage women to
involve themselves in spiritual/intellec-
tual pursuits that will cause them
greater fulfillment and adherence to
halachah.

I believe that there are thousands of
women waiting for our rabbis to take
this daring step.  Furthermore, I
believe that there are thousands more
who are not even aware of the conflict
that exists and would lovingly return
to a system adherent to halachic
authority, if one were offered to them.
If our Torah leaders remain silent on
the subject of women and Torah, the
only voices that these women will hear
will be those of the “leap-froggers.”

I applaud those rabbis and teachers
who have, over the past several years,
been speaking to women and teaching
women, and doing this without fan-
fare and with great respect for Torah.
I wish them continued success and
hope that their colleagues will join
them.  They have the potential to save
a generation of Jewish women and
hopefully bring us closer to the ulti-
mate redemption.

Beth R. Tobachnick
Columbus, Ohio

Author Comments on Review
I found Professor Shalom Carmy’s

review of my book, “The Universal Jew
— Letters to a Progressive Father from
His Orthodox Son” to be thoughtful
and challenging  (Jewish Action,
Winter 5760/1999).  I was pleased
that he also reviewed Compassion For
Humanity in the Jewish Tradition” by
David Sears, as both books, each in its
own way, serve as a needed reminder
of the universal goal of our unique and
lonely journey through history.

However, there is one comment in
Professor Carmy’s review of the two
books which is misleading and inaccu-
rate.  He writes, “The stories they tell

are cheerful and optimistic.  Evil,
when it appears, is the anti-Semitism
of yesteryear or the faraway guns of
Bosnia disturbing Yosef Hakohen’s
Jerusalem seder.”  In my book, I dis-
cuss an evil which faces us, not in
Bosnia, but in Jerusalem:  the growing
power and prestige of the P.L.O.  I
explore with my father, the reasons
why I did not support the Oslo
Accord (pages 198-203), and I also
talk about Palestinian terrorism, and
how my own community of Bayit
Vegan, Jerusalem reacted to one act of
terrorism which took the lives of six
children (pages 260-61).  I therefore,
wrote the following statement in the
epilogue to the book:  “Unfortunately,
we carry much pain and anger within
us as a result of the past and present
suffering of our people.  These feelings
make it difficult to always maintain a
universal Torah perspective.  Moreover,
as I discussed in this work, the Torah
itself strongly condemns the evil deeds
of corrupt and violent nations.  Yet,
because we are the people of Torah, we
need to remain loyal to the totality of
the Torah’s vision.”  (page 268).

The Universal Jew explores how,
through a deeper understanding of this
vision, we come to realize that on
some level, the Jewish story is the
human story.  It is not what one
would call a cheerful story, but the
Torah does teach us to be optimistic
concerning its concluding chapter.

Yosef ben Shlomo Hakohen
Jerusalem, Israel

Fine Arts in the Orthodox
Community

When I wrote the article “The
Challenge of Creative Teens” for the
Just Between Us column of the
Summer ’99 Jewish Action [advocating
fine arts education for talented
Orthodox students], I was neither sure
of its reception nor clear what the next
step would be.  I am happy to report
that the reception was positive without
exception.  As a result of the article,
the Riverdale Omanut Project was
formed to help raise the consciousness
of the Orthodox community to the

life as women, while remaining well
within the boundaries of halachah,
makes us far too radical for much of
the right wing establishment.  Batya
Gold’s article, “Dancing on the Edge”
reflects this conflict in a profound way.
Ms. Gold, a chareidi woman engaged
in Torah study, changed all names in
her article.  She cites a well-known
rebbetzin who “has refrained from
going to Yakar only due to her con-
cern that people will draw the wrong
conclusions about her hashkafah.”
Women who have sought rabbinic
sanctions are refraining from activities
that are within the boundaries of
halachah just because people might
think that they are “the other sort.”
They are afraid to even discuss these
issues because they will not do so
without a respected halachic leader,
and they have no leader.

The halachic system is our connec-
tion to the long tradition of Torah dat-
ing back to the revelation at Sinai.
But where are the rabbis who are hav-
ing these discussions?  Are our rabbis
giving their psak without their name
attached to them (as in Ms. Gold’s
article) so that they will not be ostra-
cized from the rest of the community?
Are they not giving them at all?

I implore the leaders of our genera-
tion to listen to the message beneath
the message being given by Orthodox
Feminists.  Perhaps they are saying
that they have not found a comfort-
able place for themselves within the
halachic system.  Obviously, since
Hashem’s Torah is the manifestation of
His Will for us in the world, it is not
designed to make people miserable.
Women (or for that matter, men) who
cannot find spiritual fulfillment within
the system of halachah, should take a
look not at what is wrong with
halachah, but rather what is wrong
with their perception of halachah.
Our leaders can help them by offering
legitimate outlets for growth within
halachah. And while many women are
able to find complete fulfillment
through raising children, other
women, including those who either do
not yet have children or else have
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role of fine arts and graphic arts in
daily life.  The ultimate goal is to
increase the acceptance of fine arts as a
serious area of study for high school
students, and to this end we will need
to create and fund specialty high
schools.

By the time this letter is in print, the
Project will have completed the spring
program, consisting of a series of two
lectures and a color theory workshop
for adults.  The program drew a large
and enthusiastic audience.  In fact, for
the second lecture we had to change
the venue from a private home to the
Young Israel of North Riverdale
because of the overwhelming response.  

The Rive rdale Omanut Project is
planning its fall series, designed to appeal
to a wide audience, and suitable for the
e n t i re family.  We are also planning
a rchitectural tours of New Yo rk City.

For further information on the fall
series, or to discuss how you can repli-
cate the Omanut Project in your com-
munity, call (718) 543-6527.

Sura Jeselsohn
Riverdale, NY

Letters to the editor should be succinct
and concern recently published JA art i c l e s .
All letters must be signed and include
the writer’s telephone number or email
address, for office use.  Letters selected
for publication may be edited for space
and/or clarity.

Email letters to friedland@ou.org
or send to:

Letters to the Editor
Jewish Action/Orthodox Union
11 Broadway
New York, NY 10004
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