
The role of women in Jewish religious prac-
tice has become one of the most bitterly contested
issues in the Ort h od ox community tod ay.  Polemical
a rticles have been written on the subject and adversar-
ial speeches delivered, all advancing strongly-held
opinions.  Some would maintain the traditional priva t e
role for women within the Jewish community; others
would enhance the oppo rtunities for women to part i c-
ipate in religious life, especially in the synagogue ser-

vice; still others have adopted a variety of in-be t wee n
positions.  These approaches have analyzed the issues
from numerous points of view, notably, the halachic,
the spiritual and the psychological.  Regrettably, the
debate has not always been constructive.  Rather, an
emphasis has been placed on the personal at the
expense of the principle and participants have oft e n
d e m o n s t r a t ed less than open minds to opposing views.

I will limit my discussion to three subject areas, and
o ffer some guidelines that, in my opinion, should
inform the debate on this difficult and controversial
topic.  Hopefully, this will encourage more construc-
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tive exchanges which will enrich our understanding
of the basic issues and help point to resolutions. 

Role of Halachah
The place of women in

Jewish religious life fir s t
and foremost involves
halachic considerations.
To resolve these issues,
we must look to respect ed
and responsible halachic
authorities.  In doing so, it is essen-
tial that we keep in mind that the halachic
system is not monolithic and that legitimate diff e r-
ences of opinion often arise among these respect ed
and responsible authorities as to what Jewish law pre-
s c r i bes regarding a particular issue.  This is hardly sur-
prising; such differences of opinion are intrinsic to the
nature of Jewish law, indeed, any legal system.  As
new cases are never exactly the same as earlier ones,
p r e c edents do not precisely fit the new situation and
d i s a g r eements occasionally arise.

It is therefore unfortunate that this basic principle
has often been ignored by disputants who determine
that those with opposing views are unqualified to
express halachic opinions or that their opinions are
outside the framework of halachah.  Of course,
there are people who are not qualified to offer views
on this topic.  However, too often those
who reject others’ opinions do
so not on the basis of a
fair and open-minded
assessment, but solely
on the fact that their
opponents’ views dif-
fer from their own.
These arbitrary judg-
ments scarcely serve the goal
of an open and fair-minded explo-
ration of the issues, nor do they promote sound rela-
tionships and solidarity within the Orthodox com-
munity.

Motivation
A major portion of the current debate has cen-

tered on the question of the motivation of women
who seek fuller participation in Jewish religious life.
The question is raised:  Are their views influenced
by values from within the Jewish tradition and by a
quest for deeper religious experience, or is it driven
by a desire to further the goals of “feminism”?  We
all have complex reasons for our actions:  We can
no more legitimately question the motivation of
those who seek to further women’s participation in
religious practice than we can discern the motives of

those in the opposing camp who seek to circum-
scribe women’s religious activities.

The current debate should have only
one overriding interest:  an

o b j e ctive examination of all
the evidence to determine
whether the propo s ed
changes in practice are
consistent with h a l a c h a h

and whether they have the
potential of enriching and

d eepening the religious experi-
ences of both the men and women in the

Jewish community.  This challenge is formidable, and
we need not also seek to probe essentially unanswe r-
able questions on human motiva t i o n .

Historical Perspectiv e
As has often been said, we ignore the lessons of his-

t o ry at our own peril.  The difficulty is in determining
what history actually teaches us; so it is with h a l a c h a h.
The expanding role of women in Jewish life may be a
new phenomenon, but I hope that we can agree that it
should not be reject ed out-of-hand for that reason
alone.  The h a l a c h a h is objective:  it judges pract i c e s
on their own merits, not on the basis of whether they
are new or old.  Much innovation has been introd u c ed
into Jewish life over the centuries and even the

Chatam Sofer, who adopted the phrase, “All that
is new is forbidden by the Torah,” wa s

o p po s ed only to innovation that
ran counter to h a l a c h a h .

When evaluating the
acceptability of innovation in
the halachic system, we

must recognize the role of
p r e c edent.  The history of

r e s ponsa literature teaches us the
i m po rtance of precedent, but at the same

time reminds us that each situation must be dealt with on
its own merits.  In addition, we must not lend substantial
c r edence to anecdotal evidence or recollections of con-
versations of rabbinic authorities expressing views on a
d i s p u t ed issue.  These recollections are inherently unreli-
able, and even where reliable are subject to va ry i n g
interpretations.  We can better serve both our contempo-
r a ry community and the historical tradition by recogniz-
ing and responding to the unique challenges this debate
p r e s e n t s .

The Ort h od ox community is confronted with a criti-
cal issue.  Let us debate the subject fully.  But in see k-
ing to resolve this issue let us not lose sight of the ulti-
mate goal of strengthening and unifying our communi-
ty in the spirit of h a l a c h a h.  Constructive dialogue will
take us a long way towards this goal. JA

We can no more
legitimately question 

the motivation of those who seek to 
further women’s participation in religious 
practice than we can discern the motives 
of those in the opposing camp who seek

to circumscribe women’s
religious activities.

We must not lend 
substantial credence to anecdotal evidence 

or recollections 
of conve rs ations of rabbinic authorities 

ex p ressing views 
on a disputed issue. …
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