
or Mattie Klein of Brooklyn,
New York, the phrase “leisure time”
might as well be in a foreign language.
A sense of urgency accompanies her
every sentence as she takes on responsi-
bility for a growing segment of the
Jewish population — women who are
not free to remarry because they have
not received a get [Jewish divorce], a
group colloquially known as agunot.

Mrs. Klein holds a Masters degree in
Social Work and is a certified clinical
social worker specializing in marriage
and family therapy, and previously
worked in geriatrics,
public relations and
program develop-
ment for the handi-
capped.  Happily
married for 25 years,
she has no personal
reason to advance
this cause.  Yet she
spends all her wak-
ing hours toiling on
behalf of agunot;
tending to the phys-
ical, emotional,
financial and legal
problems of her
ever-expanding
“caseload.”  

Her sense of
responsibility for her
fellow Jews was
developed at an early
age.  As a twelve-year-old at her grand-
father’s Seder in the early 1970s, she
stopped the proceedings after Kadesh,
pointing out that something was miss-
ing.  She had heard of the plight of
Russian Jews who were not free to cele-
brate Pesach, and she suggested that a
place setting and an empty chair be left
to symbolize their absence.  Her Zaidy
was proud of her concern, agreeing
that if even one Jew cannot have a
Seder, they could not sit comfortably.
Despite the crowded table, he insisted
that everyone move over a seat, squeez-

ing closer to the person next to him, so
that one chair would remain empty.
Mrs. Klein never forgot that Seder or
her obligation to “make room at her
table” and in her life for other Jews.

Her work with agunot began a few
years ago when, coincidentally, she met
a number of agunot in a short period of
time.  Outgoing by nature, Mrs. Klein
had first approached a woman in shul
who sat alone, only to learn that she
was an agunah.  She noticed neighbor-
hood children whose outgrown, well-
worn clothing bore clear signs of fami-

ly financial distress — and began to
recognize the “look” as one particularly
prevalent among children of agunot.
With the help of a few close friends,
Mrs. Klein began working the phones
on behalf of these women.  Their
needs ran the gamut from food for
Shabbat and invitations for Yom Tov
meals to tutoring for their children
who were failing in school, as well as
basic necessities, such as clothes and
shoes for their children and themselves.
She enlisted individuals who could
donate their time and resources, as well
as organizations such as Tomchei
Shabbos.  Many of the agunot had pre-
viously hosted meals and community
functions in their own lovely homes

and were now too ashamed to seek
help and admit that they were impov-
erished due to divorce fallout.

When Mrs. Klein’s daughter became
engaged, she made a list of all the
agunot she knew so that her daughter
could daven for them under the
chupah.  Once she put these names in
writing, Mrs. Klein herself was shocked
at the length of the list.  She contacted
Rabbi Mordechai Tendler of Monsey,
New York, to create an official text for
her daughter to recite, and so a Tefillah
L’Agunah [prayer for agunot] was born.

Soon she had flyers
printed and began
distributing the
tefillah in Jewish
stores. The project
mushroomed, and
before long, Rabbi
Tendler adapted the
tefillah for Shabbat
candle lighting and
for recitation before
saying Tehillim.
Rabbi Kenneth
Auman of Brooklyn,
New York, later
added appropriate
wording to the prayer
for use in congrega-
tions. 

Through the
prayer, speaking

engagements and word
of mouth, Mrs. Klein slowly began
raising awareness of the plight of
agunot.  Still, she was reluctant to start
an organization for fear that she would
remove the onus of the community to
reach out to these women in need.  A
phone call in the summer of 1998
changed her mind.  An agunah she had
helped called to thank her for raising
public consciousness.  Mrs. Klein
assured her that she only did it
because, “that’s what friends do for
each other.”  With a choked voice, the
woman replied that, until now, she
really had no friends.  It was then that
Mrs. Klein decided to call Rabbi
Tendler to discuss creating an organiza-
tion that would offer both support and 
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advocacy by connecting agunot all over
the world with individuals and existing
organizations that could help them
out.  L’Maan B’nos Yisrael
International became a reality, with
Rabbi Tendler as its rabbinical founder.
Seeking rabbinic support from the
start, the organization’s activities today
are carried out only according to
halachah and with the guidance of a
large rabbinic advisory board.

On Tisha B’Av that year, Mrs. Klein
addressed a packed house on “A Time
to Mourn, a Time to Mobilize, a Time
to Pray.”  Imploring the community to
“love your neighbor as
yourself,” Mrs.
Klein pointed out
that if  we truly
lived by that basic
Jewish tenet, no one
could sit by and
allow women to be
persecuted by hus-
bands who withhold
gittin as an extortion
tactic.  She empha-
sized that just as
Tisha B’Av mourns
the destruction of
the Beit Hamikdash,
our generation must
mourn the destruc-
tion of Jewish homes
resulting from the
agunah crisis. 

Addressing her initial
concern of unburdening the
community by creating an
organization on which the
problems of agunot would be
“dumped,” Mrs. Klein has successfully
used her organization to mobilize,
rather than absolve, the community.
In one short year, her list of programs
grew from the creation of a tefillah to
support groups for both agunot and
their children; free tutoring for their
children; the establishment of agunah
help centers in shuls around the coun-
try; free lectures and sensitivity training
for staffs of organizations to whom she
refers agunot; and the “Rea” [friends]
Program, pairing community women
with agunot.  In some cases, the friend

undertakes helping the agunah and her
family in numerous ways; in other
cases, she simply calls the agunah every
Friday before candle lighting to show
that somebody does care.

According to Mrs. Klein, L’Maan
B’nos Yisrael International is the only
organization that deals with the social
problems of the agunah in this manner.
When someone new calls her office,
“My first question does not necessarily
center on get issues.  Instead, I ask, ‘Do
you have food in your fridge?  Do your
kids have school supplies?  Can you
pay tuition?’” says Mrs. Klein. “I look

at the agunah as a whole person, not
just someone who needs a get, and I
ask myself, ‘What can I do to help
alleviate her overall pain?’”  

In addition to practical matters, Mrs.
Klein tries to empower agunot to advo-
cate for themselves and learn the
system, working only with recognized
Orthodox batei din.  “Nobody gets
married expecting to divorce,” says
Mrs. Klein, “so most women are not
educated consumers when it comes to
the get process.  They don’t even know
what questions to ask and how to
select a beit din. When you go shop-

ping, you know you’re getting some-
thing very different when you go to
K-Mart than when you shop at
Bloomingdale’s.  There are vast differ-
ences in batei din, as well, but their
names mean nothing to the uninitiated
who have no clue as to what kind of
place they’re walking into.”  For this
reason, Mrs. Klein created recommen-
dations and guidelines that she hopes
will serve as standards of practice for
batei din and as an educational tool for
women.  This project has already
resulted in the establishment of guide-
lines by the RCA Beth Din of America

and other batei din.
L’Maan B’nos Yisrael
makes it a point to
urge women to avail
themselves only of
batei din that post
the guidelines they
follow.

Another program
that has garnered
community support
is the Agunah Get
Day.  In the middle
of the night last year,
the idea for this
project struck her so
hard she woke up
shaking.  She envi-
sioned a day on
which all batei din
offered men the

chance to write a get for
free, with no questions
asked.  All they’d have to do
is show up, and L’Maan

B’nos Yisrael International would pay
for the cost of the scribe.  Not sure
whether the idea was overly ambitious,
the next morning she broached the
idea to her husband, who offered to
support the project in every way.
Next, she called Rabbi Tendler, who
told her that even if only one get is
given on that day, the effort will have
been worthwhile.  Combining a
brachah with an encouraging challenge,
he charged her:  “Change the world!” 

Gaining the support of mainstream
Orthodox rabbis and organizations,
Mrs. Klein soon learned, was not a task 

Mattie Klein discusses help foragunot with RCA Executive Vice
President Rabbi Steven M. Dworkin and Chief Rabbi of Israel

Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau at the 1998 Orthodox Union Convention.
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for the faint of heart.  Given the high
visibility of halachah-challenging agu-
nah advocacy groups, her efforts were
met with suspicion by most of the
people she contacted.  Yet she perse-
vered, urging them to simply sign their
names in support of the Agunah Get
Day project, without further commit-
ment.

Weeks later, with the support of 16
Jewish organizations, including the
Orthodox Union, Beth Din of
America, the Rabbinical
Court of the State of
Israel, and Emunah of
America, L’Maan
B’nos Yisrael
International declared
one of the Aseret
Yemei Teshuvah
(September 27, ’98)
the first Agunah Get
Day. Through Jewish
publications and fly-
ers, Mrs. Klein chal-
lenged community
members to encour-
age recalcitrant hus-
bands to act in accor-
dance with Jewish law
and free their agunah
wives by giving a get
during the season of
repentance.  Batei din
in the United States,
Canada and Israel
opened their doors to
participate in this
project. 

The results were
remarkably successful!
Three more Agunah
Get Days followed
during the course of
the year, each time
with a longer and
longer list of partici-
pating mainstream
organizations and
batei din.  Contin-
uously seeking broad-
er rabbinic approval
and grassroots partici-
pation, Mrs. Klein
enlisted the aid of

Rabbinical Courts; and Rav Shlomo
Riskin, Chief Rabbi of Efrat.  The
results of her meetings with them was
a Worldwide Tefillah and Tehillim Day
for Agunot, held Erev Rosh Hashanah
of this year:  Copies of the tefillah were
distributed at the Kotel and communi-
ties the world over were encouraged to
participate the following Tuesday –
once again during Aseret Yemei
Teshuvah – in an international
Agunah Get Day.  Mrs. Klein’s con-

tention that the power
of prayer is the key
to success in free-
ing agunot was
borne out once
again.   

While neither
Mrs. Klein nor
any other agunah
advocacy group
has statistics on
how many agunot
there are, she
maintains that
each one is worthy
of her organiza-
tion’s efforts. Over
the course of the
past year, she has
worked with more
than 200 agunot.
While L’Maan
B’nos Yisrael
International is
based in New
York, it services
people in cities
across the United
States.  Mrs. Klein
has also worked
with agunot in
Italy, England,
Israel and Canada.
“There is no pro-
file of an agunah,”
Mrs. Klein
explains.  “The
people I see range
in age from 18 to
75.  Some have
been married for
30 years and some

for as little as three 

Chief Rabbi of United Hebrew
Congregations of the [British]
Commonwealth Rabbi Dr. Jonathan
Sacks, and went to Israel to garner the
support of Rav Yisrael Meir Lau, Chief
Rabbi of Israel; Rav Bakshi Doron,
Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Israel;
Rishon Letzion Harav Ovadia Yossef;
Rav Eliyahu Ben Dahan, General
Director of the Rabbinical Courts of
Israel; Rav Shmuel Gamliel, Director
of the Agunah Department of the

Translation of Tefilah L’Agunah
by RABBI MORDECHAI TENDLER

He Who Blessed our Patriachs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses and Aaron, David and
Solomon, and our Matriarchs Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah, may He release and

deliver all the agunot from the bonds of their plight as deserted wives,
(by the kallah under the chupah)

because I am now standing under the chupah, I now take it upon myself, without a vow,
to give charity for their sake and I am also praying for them.

(at candle-lighting time)
at candle-lighting time we pray for them

(in the merit of saying Psalms)
as we now say Psalms
(in the synagogue)

as we now pray for them
In the merit of this may the Holy One, Blessed Be He, have mercy on them to strengthen
them and deliver them; and to grant them the opportunity to marry and to stand under
their own wedding canopy and to build trustworthy families within the nation of Israel,

with all other Jewish women who wish to be married. May we all merit the complete
Redemption now, swiftly and soon. Amen.
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days.  They are Ashkenazic, Sephardic,
Modern Orthodox, Chassidic,
‘Yeshivish,’ baalei teshuvah and non-
affiliated; truly representative of all seg-
ments of the Jewish population.”

Looking ahead, Mrs. Klein says her
challenges include fundraising for new
programs, securing pro bono legal ser-

vices, recruiting more families to be on
her regular hachnosat orchim list and
volunteers whose skills she can match
with the specific needs of the agunot
she serves.  But despite the laborious
grassroots nature of her efforts, one
still senses the idealism of a twelve-
year-old in her sparkling eyes.

Summing up her work, Mrs. Klein
smiles and says, “It’s the Jewish way.
First, you jump into the water and
then Hashem splits the sea.”

To reach L’Maan B’nos Yisrael
International, call: (718)338-0833     

How You Can Help
1) Women: adopt the Tefillah

L’Agunah as part of your Friday
night candle lighting.  Give copies
to your friends. 
2) Men and women: recite the t e fil l a h
b e f o re saying Te h i l l i m in your daily dav-
e n i n g .
3) Encourage your shul to incor-
porate the tefillah in its services.
4) Find out when the next
Agunah Get Day will be (by call-
ing (718)338-0833):  Ask your
rabbi to publicize it and to use his
influence with recalcitrant hus-
bands in your community to take
advantage of it.
5) Branches of L’Maan B’nos
Yisrael International are being
formed in Canada and Israel, in
addition to cities in the United
States.  Volunteers are needed to
help publicize and implement the
programs, to befriend agunot and
to host their families on Shabbat

and Yom Tov.
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