
Local rabbis responded positively 
to women reciting Kaddish

Does Halachah forbid, allow or 
perhaps obligate a daughter to re-
cite mourner’s Kaddish in synagogue 
when one of her parents dies?

A Daughter’s Recitation of Mourn-
er’s Kaddish, a source book to be 
published in the next weeks by the 
Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance 
(JOFA) as part of its Halakhic Source 
Guide Series, addresses this ques-
tion. It was written by Rahel Berko-
vits, who teaches Mishnah, Talmud 
and Halachah at the Pardes Institute 
for Jewish Studies in Jerusalem.

The sympathies of JOFA and of 
Berkovits are not in doubt – they are 
very supportive of a daughter’s recit-
ing Kaddish – yet the 
volume is not a passion-
ate plea for that posi-
tion. Instead, Berkovits 
has carefully collected 
primary sources with a 
variety of approaches 
to the issue. 

All sources are texts 
written by rabbis in the 
last millennium, mostly 
responsa (rabbis’ pub-
lished answers to questions submit-
ted to them) from the last 200 years. 
Most of the 50 texts are written in dif-
ficult Hebrew. Berkovits provides the 
Hebrew original of each text, a read-
able and accurate English translation 
in the opposite column and a dis-
passionate explanation of the legal 
thinking behind each text. 

The book shows that from the 
earliest days of the practice of say-
ing Kaddish for a deceased parent, 
around 1,000 years ago, it was under-
stood that a male under the age of 13 
was permitted to lead the Kaddish. 
This indicates that the mourner’s 
Kaddish is different from other sec-
tions of the service that, according 
to standard traditional Halachah, 
must be led by a male over the age 
of majority. 

The book also shows that up un-
til the last few centuries, only one 
mourner recited the mourner’s Kad-
dish in synagogue. Acrimonious 
competition sometimes broke out 
among mourners for the right to lead 
the prayer. The earliest opinions that 
forbade women from reciting Kad-
dish come from this period. Now that 
the (almost universal) custom is that 
many mourners recite Kaddish to-
gether, the case for permitting wom-
en to recite it becomes stronger.

Nevertheless, most of the Hebrew 
sources in this book actually for-
bid the practice or at least seriously 
restrict it (e.g., by suggesting that a 
daughter might recite Kaddish at a 
service held in a private home, but 
not in synagogue, or that a daughter 
might recite Kaddish only if her par-
ent had no surviving son). 

Still the book subtly shows that 
most of the rabbinic arguments 
against women saying Kaddish are 
not based on real halachic concerns 
but on public policy considerations. 
The first rabbi who directly ad-
dressed in a responsum the ques-
tion of a daughter saying Kaddish, 
Rabbi Yair Bachrach (1638-1702), at 
first rehearsed the reasons why the 
practice ought to be permissible, but 
then backtracked. He argued that al-
lowing an innovation like this would 
lead to a situation where “each per-
son will build an altar for himself 
according to his own logic and the 
words of the rabbis will be seen as 

laughter and jokes and peo-
ple will mock them.” 

Later Orthodox rabbis ex-
plicitly wrote that they op-
posed this innovation since 

any change in synagogue practice 
would strengthen the hands of non-
Orthodox Jewish denominations. 
Toward the end of the book, Berko-
vits quotes one of the few leading 
Orthodox rabbis who actually com-
mitted a lenient opinion on the is-
sue to writing, Rabbi Aaron Solovei-
chik of Chicago (1917-2001), who 
turned that logic on its head. He ar-
gued that Orthodox rabbis have to 
allow women to say Kaddish since 

when they forbid the practice, the 
hands of Reform and Conservative 
Judaism are strengthened. 

I learned much from this book, 
and I was struck by a few thoughts 
as I read it. We have certainly come a 
long way in the last few decades. We 
now have a small cadre of learned 
women such as Berkovits, highly 
trained in the study of halachic texts, 
who are able to assemble collections 
of difficult rabbinic texts and make 

them available to a larger audience. 
In fact, community rabbis may be 
those who will benefit most from this 
collection, which is not meant for the 
casual reader. 

We have also come a long way in 
the last few decades on many wom-
en’s issues. When I was growing up in 
Toronto, it was virtually unheard of to 
find a woman saying Kaddish in any 
Orthodox synagogue, and even in 
the Conservative synagogue where 
my family prayed it was an unusual 
sight. Now in all synagogues outside 
of haredi circles, women recite Kad-
dish regularly. In an appendix to her 
book, Berkovits dramatically dem-
onstrates this recent change of atti-
tude by juxtaposing the original po-
sition (from 1969) of Rabbi Maurice 
Lamm’s The Jewish Way in Death and 
Mourning on women reciting Kad-
dish, and his changed position in the 
book’s last reprint, in 2000. (Rabbi 
Lamm is a leading modern Orthodox 
rabbi, and his book is seen as the au-
thority on laws of mourning by Jews 
of many denominations.) In 1969, 
he was decidedly cool to the idea; in 
the 2000 revision he writes movingly 
about the “need to empower women 
religiously,” to “encourage women’s 
participation in synagogue life” and 
“to allow women to express their in-
nermost spiritual yearnings in a tra-
ditional mode” by saying Kaddish for 
a deceased parent.

How did this change occur? A 
careful reading of Berkovits’ book 
proves that it was not initiated by 
the so-called gedolei ha-posekim 
(the leading Torah scholars of the 
world who have expertise in halach-
ic texts that allegedly eclipses that of 
local community rabbis). Aside from 
Rabbi Soloveichik, perhaps the only 
gadol (leading Torah scholar) who 
explicitly wrote to permit a daugh-
ter’s Kaddish (albeit in a limited 
manner) was Rabbi Yosef Eliyahu 
Henkin (1880-1973). 

Change has come about in Or-
thodox circles through facts on the 
ground, through decisions of local 
rabbis who responded positively 
when women congregants asked to 
say Kaddish, and occasionally even 
encouraged women to do so. (Berko-
vits collects in her final chapter many 
anecdotes of permissive attitudes to 
women saying Kaddish in contem-
porary American synagogues and 
even in Europe before World War 
II.) In other words, the book proves 
– for those requiring such proof – 
that when solid halachic arguments 
based on texts are available, Ortho-
dox Judaism develops and changes 
because of grassroots initiatives 
more often than because of public 
decisions of the leading Torah schol-
ars of the generation. 7117 Bathurst St., Just N. of Steeles, Thornhill, ON  L4J 2J6
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