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RABBIS, REBBETZINS, AND HALAKHIC
ADVISORS

1 1997, Nishmat, the Jerusalem Center for Advanced Torah Sl:udly

for Women, opened the Keren Ariel To'atsot Halakha |Halak.h_1c

Advisors] Institute to train women to serve as a first address in
answering midda related questions. The first class of cight women was
graduated in 199%; the second class, with fourtcen women, completed its
studies in 2001: the third class, with fourteen women, is scheduled to be
graduated this coming summer. As the program seems now to be ‘Ei:rn]},r
established and will probably serve as a model for future programs, it
seems an appropriate time to examine both ht:ri-' it has bcle:n received and
what implications it has for the Orthodox Jewish community. :

"The program’ entails more than 1,000 hours of study of classic rab-
binic sources, including Talmud, Rishorim, Tur/Bet Yosef, Shullan Arvakh
and its mosei keline, and contemporary responsa. This tl‘ﬂdit}ﬂnil] course of
study is supplemented by weekly lectures in areas of b-.:_hav'.ﬂml and mcd_
ical sciences that relate to the application of these laws in a mt:IdCl'l'l socie-
ty—gynecology, fertility and reproductive technnlugy, ncxuahlry, prenatal
testing, and psychology—given by professionals in the various ficlds.
Written examinations are administered regularly, and a four-hour Iﬂnal
oral comprehensive examination is administered by a board u.TI":xammers
consisting of heads of kollelim and recognized halakhic al.lﬂ‘llﬂl'll'.:lts. ;

While this course of study probably surpasses that which is required
of men in the nidda section of traditional semikha programs, c?rcrfﬂnc
associated with the Institute makes a point of the fact that it is not a
training program for women rabbis. Nishmat awards no official title of
any kind to those who have completed the program. Indeed, ﬂ-.""' dean
(rosh midrashe) of Nishmat, Rabbanit [ Rebbetzin] Chana Henkin, uses
A title that reflects not her own considerable accomplishments but those
of her learned husband. In conferring upon her an honorary doctorate,
Yeshiva University noted that Nishmat pioneered Israel’s first pmgm‘::n
in which women are certified by Orthodox rabbis as yo'atsot halakha, “a
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program that provides trained consultants to assist rabbis in fielding
questions from women about intimate personal and family matters,
without usurping traditional rabbinic authority, ™
Mot surprisingly, those associated with the program consider it a
great success. Henkin has argued thar the primary purpose of establish-
ing the Instiute was to provide an address for those women who would
not consult a male—their rabbi—with intimate questions regarding
taharat ha-mishpaba. Since December 2000, the program has operated
a telephone hotline for matters of tabarat bha-mishpaha, fertlivy, and
related concerns. The hotline is conducted in Hebrew and English, six
hours a day from 6 rm until midnight and on Friday mornings. A differ-
ent yo'etset answers the phone each day, typically handling up to twenty-
five calls. A rabbi is on call when a pesak halakhba is needed. Henkin
reports that six thousand inquiries were fielded in the first year of oper-
ation. While most inquiries come from Israel, a substantial number
come from abroad. Questions can also be submitted through the pro-
grams’ website. To'arsor answer questions through this site just as on
the telephone hotline, with all answers rabbinically approved before
conveyed. The website includes a library of terms, concepts, and
halakhot, as well as relevant medical articles. Women who previously
would not approach a rabbi with their nédde questions, we are told, are
now getting competent halakhic advice instead of adopting unnecessari-
ly stringent positions or allowing themselves unwarranted leniencies.
But—also not surprisingly—the program has generated criticisms,?
and these in turn give rise to more fundamental questions. The frst
issue concerns the need for such a program—its premise being that
many women are not comfortable approaching rabbis to discuss int-
mate issues. (General society offers some parallels here, as there are, for
example, more and more women who prefer to see female obstetricians
and gynecologists exclusively. ) There may indeed be many women who
are quite comfortable approaching rabbis. But the issue is not those
who are comfortable, but those who are not. Clearly the program has
spoken to some need, as otherwise these yo'azsor would have no “cus-
tomers.” The marketplace, so to speak, will settle this issue with little
debate. If women really are comfortable with the current situation of
discussing sidde matters with their rabbis, the program will eventually
wither as unnecessary and insignificant.
Similarly, we need not spend much time on the argument that there
already exist possibilities for asking questions anonymously, thereby cir-
cumventing the embarrassment a woman might feel in coming person-
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