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Rabbanit Reclaimed
By Sara Hurunts

am a rabbi. Well, I'm not technically

a rabbi; [ don’t publish balakhic

responsa, and [ am not ordained. But
[ speak from the pulpit of my congrega-
nen  at the Hebrew Institute of
Riverdale. 1 preside over shiva minyan-
im, teach classes to all members of my
community, and ficld late night ques-
tions about kashrut and laws of family
puritv. 1 even have a title: wmadricha
ruchanit (religions mentor).! So, if [ am
not a rabbi, whar is a rabbi, and whart
arc the barriers for women considering
this calling?

A rabbi is well versed in Jewish text,
including Tanakh, Talmud and halakha®
Until recently, many women did not
have access to Jewish text.? Women, nev-
ertheless, made halakbic decisions on a
daily basis about how to kasher a uten-
sil, or slaughter and clean a chicken.
Women’s vast knowledge of Jewish law
was transmitted from mother to daugh-
ter 0 a rich mimetic tradition.® In recent
vears, however, there has been a shifr.
Dhay schools, seminaries, and post-col-
lege institutions began offering women
access to Jewish learning, and women
have flocked to these institutions in
droves. Empowered by thew knowledge,
women have begun asscrting  their
authority both inside and outside the
home. Now women make balakbic deci-
sions based on their own erudition, n
addition to relving on what their bubbes
have always done. If access to Jewish
text 1s a prerequisite for the rabbinate,
this would no longer be a barrier to
WOMEn.

Rabbis are authorities on halakha®
The next obvious step s to trust women
to make balakbic decisions for others. In
some communitics, Orthodox women
have already begun to make decisions
tor others about issues of niddak (family
puritv).* Why stop there? If women have
the ability to study text, and if they arc
intimately familiar wich the pages of the
Talmud, why can't women become gen-
eral halakbic authorities able to answer
questions for the larger communiey?
The role of madricha ruchanit has
allowed me to expand beyond issues
relating solely to women. For example, |
recently spent several months learning
the laws of mourning, and have found
the knowledge extremely valuable. Nowy,
when a woman 1s about to tear krivab
tor her loss, and feels uncomfortable
with a male rabbi’s assistance, [ can help
her. When a woman struggles to say the
Ekaddish, I can stand next to her, and not

only help her with the words, but
cxplain their meaning. I can adwvise all
congregants about which celebrations
arc appropriate during their mourning
period, and which they should not
attend. One memorable moment came
when [ was asked a question by a con-
gregants  grandson, who  recently
returned from studying in Isracl. Despiee
the fact that he was not accustomed to
discussing  balakbic matters with a
woman, he asked me when the first day
of shloshim began. 1 was thrilled and
humbled that he was able o lock
beyond gender barriers to get the
required information.

Rabbis are pastoral counselors

Although the role of rabbi s often asso-
ciated with being a teacher? the term has
come to include family mediator, psy-
chologist, and counsclor. People tum to
rabbis for advice about some of their
most intimate decisions and challenges.
Whether the average rabhi is adequarely
qualificd to counsel people is a scparate
discussion, but there 1s no reason why
women, with expertise and experience,
cannot fulfill this role. To this end, T have
been training with a social worker for
the last vear, who has been advising me
on how to navigate sensitive issucs. With
her help, 1 have counscled couples on
1ssucs ranging from the balakbic and
emotional ramifications of miscarriages
to the pressurcs and dynamics of the
conversion process. Lhe training  has
helped me feel more comfortable with
visiting the ill, with comforting mourn-
ers, and with helping couples work
through infertility. In addition, I have
begun to incorporate conflict resolution
scenarios into the batan and kallakb class-
es thar [ teach.

The rabbi is a public leader and

role model

Beyond knowledge of text and privare
counscling, a rabbi 15 a public figure.
From Minam who taught Torah to the
women in the desert,’ to Devorah, who
led the Jewish people,” women hawve
been exceptional leaders. However, the
image of women standing before the
entire community to teach Torah pub-
licly remains faiely uncommon.

At the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale, I
speak from the pulpit, during services.
This public role 5 unusual for women,
even in Modern Orthodox services. In
my estimation, there are two main rea-
sons for this barrier. First, there are those
who think that it 15 immodest for
women to stand and speak before a
mixed avdience.'* Sccond, one of the
toundations of an Orthodox service 15
that men and women pray on separate
sides of the mechitza. Allowing a woman

to address the entire congregation dur-
ing tefillab would require women to
enter the men’s side of the sanctuary
which would likely be disruptive and
possibly impermissible. It 1s therefore
generally held to be both immodest and
disruptive for a woman to publicly
address the community during prayer
SCrVICCs.

With respect to immodesty, it has
become commonplace to see women in
public positions of leadership, both
inside and outside the synagogue. | have
helped bat mitzvab guls prepare com-
prehensive discourses, which they have
delivered  publicly  during  services.
Female mourners deliver bespedim,
ieulogies) and many women opt to give
divrei Torah at communal functions. At
least in a modern Orthodox synagogue,
it should no longer be shocking ro
see women address the congregation
publicly.

H.LE has circumvented the second
problem of keeping both sides of the
wmechitza sacred and separate by elevar-
ing the bismak in the nuddle of the sanc-
tuary. This allows equal access to men
and women from either side of the
mechitza. Thus, when 1 get up to speak
in the middle of services, [ do net have to
disrupt the tefillab by entering the men’s
side of the room. In addiion, Rabbi
Moshe Feinstein has ruled that it is per-
missible, occasionally, for one or two
women to be prescnt in a beit midrash or
house of mourning during tefillab with-
out a mechitza.” Therefore, on this basis
it can be considered acceptable on occa-
sion, for a woman to stand in the men's
scction, during a regular praycr service
to address the congregation. ™

Last Rosh Hashanah [ led a religious
service at an old-age home. Upon enter-
ing the room, an elderly man named
Murray, shouted, “Hey, vou’re not a
rabbi!™ Having expected this possible
reaction, | smiled and proceeded to
spend the next two hours singing, teach-
ing and dancing with the residents. At
the end of the service, to my surprise,
Murray approached me and said endear-
ingly, “I forgot you weren't a rabbi—yvou
were much berrer than the rabbi who
came yesterdaw.” [ fele grateful ro Mur-
ray for the compliment, but at the same
nme, [ felt pained. Because 1 am a
woman, [ had to prove that | was just as
capable as the rabbi who had come the
previous day.

This brings me to a final thoughe.
Even if women do step into the role of
rabbi, the matter of ttle will continue to
be controversial. The medern Orthodox
world 15 concerned with remaining sepa-
rate and distinet from its sister denomi-
nations, and giving women the ticle
“rabbi” will make Orthodoxy appear






