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A Courageous Proposal:

The First Heter Agunah in America

By Rabbi Adam Mintz

complex interpersonal relationships.

It 15 the story of husbands and wives,
of a motherin-law and her daughrers-in-
law, and finally of distant relanves
appreciating and understanding their
famulial responsibilitics. Much has been
written about these relationships. One
aspect that has not received a lot of
attention 1s the choice that Ruth appears
to make—that of a life of widowhood—
so she may accompany Naomi to Isracl,
against her motherin-law's wishes.
Naomi nstructs both Ruth and Orpah
to return to the home of their mother:

Thr Book of Ruth interweaves many

“Have I any more sons in my womb?...
Even if I were married tonight and bore
sons, should you wait for them to grow
up? Should you on their account prevent
yourselves from marriage?” (Ruth 1:11).

In the end, Ruth’s decision to go with
Naomi docs not prevent her from
remarrving. Rather, it creates the oppor-
tumity for a wonderful marriage that
establishes the lincage for King Dawid
and the Masbiach. Yet, we know that
not all such stories have happy endings.
Many women remain unable to remarry
and continue their status of agunah, a
word derived from the specch Maomu
gave to her daughters-in-law in the
Book of Ruth.

The tradition of rcading the Bool of
Ruth on Shavuot makes this an appro-
priate moment to focus our attention on
the plight of agunot and espeaally on
the attempts to resolve this issuc. In this
essay | discuss the first American rab-
binic attempt to free agunot from their
recalcitrant  husbands. Rabbi Yoscf
Eliyahu Henkin made this proposal n
1925, and although it was never imple-
mented, it resonates in halakhic licera-
ture to this day.

Rabbi Henkin was born in White
Russia in 1881, He studied primarily in
the yeshiva in Slutzk and spent ten years
as a rabbi and Rosh Yeshiva in Georgia
on the Black Sca. Rabbi Henkin coi-
grated to America in 1923 and was
appointed the rabbi of Congregation
Anshei Shrutsen on the Lower East Side.
In 1925, he became sccretary and then
director of Ezras Torah, a rabbinic
organization founded in 1915 to assist
Torah scholars imperiled by the turmail
of Warld War I. The organization’s mis-
sion later cxpanded to assist rabbis and
their students who attempted to flec
Europe during the dark years surround-

ing World War I.  Rabbi Henkin
remained at the helm of Ezras Torah for
the next forty-cight vears. He scrved
as a posek for rabbis and laypeople
throughout North America and wrote
numerous articles for a variety of Torah
journals. Many of his cssavs and teshu-
vot arc reprinted in a two-volume work
cntitled  Kitvei ha-Gaon Rabbi Yosef
Eliyabu Henkin (New York, 1980).

Rabbi Henkin was the first American
rabbi to offer a proposal to solve the
agunah problem. He made this proposal
in 1925 soon after his armval in the Unitc-
cd Stares. Rabbi Henkin noted that the
problem of agunab, cxpericnced by
women whose husbands had disap-
pearcd or by women who were unable to
receive the nccessary balitia, was “a
daily occurrence,” and he made the fol-
lowing suggestion: at the time of the
wedding the husband must authorize
that a get may be written and delivered
in the future. He must allow the get to be
written to cover scveral situations,
mcluding one in which the husband
refuses to provide a get to hus wife for
three years. At thar ume, the claim
would be brought to a central beit din
(in the original proposal, he wrote that
this should be the Jerusalem beit din)
and, if the beit din agrees, then a get
would be wrtten even if the husband
opposes writing it at that ome. Rabb
Henkin called for this proposal to be
discussed and voted on in a mecting of
rabbis and that, if approved, it would
remain the standard practice for fifty
years.'

However, before Rabbi Henkin's pro-
posal had the chance to be discussed and
voted on, cvents in the larger Jewish
community intervencd. In 1930, Rabbi
Louis Epstein, a leading Conservarive
rabbi trom Boston and the president of
the Rabbinical Assembly and its Com-
mittce on Jewish Law, suggested that
prior to cvery marriage, the husband
should appoint his wife as an agent to
excoute a divorce on his behalf, Thus, if
the husband disappears or refuses to
grant the get, the wife can, in cffect,
divorce hersclf. In that same wvear,
Rabbi Epstein published a book cntitled
Hatza'abh Lema’an Takanat Agunot that
attempted to prove the halakhic founda-
non for this proposal. In 1935, the Rab-
binical Assembly, the rabbinic body of
the Conscrvative movement, initially
voted to accept this proposal.

In Hatza'ah Lema'an Takanat Agu-
not, Rabbi Epstein describes how he sent

copics of his proposal to ncarly onec
thousand rabbis asking for their opin-
1ons on it. He explained that he received
very fow responscs. Although one of the
few letters he did recerve was catical of
his work, most were complimentary but
argucd that he could not proceed with-
out the consensus of the leading halaklue
authoritics. He seemed encouraged by
these responses inasmuch as they were
not critical of his halakhic reasoning.?

Among the letters that Rabbi Epstein
received was one from Rabbi Henkin
dated February 18, 1931, In this letrer,
Rabbi Henkin apologized for not having
the time to study the book carcfully.
Although Rabbi Henkin proceeded to
make certain halakhic suggestions to
Rabbi Epstein, the letter was in no way
dismussive of his efforts. He even con-
cluded the letter with the practical advice
that if Rabbi Epstein wanted to send
copics of the proposal to all the rabbis of
Europe, it would become a very expen-
sive undertaking.’?

The Orthodox rabbinate as a whole
responded to Rabbi Epstein’s proposal
with disapproval, and the Agudath
Harabonim convened a meeting of
rabbis at which various halakhic pre-
sentations were made that argued that
the proposal was both impractical and
halakhically unsound. In 1937, the
Agudath Harabonim published Le™-
Dar Abaron, a book that included cor-
respondence  from  leading  rabbis
around the world (including Rabhbi
Henkin) opposing Rabbi Epstein's
proposal. In response in 1940, Rabbi
Epstein published Le'Sheelat Ha-Agu-
nab in which he attempted to support
his proposal in light of the strong rab-
binic opposition. The Orthodox rab-
binate did not respond to this second
volume, and Rabbi Epstcin’s proposal
was never adopted by the Conscrva-
tive movement.*

In Rabbi Henkin's lengthy cssay that
was ncluded n Le’Dor Abaron® he
explained his halakhic opposition to
Rabbi Epstein’s proposal. Among other
considerations, he concluded that i 1s
nonscnsical for the husband to appoint
his wife to serve as the agent to write the
get, as she 1s the one who will be receiv-
ing the divorce. Then he added, “And [
have already written that the reason that
I have become mvolved in this battle 1=
due to the fact that he [Rabbi Epstein]
mentioned my proposal for the frecing of
agunot...and I must cscape from this
comparison...My proposal was mercly a
suggestion and not meant as a halakhic
decision...and when the volume Adn
Twnai Be-Niswin was published, I retract-
ed from my position for even the greatest
scholar has to follow the majority view.™*






