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Women and
Judaism

N
Blu Greenberg

t the risk of frustrating reader and writer alike, 1 should

like to explore the subject at hand exclusively dhrough

questions, the first of which is: Why questions? One
answer is, quite simply, that the questions present themselves, almost end-
lessly. At every rurn, paradexes and inner contradictions virually leap off
the hallowed page. These very countradictions highlight a cenural fact: no
single delnition of the role or status of women in Judaisin can be extrapo-
lated lrom the sources. Instead we find both equality and hierarchy, respect
and condescension, delerence and disability, compassion and callousness,
Indeed, examining the traduion through the veil of new values for women
is a far more complex enterprise than we had imagined at the outser,

A second answer ra “Why questions?” 15 thar questions have a remark-
able qualiy, a flexible resonance thar allows them ro be heard in many dif-
ferent ways. A question for one becames an answer for another, rhetoric lor
a third, dilemma for a fourth 1hus, each individual reader can find the
propet resung spot for the quesuons, as befits a work of essays on theology.

Lot us begin wthe begnmning, with ereanon of humankind The Boak ol
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Genesis offers two dilferent accounts: both male and female created in the
image of God, symbolizing equality (¢h. 1); and male created first, with
fernale lashioned lrom his nib, suggesting hierarchy (ch. 2).

How else do the accounts differ? The Orst pericope is divine oriented,
replete with avertones of sacredness, perlection, majesty, and mysterium.
This is lile as it exists tn its ideal fom, The second story is earthy, physical;
Human life is born of dust and ashes and rewrns thereto. 1tis a poignant
tale, recording human vulnerability and existential loneliness. Yet a theme
of romance dominates, with the phrase "“bone of my bones, flesh of my
flesh” (Gen. 2:23) heightening the sense of human sexuality. Nevertheless,
the second creation account is also derivarive: man loves and needs woman,
but woman is derived from man, and he has the power of naming her.

What is the relationship between the two stories? Is the hrst a descriprion
of male and female as they exist (as equals) in the eyes of God, while the
second is one of male and female in their (unequal) human relatonships?
If s0, why is the human-relanonal version framed in a creation story? If, on
the other hand. this toa is primarily the tale of God's creation, does it imply
that a difference in status between male and female was divinely con-
ferred—that it is God's will that male and female be ranked, with the sig-
nificant sex alone rendering vows null (Nwin. 30), constructing and severing
marriages {Gen. 24:51, Deut. 24:1), and sufficing as the whole count of the
people Israel (Num. 1)? Did God create male and female with the intention
that they relare to each other within the confines of a hierarchy? Does being
ranked in relation to each other mean also to be ranked in the eyes of God?
in other words, is one sex preferred, more special, more chosen by God?

Or should we instead understand the rib pericope, as some have, 1o be
an indication of women's superiority: worman, created last, is highest on the
phylogenetic scale; and unlike man, she is not dependent upon the full
complement of migvot to keep her good and honorable.'

Or is the whole purpose of this creation story 1o serve as 2 backdrop 0
the single most romanic verse in the Bible: “Hence a man leaves his
mother and father and chings 1o his wife, so that they become one flesh”
(Gen. 2:24)? In this passage we find elements of privacy, intimacy, sexual-
ity, procreauon, and a long-standing commitment—essenuals of good
marnage. How, then, shall we read this story?

in znother relauonal pericope, in the Fall from the Garden of Eden.
woman emerges as emptress and the source of evil Never mind the snake.
Never mind that Eve learned of the prohibition secondhand (she had not
vet been created when God instuucted Adam tegarding the wce). The fact
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s, Eve sinned, brought down Adam with her, and begs punishment for it.
Her punishment is bound up with her funciion as wile and mother: *1 will
make most severe your pangs in childbeanng; in pain shall you hear chil-
dren. Yer your urge shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you"
(Gen. 3:16).

How does a contemporary woman relate to the verse “and he shall rule
over you™? Is it intended as paradigm {or all male-female relationships, or
15 it punishment for Adam and Eve alone? If a paradigim, was this the verse
that resonated when Maimonides ruled that a woman who refused to wash
her husband's feet could be chastised with a rod (MT 11, Tshut 21:7-10},
and that a woman could not leave home 10 visit her parents withour secur-
ing her husband’s permission?” If so, why did this same halakhist—and.
indeed, the majority of scholars—ignore this clearcut message of male dom-
inance when they legislated punishment for the grave offense of wife beat-
ing?’ Can we read with our right ¢ye the scriptural verse “and he shall rule
over you' and with our left the almudic statement that enjoins a man ro
consult with his wife in all maccers (B1 BM 59a)?

Perhaps we should understand this verse not as paradigm bur rather as a
curse 1o be set aside as we strive toward perfection. And yert if we interpret
God's words here, “and he shall rule over you,” as nonparadigmatic, must
we zlso shmilarly interpret the adjacent phrase, “yet your urge shall be for
vour husband"'? Surely the acknowledgment m Jewish tradition of women's
sexual passions was far more progressive than the attitude of most other
religions. Judaism alone has a law of onah—the formal obligation ol a hus-
band to sexnally sausfy his wife (Ex. 21:10).

Does the proximity of the two phrases in Genesis 3:16 imply that 2 man
must recognize and satisfy his wife's sexual needs, yet simultaneously main-
rain the dominant edge? 1s the first hint of sexual politics to be found in this
verse of the Tarah? Does later rabbinic legislation of the optimal sexual pos-
ture--the man on top-- echo, even remotely, these original verses in Gen-
esis (Sh. Ar. OH 240.5)7

What predisposed one rabbi to deduce from this verse a notion of female
sexua] modesty, to wit. “A nan initiates with words, a woman with her
heart ... and this is a (ine quality in women™ (B1 Lruv. 100b), while
another rabbi deduced [rom it female passion, that 15, that a2 woman longs
lor her husband when he goes out on the road and therelore it is his obli-
gation 1o remember s and satisfy her before he takes his leave of her (BT
Yev 62b)?

Or 15 the entire pericope nor primarily abour men and woinen bur abow
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and compassion ol God—-a God who takes pity

the power, omniscience,
sews them a garment of leather,

on these two poor souls, Adam and Eve,
and dresses them as a great, loving, nurturing, <2 ring God must de?

Another mystery: woman is blessed with the greatest of all blessings—to
bear new life. Not surprisingly, the punishment ol woman takes the form of

1 diminution of this grear gift: menses, pregnancy. and childbirch will
henceforth be attended by pain.

Given the fact of [emale biology, it seems highly ncengruous that the
rabbis interpreted the mizvah of peru n-revu—""Be festile and increase, fill
the earth and master it (Gen. 1:28)—as applying to men only. [ven
though the talmudic discussion openly acknowledges that God was address-
ing Adam and Eve, the ruling remains that procreation is not a woman's
migvah. And why? Because the commandment applies to those whose
nawre it is to “‘master.” Further confirmation lies in the spelling of the word
master it""): Though its reading is plural in form, its spelling

kivshuha (“and
f women from this commandment

is truncated, as if to signify the omission ¢
(BT Yev. 65b).

But one must probe the sources more deeply to understand the law's
intent. Elsewhere, we find these rationales: Since it is a woman’s natural
tendency to procreate, she needs no mandate; and inasmuch as pain and
danger accompany childbirth, a woman cannot be commanded to do thar
which would bring harm to her person.’ These are not merely rhetorical
llouriches but are in fact the theological bases for female contraception and

abortion.?

Nevertheless, mizvah is not only obligatio
our actions and the passage of our lives in terms of migvol. An
Jewish philosophy is that the heavenly court counts as well. Surely a rab-
binic concept such as pikuakh nefesh——where lifesaving takes precedence
over performance of a mizvah’—would adequately have covered those sit-
sations in which conception or birch would endanger a woman’s life. In
sum, then, while magnanimity and logic are apparent in these halakhic
deliberations, they are not of adequate measure, for the question remains:
Why were wormen not included in the mizvah of peru u-revi?

Jews are members of a covenantal community, as the word brit (cove-
nant) implies: Circumeision (brit mila) 1s the rital that celebrates the fact
that this community stands in special relationship to God. A brit affirms
that this newbarn is the chitd not only of a particular biological [amily but

slso of all of the Jewish people a child who enlarges the community by one.
Shabbat another, Torah

the mevah ol Shab

f, it is also reward. We count
d a staple of

Circmidision is one sign af the covenant,

snother. Women, of course, were obligated 10 obseive
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bat. Women experienced the revelation ar Sinar; the Torals is theirs too Lhe
question then becomes: Are women members of the covenantal commu-
nity? 11 so, how did they achieve that special status—simply through birth
without attendant celebration, vitual, and fanlare? Is it higher to be auto—'
matically included than ro require a ritual o enter the covenant? Or do we
celebrate communally the addition of males to the covenant because males
are inherently more precious, more valuable to the community? Or morg;
vulnerable, as we experienced in the Holocaust?

Is a covenantal ceremony of circumcision suitable for males only because
their reproductive organ is external to the body while female circumci-
sion—still pracriced in primitive cultures—would dimimsh sexual pleasure
in women? If the emphasis is covenantal and not surgical, why has no cov-
enantal ceremony for women developed over the course of four thousand
vears? And did the silent, unrirualized accession ol women to the covenant
have a domino eHect on other areas of women and communiry, on self-
perception, and on the celebration of other rites of passage for women as
Jews? Was women's passivity at the onset of Jewish maturity (bat mizvah)
or their silence 1n the marriage ceremony {(another covenantal relationship}
merely a replay of their passive enury at birth into the covenantal commu-
nity? Is there any connection between wornen's covenantal status and their
loss of community healing in the experience of reciting kaddish (the mour-
ner’s prayer)?

Let us trace one instance of this domine effect upon the nortion of com-
mumty. The grace after meals (birkat ha-mazon) is convened by a quoﬁ:m
of three males. Why men only? Because embedded in the grace is the verse
“We thank You . . . for the covenant which you have signed in our flesh_“;
Is inclusion of thar verse sufficient for excluding women from the quorum
(community) thar convenes the grace—womeﬁ who have likely prepared
and served the meal for which all now give thanks, yer who instantly
become nonpersons because of the phrase “in our flesh'?

And yet it is also true that while males may be partners in the covenant
women are the pivoal figures in the earliest lormation of the covcnantai
community. lsaac carries the blessing not because of circumcision but
because he marries a woman of the covenantal {family, while his brother
lshmae! marrics the daughters of Enar and Eshkol. Jacob takes the blessing
not becauce he buys it from Esau but because he, 100, marries rwo sisters
who carry 1n their blood the covenantal line Rahbinic law defined a Jew as
onc born 0 a Jewish mother. Is there some perlecr symmerry heres Men
perform the covenanral roles while women carry the covenantal genes? Or
was manbnear descent simply a funcuon of the fact that maremuy could
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always be ascertained, while paternity could not? What, then, 1s the rela-
tionship of women  covenant—nhall in, half out?

With regard to the issue of property, scriptural and rabbinic law teach
that a wife may not inhent her husband’s property (8T BB 109k, 111h; BT
BK 42b; BT Ket. 83b}. Considening the emphiasis placed on the family as a
unit, this law seems anomalous. Could its funcrion be to teach community
responsibility and compassion for—and at the expense ofl—widows? Or did
the law serve to ensure, as did the laws of Jubilee, an equitable distnibution
of land among the twelve tribes so that no one househeld, through bonds
of marriage, could amass great landholdings while others became impov-
erished? If this later function were served on native land in the days ol the
First and Second Commonwealth, why did the law persist into rabbinic
times when there was no longer a nbal conlederation to be equitably pre-
served? And how do we reconcile this law of noninheritance by wives with
other legal structures by means of which wives most assuredly did inherit
their husbands’ property? For example, the ketubah (marriage contract}
conwained provisions for continued maintenance or for lump sum settle-
menis for a surviving wile; whole parts of an estate could be bequeathed 10
a wile in the form of a gift, if not an inheritance®

Daughters and property were a shightly dillerent matter, thanks © the
plea of Zelophehad's daughters. Zelophehad died, leaving five daughters
and no sons. As the law required, his properry reveried to his brother’s
family. The five daughters protested (the first feminist protest regarding
property). So complex an issue was it that Moses saw fit to consult the Ulti-
marte Arbiter. God ruled in favor of the daughters of Zelophehad: When
there are no male heirs, {emales inherit (Num. 27).

The story is remarkable not so much in its outcome as in is telling. Why,
one wonders, is the story told in the first place? Were every law in the Torah
10 be accompanied by historical development or anecdotal background, we
would need fifty Books of Moses, not five. Is the story told with real-lile
characters— five vulnerable orphaned daughters—so as to make i more
palatable 10 a patriarchal folk? Or is the Torah’s purpose to show thar justice
and truth can reside in a female plea?

The Talmud gives more detall on marters of propery. When a man died.
his sans wete 1o inherit his estate. However, from this estate the sons were
required o maintain and support their sisters (BT BB 139b). Thus at the
same mement that a2 man acquired capitat on which o build his own omall
or large fortune, his sister became daughterlike t him. And yet how can e
caregorically describe this system as inequitable when the mishnah teaches

us that of an estae was smalb, thue is, msuificient to seppart hoth sons and
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daughters, then the daughters were given the enure estate and the sons had
10 go begging (M. BB 9:1)?

In matcers of torts and damages, lsraelite women enjoyed great equity. In
contrast to other civilizations, including our own, where the value of a per-
son is mote often based on earning power than on his or her essential being
Jewish law compensated men and women equally, '

Although the cry of “chattel” has recently been raised by feminists
regarding women in ancient Israel, the law tells a different story. A woman
could not be sold into slavery, as could a man, 10 pay off her father's debis
1l she was “sold,” it was to become the master's wife or his son’s wife anci
she was treated accordingly. If the husband no longer desired her, she' was
1o be set free, unencumbered by debt, and could not be passed on 1o
another (Ex. 21:7-11). But then how do we account for a law such as this:
If twe men fight and a pregnant woman nearby is struck, tesulting in mis-
carriage, the culprit pays the fine for the loss of the fetus 1o the [ather (Ex.
21:22}7 Does this suggest that any of the wife's products—whether wrought
through work or through pregnancy~—are the property of her husband?® Or
shall we view this law more benignly-—that damage to 2 woman's person
and even 10 her [etus, may not go without some sorr of retribution? ‘

With regard to marriage, the Torah states thar a man ““takes” or “gives”
a woman in marriage (Deur. 24:1-5). What do these terms mean? Not
acquisition, the rabbis explained, but keddushin (BT Kid. 2a If). A woman
is sancrified, set aside, for this man only. The transfer of an item of value
or a deed may look like a purchase, but it merely symbolizes her changed
status to wilehood. Why was there no similar seuting aside of 2 man solely
for his wife? Because polygyny was permitted, but polyandry was not, an
answer that begets another question to which we will shortly return: Why
polygyny?

Rabbinic {aw states that 2 woman may not be married without her con-
sent. The rabbis based this on the scriptural account of Rebecca, who was
asked by her brother, Laban, if she wished to go with the servant of Abra-
ham w0 be Isaac’s wife (Gen. 24). One cannot help but wonder: Close read-
ers of the rext that the rabbis were, how could they have read the passage
the way they did? Rebecca was asked if she wished w go only after the
marital agreement had been negotiated and rhe bridal price transferred
{rom Eliezer to Laban. This mannet of marnage 15 confirmed in the story of
Rachel and Leah, whose father determined who married whomn, and when.
What possessed the rabbis to misread the rext? Was it (o cnsure women's
autonomy in the choice of marital partner—for the sake of romantic lave?

il tradiion valued tomance and love and not merely procreanan, how
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can we begin to understand polygyny? Did it have more to do with demo-
graphics and wars than with a differential value attached to men or women?
Was it to ensure Jewish survival through more births? Or was it, in fact, a
protection for women, so that no woman would remain single for life, no
woman forever be deprived of having a chiid?

If the reproductive urge in women was more powerful a force than the
humiliation of sharing a husband or the existential loneliness of remaining
single and childless, how do we rranslate this into contemporary life, with
a demographic imbalance of several hundred thousand more females than
males? How do the oprtions of divorce and serial marriage, or having chil-
dren without the bonds of marriage, compare with thac of polygyny, as we
consider the new status of women? And yet if polygyny had any redeeming
features at all for human reladonships, why did it taper off in biblical times?
Or, of greater sociohalakhic curiosity, why did Jewish law as it evolved in
close contact with other religions continue to legitimate polygyny in Ori-
ental and Islamic societies but forbid it in Christian ones, where even mon-
ogamous sexuality was barely countenanced?

A Jewish marriage is terminated by either death or the giving of a get, the
wrirt of divorce, **And he shall write her 2 writ of divorce and give it to her
in her hand" (Deut. 24:1). Unitil the get is tendered, a Jewish man and

~—wioman are considered married, regardless of whether they may-bave parted
through formal oriinformal procedures, by accident or by design.'® Rabbinic
tfadition formalized the get proceedings, the essence of which is the hus-
band’s declaration, "1 release you and you are nhow free 1o become the wile
of any other man.” | o
* Not some remote theoretical or historical issue, tfaditional Jewish divorce
law is today a matter of immediate and pressing concern. The problem
grows not so much out of the transfer of the divorce writ—which may even
lend a needed point of psychological closure to divorce proceedings—bur
“rather with its unilateral initiative: Only a husband has the power to serve
the get. This can relegate the woman to the limbo status of agunah
(anchored wife), anchored to a husband who is either unable (for reasons
of disappearance, insanity, or illness) or unwilling (for reasons of spite or
blackmall) to deliver the get and release his wife [rom the marriage.

It behooves us to ask whether the unilateral initiative was the essence of
biblical law or whether the get was the essence, and whether who gives the
get to whom was merely a matter of form. Further, why did rabbinic cradi-
tion interpret loosely the biblical phrases **he shall write,” *‘he shall give,”
and “in her hand,”" yet remain unswerving in interpreting male iniria-
tive—and this despite the rabbis’ grear compassion for agunot?'? 1f the
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answer lies in the rationale that since man created the marriage bond he
must also be the one to'sever it (BT Kid. 9b), how can we resolve the prob-
lem of recalcitrant husbands without also disturbing the ancient and bind-
ing laws and customs of Jewish marriage?

And most painful of all, how are we to view those currendy in positions
of authority who can say, in the face of thousands of tragic agunot today,
that their hands are tied? Are these religious authorities models of faichful-
ness and piety, or ineffectual and misguided leaders? -

We move now to the even more difficult subject of women and rape. In
all societies, since titne immemorial, laws concerning rape have been insuf-
fcient. They convey a lack of understanding of the total traumacization of
the victim, and consequently fail adequately to punish the perpetrator.

Biblical law distinguishes berween the rapist of 2 married woman and the
rapist of a virgin. The former is put to death; the latter pays a fine and is.
required to marry his vicdim—that is, if she is willing to have him (Deut.
22:23-29). Was this law a protection for 2 woman who, having lost her
virginiry, would no longer be desirable or marriageable? Did the laws have
more to do with issues ofiproperty and spoiled merchandise, as payment of
fines to the virgin's fatherwould indicate? Does the meager punishmenc hint
at complicity, that most heirfons of accusations of the violated?

And yer what legal system can be compared to the rabbinic tradition,
which explains and expounds the Torah: A woman'’s subjective judgment is
accepted as the sole criterion of whether or not she was raped; concepts of
indignity and psychological pain are introduced; suspicion and the tainrt of
complicity are virtually eliminated (JT Sot. 4:4). And how can we not mar-
vel at a system that forbade marital rape two thousand years before the
concept was even debated in Western societies (BT Eruv. 100b)? Seill, why
is the rapist of a virgin punished by 2 monetary fine in Jewish law, and why
is it paid to her father?

With regard to other legal matters, with very few exceptions. rabbinic law
explicitly disqualifies wonien from giving testimony in a Jewish courr of law
(JT Sanh. 3:9). This ruling is based on the scriptural verse ‘A case can be
valid only on the testimony of two wimesses. [masc. pl.] or more™ (Deu.
19:15). Seuing aside for aimoment the fact that elsewhere—in many other
places—the masculine plural noun is interpreted generically and exclu-
sively, we must still probe the question, Why is women's testimony
disqualified?

Shall we understand it, as some do, that wormen were protected in the
private sector and thus could not be summoned forth into the public cour:s,
in much the same way that they could not be required to perform certain
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public migvot?® Does it mean anything at all that the disqualificanon of
slaves as wimnesses derives from the law concerning women as witnesses,
and that other unsavory and unrelable types such as usurers and pigeon
racers were also disqualified (BT BK 88x)? Or 1s the disqualilication merely
a technical one, the proof being that credible statements, in contrast to wit-
nessed testimony, are sufficient in ritual matters and are accepted as equally
valid and reliable from woman or man?"

s it possible that women were disabled because they were thought (o be
given to imprecision?”” Did the seemingly innocuous description elsewhere
of women as lighuninded leave its impact on rabbinie consciousness, only
to be exercised when the question arose in the house of stwdy as o who
may or may not restify?'® (BT Shab. 33b-Kid 80b). Or is it possible, as some
scholars believe, that women at one time 1n our history were empowered
to witness, but that this power receded in subsequent generations?'’ Or
could the whole matter be reduced to very practical factors: thar women
were excluded [rom ownership of property, and therefore must necessarily
be excluded from the judicial processes related o such marers?”

What does the law say today about women's evaluarive powers? Do we
have a record, anywhere, of women of previous generations feeling a sense
of injustice? Can we use the precedent of Deborah, who served as a judge,
to say a fortiori that if a woman could serve as a judge certainly she could
act as a witness? But why did the rabbis who asked themselves this per-
plexing question answer it by saying that Deborah was not a judge but rather
served to guide the people and msiruct the judges in the law?"” Was judge
merely a term equivalent ro political leader? Could 2 woman be a political
leader and not make civil or religious judgmenits? What was the process
whereby Deborah hecame a judge or leader in a parriarchal sociery?

Confranung the issue of women and ritual leads us down yet another
path. Who would have imagined, some two thousand years ago, that issues
of devotion in a particularist community would be raised in the twentieth
century under the rubric of broad notions ol equality for women? Yet facts
that lay quietly for centuries now demand analysis. The study of Torah,
communal prayer, the performance of ume-bound positive command-
ments—women's exemprion from obligation in these areas is difficult 0
fathom with our new awareness of women's potennal.

The scriptural peg for releasing women from the study of Torah comes
from the Torah’s central affirmation of faith, the Shema “And you shall
teach them |the words of the Torah) to your sons™ (Deut. 11:19). Why did
the rabbis exclude women [rom this commandment. when they so olten
anderstond vanckha a5 children”™ and notonly as Tsens T Was w because
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}C\\-l?h socicty was fs.o constructed in their time, or was it manced from
Sinai to mean “sons’ and not “daughters™ (BT Kid. 29b)? And why did the
opinion of Rabbi Eliczer condemning women's study of Torah prew
the opposite view of his colleague, ben Azzai (M. Sot. 340

Were women truly percerved to be lightheaded when it came (o sustained
study of Torah and Talinud? Or was it thar Talmud Torah, the study of
Torah, was the route t leadership and authority, and therefore the interpre-
uve keys were withheld {from women? Is it less than just, honerable, and
dignified to throw sacred study out of the realm of the holy and inro the
ring of politics? Or was the giant mizvah of Talmud Torah given to men as
compensation lor being deprived of the grear blessing and sacred rask of
childbirch?

Rabbinic literature offers no reason for female exemption from rime-
bound positive commandments; thus, we can only conjecture. Does the
exemption suggest that a woman’s time is not her own, and that time spent
in study or religious obligations would be tme stolen from primary tasks as
wife, mother, homemaker, and enabler?”” Or was the exernption from for-
mal structured communal prayer a halakhic response 1o women's choice of
opting out of this formidable obligation in favor of a lesser, personal, pri-
vate, individualized prayer mode?' Or is the domine effect operating
here---were women, not being full-fledged members of the covenanral com-
munity, by extension denied equal access ro the spiritual congregation? Or
does this exemption have nothing at all 1o do with time, bur rather with
place—a man's place in the public sector of synagogue, courts, and house
of study, and a womnan's place in home and family?*

if, in fact, women's role is secondarily sacramental and primarily pro-
crearional and nurrurane, why was this not openly celebrated in the tradi-
non? In truth, the three mizvot associated with women—niddah (laws of
family purity). hallah (baking Sabbath bread), and neret (lighting can-
dles)—represent the powerful role that women played in family, religion,
and society: Niddah governs sexual relations and procreation, hallah sug-
gests ubservance of kashrut (the dictary laws) in the home, and nerot is a
symbol of the Sabbath and the holidays—three significant areas of 2 Jew's
life entrusted to women's care and attennon’’——three areas as important as
prayer and Talmud Torah, yer never acknowledged in rhe sacred sources
for what they are and what rhey remain.

On the other hand, women of all the generations before ours were
encouraged and enabled to fulfill themselves in these roles—and fele ful-
filled by them as well. Perhaps the new questions for wday are: How can

we reverse the dimmmished value placed on wornan as childbearer-nurturer?

ail over
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How will we counterbalance social forees that inchine women to deny or
cublimate this biological orientation? Does not the tradition have much of
value 1o teach us regarding distinctive roles of male and female?

The questions abour women's role in tradiiional Judaism seem endiess,
bt a sufficient number has been raised to allow us to draw ceraain conclu-
L1ons. Nevertheless, we must still ask the most basic quesuon ol all: How
-an a faithful, loving daughter of the rradition raise any questions atall? And
wet, how can she not? _

We have been challenged by a new and prevailing set ol values for
women. We are impelled to address the questions and we must do this with
rruthfulness. T would have liked nothing better than to cite only the paositive
seatements of the rradition, which, happily, outweigh the negative ones.
Regarding the latter, 1 feel great temptanion to cover, apologize, protect,
Jefend, rationalize, But | cannort do so with integrity. Moreover, [ have come
to understand that a faichful daughter of the tradition can engage both a
critical eye and a loving heart at one and the same moment. Raising ques-
rions is not tantamount o challenging the word of God. On the conttary, 1
have 1o believe that Torah and iradition are stronger than any human cri-
sique and that they will, in [aci, emerge even stronger from any examina-
ion. Ler us, then, draw several conclusions from all this questioning.

The tradition is exceedingly vasi—a rich, thick vein to mine and then to
mine again. “Delve into the Torah again and again, for everything can be
found there™ (M. Avour 5:22).

The tradition regarding women runs somewhart like a crazy quilt. Tt is
magnanimous, fair, and biased—sometimes all three on the same sacred
!L_legc.

The status and role of women 1n Jewish tradition are not static. Frhical,
cocial, and cultural considerations have all felt their impact on Jewish law.

There seerns to be at umes a certain arbirrariness and at other times a
irilliant consistency in rabbinic codification of women's roles. What s in
a1 out, meumbent upon women or not, is not ahways predictable. Moreover,
seemingly llogical explanations may contain a prolound rationality and
sensitivity, while that which appears to be perfectly logical is not necessarily
congruent with reality- for example, the exemption ol women from reci-
cation of the Shema bur their inclusion in the obligation 1o recite the Megil-
lah (scroll of Fsther), ur the dilfferential apphcation of the laws pertaiming
i I."'&Pe.

The traditional sources clearly do not show the fine hand or voice of
women. Interpretanon of the faw is made sbour the class of women, or
about indridual women, bur not by women. Had the reverse been troe,
jewish divoree Taw would have developed differendy. Had women had asay
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in the process, they certainly would not have written themselves out of the
migval of procreation.

Considering this very lack of input by women and the concomitant pow-
ers of interpretation vested exclusively in male authorities, there is a con-
sidetable balance, benevolence, and delerence 1o women throughour the
sources. This fact should nor be taken lighdy, and should affect the tone
with which we approach the sources.

Finally, everything points to the impossibility of rewriting history. We
should study the sources well, with an open heart and with good will; and
we should not dissipate energy railing at past inequities, become enmeshed
in a storm of rhetoric, or expend vast amounts of time in rying to reconcile
the paradoxes and inconsistencies regarding women and judaisin. Cur cen-
tral focus should be on finding solutions 1o the real problems that remain.

Thus, we should begin with the proposition that the lot of Jewish women
was in the tradition quite good; thar there are suflicient precedents of equal-
ity upon which to build a sturdy strucwre for the {uture, consistent with
rabbinic Judaism; that wradition and patriarchal Judaism need some mid-
course correction but have much to teach us—men and women alike-—
about being human; and that we are fortunate to live in a time when equality
for women and commitment to Jewish wradition are not mutually exclusive
alternatives but rather can enhance each other—and ourselves—in the pro-
cess of joining together.
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