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Jewish and Non-Jewish Views on the Role of Women
From chabad.org

The Role of Women in Judaism

I Am Woman

By Sara Esther Crispe
I’ll never forget how I felt the day my gender studies teacher made the claim that there are absolutely no differences between men and women. I looked around, shocked at the proposition, and wondering if anyone else felt the same.

For most of the semester, we had it pounded into our heads that all distinctions between those of different races, geographical locations or habitats were really meaningless, and that it was merely society that tried to push that there were actual differences.

Why were women born with a womb, and men were not?
Perhaps she was right, we all thought. Maybe we had really just bought into society’s definitions and desire to separate. Perhaps it was racist to claim that, generally speaking, black men were taller than Asian men. And sexist to feel that men were physically stronger than women.

But then, one day, when I could resist no longer, I had to ask a question. If we were really the same—I mean, practically the exact same—then why were women born with a womb and the ability to carry and bear a child, and men were not? And if the physical differences were so clearly undeniable and apparent, then how could it be so farfetched to assume that, perhaps, alongside these physical differences were emotional or psychological or spiritual differences as well?

I’m not sure that my question did much other than infuriate my professor, who couldn’t believe that I was still so ignorant as to attribute anything more to physical differences than physicality. But for me, that question was a turning point in my life. If I had abilities and capabilities that the male sex did not, then I found it imperative to discover the power of those parts of me, why I was endowed with them and what they meant. While my professor’s idea of a powerful woman was one who could hardly be distinguished from a man, I wanted to celebrate the differences inherent in the sexes, rather than diminish them. And not only did I want to unravel the mysteries of what it meant to be a woman, but even more importantly, what it meant to be a Jewish woman.

And so my journey began . . .

What does it mean to be a Jewish woman? What does it mean to be a woman in Judaism? I began my search with the first woman in the Torah. That woman’s name is Chavah in Hebrew, translated as “Eve” in English. Chavah is referred to as “the mother of all life.” We are told that she was created—after the creation of the first man, Adam—on the sixth day of creation, immediately preceding Shabbat. And woman was created, we are taught, with the purpose of being an eizer kenegdo, which can be translated in one of two ways—either “a helpmate to him” or “a helpmate against him.”

The commentaries explain that in a relationship, there are times when one is most helpful by being supportive and alongside one’s spouse, and there are times when the help that is needed requires going against the desires and position of one’s spouse. The goal is to know when each action is appropriate.

It would appear, then, that a woman was created for the sole purpose of helping a man. One may ask: “Is being a Jewish woman defined solely in terms of her relationship with another?” And, practically speaking, how would this be accomplished? The obvious responses would be: through being married and having children.

What does it mean to be a Jewish woman? What does it mean to be a woman in Judaism?
Yet we find something fascinating. Inhalachah (Torah law), a woman is obligated to do neither. She has no legal requirement whatsoever. But the man does. He is required to both marry and have children. It is pretty clear that he can’t do this without a woman to be his wife and the mother of his children, but she is in no way obligated to do so. The only way he can fulfill his responsibilities, then, is if a woman would be willing to help him and fill these roles.

According to the Torah, and specifically Chassidic and Kabbalistic philosophy, human beings were created in two categories, as men and women. Yet when characteristics are defined, they most commonly refer to masculine and feminine traits, as opposed to statements about men and women. Why is this significant? Because both men and women have masculine and feminine traits. Generally speaking, a man is predominantly masculine, and a woman predominantly feminine. Generally speaking. There are always exceptions, and this is why not every woman will naturally desire what is considered a feminine property, nor a man a masculine property.

The differences between the masculine and feminine are great. They are vast. And these differences affect the way men and women think, feel, speak and act. The differences are psychological, emotional, physical, spiritual and intellectual. And, while we may be a combination of both these masculine and feminine traits, at the end of the day we are either a man or a woman. And our differences are not meant to cause distance between us, but to bring us closer together, to balance one another and bond as they become points of celebration, not separation.

The greatest difference between a man and woman—or, more appropriately, between the masculine and the feminine—can be seen in the first two of the intellectual qualities of a human being. Chassidic philosophy teaches that there are three intellectual properties alongside seven emotional properties. The first of the properties is that of chochmah, translated loosely as “wisdom,” which is a male principle.

Chochmah is compared to a flash of insight. Physically speaking, it is compared to the seed of a man. It is the beginning of all life, the foundation. Without it, nothing will ever be able to come into existence. And yet, like seed, it is invisible to the naked eye. It has no shape, no form, no meaning. Not yet. It has potential, incredible potential, but it cannot develop or grow or form by itself.

The next property, that of binah, is the feminine property. Binah, loosely translated as “understanding,” is the desire to attach to the wisdom and give it meaning. Binah is the formation process, the bonding, the development. In a physical example, binah is the pregnancy. It literally houses the seed, and then, as the seed is within it, causes it to grow, develop and form, until it is ready to be born and exist on its own.

Both men and women have masculine and feminine traits
The word in Hebrew for home, bayit, is a yud between the letters that form the word bat, daughter. The concept is that the yud, the smallest of all the Hebrew letters, represents the seed (we are even taught that it looks like a drop of seed in its shape) and yet it is housed within the bat, the daughter. This is why there is an additional statement which says, “Beito zu ishto,”, a man’s home is his wife. It is not that his house is his wife or that his wife represents the house, but that his literal home is housed within his wife, on a spiritual and emotional level. A woman need not be in the home. A woman is the home.

It is the binah quality that desires to receive the potential of the seed and cultivate it into something tangible and meaningful. While it is not compelled to do so, it wants to do so. It is a situation where each is dependent on the other to create a reality. The seed cannot become anything in and of itself. Likewise, without the seed, binah cannot create anything, for it has not been given the potentials with which to work.

Spiritually, a woman also has the masculine property of chochmah, just like a man has the feminine property of binah. In actuality, or on the most physical of realms, a woman cannot produce seed, and a man cannot house or give birth to a baby. But, while the physical is in many ways the lowest and most external of all levels, it is nonetheless the world in which we live, and the most tangible to us. The physical creation of a baby is the most profound and everlasting representation of the love and the bond between a man and a woman. This child is the culmination of the chochmah of the man and the binah of the woman. It is the best of both worlds, and is the representation of the future, the actuality of the potential of its mother and its father.

Physically, the reproductive organs of a woman are internal, whereas that of a man are external. This ability to internalize and to develop within is, once again, understood as something much more than merely physical. One of the clearest indications of this is the difference between the halachic (legal) obligations of men and women.

For the most part, a man is required to observe all timebound mitzvot, and his commandments are also greatly external and physical as well. For example, a man is required to wear tzitzit, the fringed garment that represents the 613 commandments through its strings and their knots. Furthermore, while it began as a custom, a man wears a kippah, a headcovering, to remind him always thatG‑d is above. And another primary example is that a man prays three times a day in a quorum of ten others. All of these are very physical, very external commandments. In essence, all of these mean that there are others who can testify or be witness to whether or not a man is fulfilling his obligations.

A woman’s commandments, however, are private and internal. In almost every case, they are done within the home; in some cases, no one other than she is aware as to whether or not she is doing them. One example of this is keeping akosher kitchen in the home. The woman is trusted by her husband, family, and those who eat in her home. Even if one were to look through her products to check if they all have a kosher symbol, no one other than she is aware as to how she cooks, and if she is properly keeping the standards of kashrut. Ultimately, her word must be trusted.

A woman’s commandments are private and internal
Perhaps the most powerful example of this is in regards to the laws offamily purity (see Acts of Transformation: Mikvah for more material related to this), which involves the times that a couple is not allowed to be physically intimate or physical in any way. This separation begins from the moment a woman sees the flow of uterine blood and verbally informs her husband of this. This is a situation where not even her husband is aware of this reality, and must completely depend on her word. These laws, which are considered the foundation of the marriage, the children and the home, are completely placed in her trust. Her word creates a new reality, and only she and her Creator know if what she is saying is the truth.

Therefore, unlike the masculine, which is the side of our self that is external, which can be viewed by others and is not private, the feminine is the polar opposite—completely internal, involving no one else and entrusted to the individual alone.

Because the masculine properties are external and seen by others, the man is in greater need of rectification. Unlike a woman, he is not given that same time and opportunity for reflection, internalization and contemplation. This is the feminine process of binah, the bein, “between,” of what is in one’s mind and what emerges through one’s action. This is the stage of pregnancy, the in-between of conception and birth. And this is the time for development and rectification.

For this reason, we are taught that just as the woman needs the man for conception, so the man needs the woman for the pregnancy, the development. This is not merely a physical reality, but a spiritual one as well.

This is why it is stated that a role model of a woman is one who osah retzon ba’alah—a Hebrew phrase that has a few different layers of translation. The first is: “she does the will of her husband.” But in Hebrew, the verb osah can be translated either as “to do” or “to make.” Thus, the phrase can also be understood that the woman is the one who “makes (i.e., determines) the will of her husband.” But neither of these possibilities are terribly healthy in a relationship. If one partner is required to do the will of the other, with no choice involved, then that isn’t a relationship; it is a dictatorship. Likewise, if one makes the will of the other, it similarly implies that there is no sense of communication or balance between the two, since one is deciding for the other. The main difference between these two is merely who is the one commanding the other—whether it is the man to the woman or the woman to the man—both of which are problematic.

This brings us back full circle to the beginning of our discussion, the meaning ofeizer kenegdo. Is a woman a helpmate for him, or opposite him? When we translate osah as “to do” or “to make,” she is opposite him.

Chassidic teachings explain a very beautiful meaning of this saying. The foremost Talmudic commentator, Rashi, shows that the term osah, when used in the Torah, has another meaning, and that is “to rectify.” Rectification is actually the balance, the in-between, the binah of what it means “to do” and what it means “to make.” The true meaning of this expression, then, is that when a woman is using her potential in the proper way, she is able to connect to her spouse and help rectify him. Through her ability to develop, she can take his ideas, his talents, his potential, and internalize them, becoming impregnated with them, until they are ready to be birthed in a public, external way. And this is how she is a proper eizer kenegdo, a helpmate to him.

Is it true that a woman is defined in terms of her relationship with a man?
And this brings us back to one of the first points that was raised: is woman defined in terms of her relationship with a man? And so, the answer is both yes and no. If each human being is a composite of both masculine and feminine traits, then within each and every one of us we must come to understand how these two extremely different qualities can coexist and complement one another. If our masculine side has an obligation to “marry” and “bear children,” even though our feminine side does not, we recognize that the two must work together.

This teaches us that the true way that we define ourselves, and come to understand and reveal our potential, is through the focus on the other. Sometimes this is an “other” within ourselves; sometimes it is the “other” outside of ourselves. For every woman, single or married, with children or without children, is able to bear fruit, is able to be an eizer kenegdo. How is this accomplished? When we use our G‑d-given talents to create, to be creative, through whatever means we can—through our art, our writing, our poetry, our song, our dance, our words—this is fulfilling the commandment of “to be fruitful and multiply”; this is creating and bringing more light into this world.

When we are in a marriage, when we are able to physically bond with another, this is our opportunity to fulfill this law, the first law given in the Torah, in a physical way. But it is not fulfilled only when we give birth to children, for unfortunately, not every woman is physically able to. But in the Zohar we are taught than whenever a husband and wife are lovingly intimate, souls are created. Sometimes those souls come into a physical body, other times they remain spiritual, but they are created.

And every time we create, a process of giving and receiving must take place. One part of us must be able to let go, to release, to give to another; and one part must be able to make oneself open, to receive, to accept and nurture what has been given.

When our concern is not about what we are obligated to do, but on how we can help another fulfill his or her obligations, this is when we shine forth and reveal our true power. But we must begin by looking within, by understanding ourselves, our strengths and our weaknesses, and helping ourselves both from within and from those around us.

And when we acknowledge that we are able to both give and receive, and that both are very active roles, then we can rejoice in the qualities and attributes that are uniquely ours as women, and start celebrating who we are, while bonding and building, rather than competing, with who we are not.

BY SARA ESTHER CRISPE
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A Woman's Place in Torah

Answers to a Contemporary Issue

From the talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson
The role of women in society is changing and now, more than ever, women are asking, "What is my place in Torah?", "Are there limits to the Torah subjects I should study?" The Lubavitcher Rebbe addresses these questions, drawing on eternally relevant Torah principles and applying them within the context of contemporary life.
When G-d told Moshe to prepare the Jews to receive the Torah, He commanded him, "This is what you shall say to the House of Yaakov and speak to the children of Israel."1 Our Sages explain that the "House of Yaakov" refers to Jewish women, and "the children of Israel," to the men;2 i.e., G-d told Moshe to approach the women first.

This order implies a sense of priority. For Torah to be perpetuated among the Jewish people, precedence must be given to Jewish women. Giving such prominence to women may appear questionable in view of several traditional attitudes. Those attitudes, however, are narrow and For Torah to be perpetuated among the Jewish people, precedence must be given to Jewish womenrestrictive when judged by the objective standard of Torah law and certainly may be considered so within the context of the application of these standards to contemporary society.

Torah law requires a woman to study all the laws and concepts necessary to observe the commandments which she is obligated to fulfill.3 This encompasses a vast scope of knowledge, including the laws of Shabbat, keeping kosher and Family Purity, and many other areas of Jewish law. Indeed, many men would be happy if their Torah knowledge would be as complete.

Women Must be Conscious of the Mystic Dimension of Judaism
Also, among the subjects which a woman must know is Pnimiyus HaTorah, Torah’s mystic dimension. A woman is obligated to fulfill the commandment of knowing G-d, loving Him, fearing Him, and the like. Indeed, the obligation to fulfill these commandments is constant, incumbent upon us every moment of the day.4 The fulfillment of these commandments is dependent on the knowledge of spiritual concepts as implied by the verse, "Know the G-d of your fathers and serve Him with a full heart."5 The study of the inner dimension of Torah is necessary to achieve this knowledge.

Throughout the generations, we have seen women with immense Torah knowledge. The Talmud mentions Bruriah, the daughter of Rabbi Chaninah benTradyon and the wife of Rabbi Meir.6 Throughout the Middle Ages, we find records of many women who corrected their husbands’ Torah texts.7 In his memoirs, the Previous Rebbe describes how the Alter Rebbe’s family put a special emphasis on women’s Torah knowledge and the Previous Rebbe educated his own daughters in this spirit.

A Change for the Better in the Present Age
The last generations have witnessed an increase in Jewish women’s Torah study and special schools and institutions were founded for this purpose. Previously, influenced by the principle, "All the glory of the king’s daughter is within," 8 women would be educated by their parents and grandparents at home. As sociological conditions changed and girls left the home environment, schools were established for them.

A similar concept applies regarding the subject matter studied by women. Initially, on the whole, women were not exposed to those aspects of Torah study which were not related to their actual performance of the commandments. At present, however, the sphere of subjects women study has been expanded and includes even abstract concepts that have no immediate application.9
This is also a result of sociological influences. Within the context of our society, women are required to function on a more sophisticated level than ever before, occupying professional positions that require higher knowledge.10 The woman determines the nature of the home environmentTo prepare themselves for such activities, they should develop their thinking processes in Torah, training themselves to think on an advanced level within the framework of Torah. This will set the tone for their behavior in the world at large.

Sharing One’s Knowledge with Others
Women are characterized by warmth and a tendency to give. It can be assumed that this will prompt them to share the new knowledge they attain with others, in particular, with the members of their families. The Book of Psalms 11refers to a woman as akeres habayis, a term which can be interpreted, "the foundation of the home." The woman determines the nature of the home environment and the encouragement she gives is crucial in motivating her husband and children to study.

One of the most important dimensions of chinuch (education) is the development of a personal connection with the subject matter. This is stimulated by the love and positive feeling generated by the teacher. Women have greater natural gifts for this approach. Thus, though a father makes an important contribution to a child’s education, his efforts lie primarily in testing the child’s knowledge. In contrast, a mother discusses the subjects her children are learning with them and brings out the dimension which is relevant to their lives. Furthermore, women are at home with a child much more frequently and are more attuned to his day to day feelings. This makes them more capable of communicating the concept in terms which a child can relate to.

When relating the mitzvah to educate our children, our Sages12 used the expression, l’hazhir, also related to word "shining." Through educating children, one’s own knowledge increases to the point where one shines. Thus, the concepts mentioned above should stimulate a cycle of growth. The increase in women’s Torah knowledge should bring about an increase in their efforts to educate others which, in turn, will bring about a greater increase in their own knowledge.

A Messianic Dimension
The Rabbis explain that just as it is a mitzvah to taste the food to be served on Shabbat on Friday,13 at present, in the era directly before the coming of theMashiach, it is a mitzvah to enjoy a foretaste of the revelations of that age. The Messianic age will be characterized by an abundance of knowledge, "The occupation of the entire world will be solely to know G-d. The Jews will be great sages and know hidden matters."14 Therefore, the present age should also be characterized by increased knowledge.

In practice, women should add to their Torah study. In particular, they should focus their attention on the Aggadic aspects of Torah study as collected in the text Ayn Yaakov, since our Sages have noted the powerful impact this study has on one’s spiritual emotions. Similarly, they should increase their activities to educate others.

These activities will bring about change in the world at large. "Due to the merit of righteous women, our ancestors were redeemed from Egypt."15 Similarly,, the merit of today’s women who raise and educate a generation of children prepared to greet Mashiach will prepare the world for the age when, "the world will be filled with the knowledge of G-d as the waters cover the ocean bed."16
From the Guardian newspaper

Does Judaism discriminate against women?

There is a deep conflict between Judaism and feminism which puts many Jewish women under intense pressure. Grassroots reform is needed

Dan Rickman
theguardian.com, Wednesday 10 June 2009 05.30 EDT

I grew up during the second wave of the feminist movement, yet my consciousness was not raised until I reached university in the late 1970s. At that time, there was a strong feeling emerging that a revolution was in place where "institutionalised prejudice" in all its forms would finally be swept away.

There is however, a deep conflict between Judaism and feminism which stretches from the public (in synagogue) to the private. For example, in all Orthodox synagogues men pray separately from women and in many women are relegated to an upstairs gallery. Gender hierarchies are entrenched in Jewish thought: a blessing orthodox Jewish men are required to say everyday thanks a God "who has not made me a woman".

This tension has been a make or break one for many Jewish people who have left Orthodox Judaism for conservative versions (in some cases just leaving the whole thing behind them), Professor Alice Shalvi being a distinguished example.

There are many couples where the husband is involved and the woman is estranged. What drives this is the dissonance between women's lives in society at large where, at least in principle, all options are open to them, and their role in traditional Jewish life which is limited and constrained by laws developed by (male) rabbis.

These laws, which do include some progressive aspects (described by conservative Rabbi Judith Hauptman as a "benevolent patriarchy"), have wide implications for women's lives. Yet as feminism has progressed, attitudes towards the role of women in orthodox Judaism have lagged behind.

A clear example is the case of "chained" women whose husbands refuse them a religious divorce and who cannot remarry. This is a serious problem which could be solved in halakha, however this has not happened. Instead, secular law has been asked for help to ensure that civil and religious divorce are kept in step through pre-nuptial agreements, raising significant debate as to how systems such as halakha and Sharia law interact with the laws of the state.

Despite rabbinic inertia, there is tremendous pressure from the grassroots and it may well take the introduction of Orthodox women rabbis to create a new dynamic. To become a rabbi one has to achieve a given level of knowledge of Jewish law. Whilst the Talmud says that teaching one's daughter Torah is "frivolity", it has long been recognised by some authorities that this does not apply when women have the interest and aptitude. (It may well be frivolous to Torah in depth to men who have no great interest, yet Judaism sees this study as a mitzvah.)

This is now beginning to happen. One of the first examples is Rabbi Dr Haviva Ner-David who calls herself a "post-denominational" rabbi as she has struggled to gain acceptance. There has been an important recent development in the US driven by the leadership of Rabbi Avi Weiss's "open Orthodoxy". Weiss has announced the opening of a new academy to train women rabbis, who are controversially given the title "MaHaRaT"rather than rabbi. To date this initiative has been accepted by other Orthodox groups.

The hope is that such radical steps can heal schisms rather than creating further ones. These issues do generate heated controversy even in non-Orthodox circles – one "conservative" synagogue in London split due to a bitter row over whether women can wear prayer shawlsnormally worn by men.

Orthodox Judaism does see essential differences between men and women, but much more needs to be done to help Jewish women deal with the impossible tensions between wider society and Orthodoxy. The separation of gender roles doesn't prevent an accommodation with "third wave" choice-based feminism, but this will involve a re-reading of the rabbis in our modern context but also within the context of tradition.

As a male member of the grassroots, I want to see this process develop. Blu Greenberg, who founded the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance, famously wrote "where there is a rabbinic will there is a halakhic way" and we need to make clear that change is necessary. In the UK, the Orthodox United Synagogue is involving women in lay leadership. However, this is just a start. The United Synagogue is presenting a 10 year update of its "Womens Review" later this month. I'd be amazed if it recommended the introduction of Orthodox women rabbis, but this is a necessary development which grassroots pressure will eventually create.

From  ReformJudaism.org
Jewish Views on Women's Rights & Reproductive Choice
Reform Jewish teaching is clear that men and women are equal: All parts of Jewish life are meant to be accessible to all Jews, men or women. Despite this strongly egalitarian heritage, however, we acknowledge - and are concerned by - the specific challenges women face in areas of public policy and equal rights. Women face attacks on their rights to determine their own health care and are disproportionate victims of violence in the home, while facing adversity in the workplace and endemic pay discrimination.

Women's Health
Women are commanded to care for the health and well-being of their bodies above all else. Our tradition teaches that when God created the universe, God endowed human beings with the ability to become God's partners in curing illness. Providing health care is not just an obligation for doctors and caregivers, but for the whole of society. It is for this reason that Maimonides, a revered Jewish scholar, identified care for the sick as the most important communal service that a city had to offer its residents (Mishneh Torah, Sefer Hamadda IV:23).

Reproductive Choice
All life is sacred in Judaism, but women are commanded to care for their own health and well-being above all else. Although an unborn fetus is precious and to be protected, Reform Judaism views the life and well-being of the mother as paramount, placing a higher value on existing life than on potential life. Therefore, there are several instances when Judaism not only condones abortions but mandates them.

Mishnah Ohaloth 7:6, for example, forbids a woman from sacrificing her own life for that of the fetus, and if her life is threatened, the text permits her no other option but abortion. In addition, if the mental health, sanity, or self-esteem of the woman (for example, in the case of rape or incest) is at risk due to the pregnancy itself, Jewish teachingpermits the woman to terminate the pregnancy. Because of the fundamental Jewish belief in the sanctity of life, abortion is viewed, under some circumstances, as both a moral and correct decision. This same belief underscores the vital need for medically accurate sexuality education and for high-quality family planning services.

Family Planning
High rates of STDs and unintended pregnancy have lent renewed urgency to the need to provide high-quality family planning services to all men and women. Family planning refers to the reproductive health care information and preventative care necessary to allow individuals the ability to plan and space pregnancies and live healthy lives. These services foster reproductive health and reduce unintended pregnancy.

Jewish tradition teaches that life and health are precious and that it is the obligation of individuals and society to protect both. The Reform Jewish community, therefore, is a strong and vocal proponent of universal health care and equality for women in all health care programs. Women are short-changed in many aspects of health care, from research and prevention to treatment, access and education. Addressing these inequities is fundamental to women's rights.

Violence Against Women
Our tradition teaches us that mental anguish and moral degradation are the equivalent of physical murder. We are commanded not to stand idly by while our neighbor bleeds. The sanctity of human life is one of the core values of our value system. In an increasingly impersonal and alienating society, the dehumanization of the human being and the carelessness with which human life is abused or even taken stand in direct violation of these affirmations of our traditions.

Jewish texts explicitly prohibit a man from forcing his wife to have sexual relations. Rami b. Hama said, "It is forbidden for a man to compel his wife to fulfill the mitzvah [to have sexual relations], as it is said 'and he that hastens with his feet sins' (Proverbs 19:2)." R. Joshua b. Levi said, "Any man who compels his wife to have intercourse will have unworthy (inferior) children" (Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 100b).

The widespread myth that domestic abuse does not occur in Jewish households is just that - a myth. Statistical evidence reveals that violence within Jewish families occurs at a rate that correlates with our representation in the general population. On the topic of wife abuse, Maimonides wrote, "And thus the sages commanded that a man should honor his wife more than he honors himself, and love her as he loves himself. And if he has money, he should increase her benefits according to his wealth. He should not intimidate her too much; he should speak with her gently, and should be neither saddened nor angry." (Mishnah Torah, Sefer Nashim15:19)

Source: 

Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism
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From soc.culture.jewish newsgroups

Question 8.2:
What is the Conservative view of the role of women in Judaism?

The past 30 years have seen a revolution in how Conservative Judaism views women. Conservative Judaism believes in the equality of men and women, and, where necessary, has produced responsa and innovative rituals to address religious needs in this area. The Committee on Jewish Law and Standards (CJLS) has approved a number of responsa that deal with the role of women in Jewish law. In all of the areas listed below, responsa exist that halakhically justify women's active participation in synagogue life:
· Publicly reading the Torah (ba'al kriah)

· Being part of the minyan

· Being called to the Torah (aliyah)

· Serving as cantor (shalich tzibbur)

· Serving as rabbi and halakhic decisor (posek)

· Wearing a tallit and tefillin

Note that a congregational rabbi may or may not decide to adopt particular rulings for the congregation. So some Conservative congregations will be more or less egalitarian than others.
However, there are other areas where differences remain between men and women, including:

· Matrilineal descent. The child of a Jewish mother is born Jewish; the child of a Jewish father is born Jewish if and only if the mother is Jewish.

· Serving as Witnesses. Women do not usually serve as legal witnesses in those cases where Jewish law requires two witnesses. One opinion of the CJLS affirms that women may serve as witnesses. However, most Conservative rabbis currently affirm this only as a theoretical option, because of concern for Jewish unity. A change could result in many Orthodox Jews refusing to recognize the legitimacy of many marriages and divorces. A current Conservative solution is in the area of weddings: A new minhag is to use Ketubot (wedding document) with spaces for four witnesses to sign; two men, and two women.

· First and Second Aliyot. One position of the CJLS is that daughters of Kohanim and Leviym can be accorded the same aliyot that are normally accorded to Kohanim and Leviyim, whether they are single or married. Their status regarding being called to the Torah should not be determined by the lineage of their husbands, but by their own paternal lineage. [Rabbi Joel Roth "The status of daughters of Kohanim and Leviyim for aliyot" 11/15/89] Another position the CJLS is that women do not receive such aliyot. The Va'ad Halakha of the Masorti movement has also ruled that women do not receive such aliyot. [Rabbi Robert Harris, 5748].

· Pidyon Haben. There is precedent, though not with unanimity, in the halakhah for a Bat Kohen to serve equally with other Kohanim with respect to Pidyon ha-Ben. There is strong opinion in the Talmud supported by later authorities that she may receive some of the priestly dues designated for Kohanim. Even when married to a non-Kohen, she does not become a zarah like her husband, but retains certain kehuna privileges. Women may thus perform Pidyon ha-Ben. [Rabbi Aaron Blumenthal, 1977]. Rabbi Joel Roth notes that Rishonim (rabbis from the 10th to 16th centuries) are divided on this issue, and cautions that this issue requires more detailed study. [1989]

· Pidyon Habat. Conservative Judaism prohibits performing Pidyon Ha-Bat on a newborn daughter. Pidyon Ha-Bat is a newly proposed ceremony that would mark the redemption of a newborn daughter; the CJLS has stated that this particular ceremony should not be performed. Other means, such as a Simchat Bat, should instead be used to mark the special status of a new born daughter. [CJLS teshuvah by Rabbi Gerald C. Skolnik, 1993]

· Nesiat Kapayim [The Priestly Blessing]. The CJLS has approved two positions on whether women may participate in Nesiat Kapayim. The Va'ad Halakha of the Masorti movement has approved one position.

1. A Bat Kohen may participate in Nesiat Kapayim because: (a) The word "banav" in Numbers 66:23 does not mean sons only, but rather children. (b) The role of the Kohen is either to serve as the medium for G-d's blessing to israel, or to pray for Israel to be blessed--either purpose is appropriate for a Bat Kohen who possesses lineal sanctity. (c) Nesiat Kapayim is not de'oreita. (d) There has been a steady development of this ritual since Temple times, and there is no reason for the development to stop. (e) A Bat Kohen is permitted to receive other special honors accorded to Kohanim, including Birkat Hamazon and Pidyon Haben. [Rabbi Mayer Rabinowitz, 1994]

2. A Bat Kohen is not permitted to participate in Nesiat Kapayim because as a continuation of a Temple ritual, the Priestly Benediction should be performed by those who were authentically eligible to do so in the Temple. Women of Priestly descent may benefit from the perquisities of Kehunah, but they are excluded by the Torah from peforming the rituals of the Kohanim in the Temple. Therefore, this should only be peformed by male Kohanim. [Rabbis Stanley Bramnick and Judah Kagen, 1994]. The Va'ad halakha of the Masorti movement, in a teshuvah by Rabbi Reuven Hammer, 5748, also states this position.

If you want more information on the Conservative positions, you should be aware that there is a set of teshuvot on all of these areas developed by The Rabbinical Assembly. These teshuvot have all been published in the following sources, all available from the United Synagogue Book Service. However, every Conservative synagogue library should have each of the following books in stock; if they do not, please bring it to the attention both of your librarian and rabbi so that they can rectify the omission.

· "Proceedings of the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Conservative Movement 1980-1985"

· "Proceedings of the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Conservative Movement 1986-1990"

· "Responsa 1991-2000" (recently published)

· "Proceedings of the Committee on Jewish Law and Standards of the Conservative Movement 1927-1970" [Three volume set]

· Robert Gordis "The Dynamics of Judaism: A Study in Jewish Law" Indiana University Press, 1990 [See especially chapters 10 and 11]

· Simon Greenberg, editor "The Ordination of Women as Rabbis: Studies and Responsa" JTS, 1988

If you are looking for statistical information on women in Conservative Judaism, LEARN @ JTS (http://learn.jtsa.edu/), the free educational outreach website from the Jewish Theological Seminary, has a section on statistics. The information on this website has been excerpted from "Conservative Synagogues and Their Members: Highlights of the North American Survey", Edited by Jack Wertheimer, which is available from JTS Press. Another source of information on this topic is "Conservative Jewry in the United States: A Sociodemographic Profile" by Sidney Goldstein and Alice Goldstein. JTS Press books are available at this website: http://www.jtsa.edu/jtspress/
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