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One starting point for not allowing women to become rabbis goes back to the
mishnah that “all the positive commandments which are time-bound, men are obligated
and women are exempt,”! and that “anyone who is not obligated in something cannot
fulfill for the other person for their obligation,”2 therefore, looking up to a woman to
fulfill certain obligations could not be done. Another obligation from which women are
exempt is the study of Torah.3 Those, in themselves, do not hold back a woman from
the position of rabbi, nor does the prohibition against men hearing the voice of a
woman,* though it does hold them back from serving as a cantoress or singing in the
presence of men.> Women also cannot be called up to read the Torah.6

So what is the essence of the functioning of a rabbi? Is it one who is “an authority
in a religious court (Bet Din) dealing with matters of personal and familial status?”” The
Jerusalem Talmud states that women can neither serve as witnesses nor as judges. 8 If
so, what about Devorah, the prophetess, about whom it states that she “judged Israel at
that time,”® and that “the children of Israel came up to her for judgment?”1© Tosafos
and the Shulhan Arukh opine that she was not a judge, but that she provided instruction
to the judges of Israel.l! The excluding of women from being judges, and thus

forbidding them from being rabbis, would seem to be the “most insurmountable barrier
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to female rabbinic ordination.”*2 Some rabbis would propose that “to ignore it is to
destroy what makes a rabbi a rabbi as opposed to a ‘Jewish minister.”’13

Another reason for women having being forbidden from a position such as a
rabbi, comes from the Maimonidean prohibition against women taking a role of public
authority.* Any Jew can do such things as “preaching, teaching, counseling and
pastoring, none of these activities is essentially rabbinical.”!5

Although there may be further and more marginal reasons for excluding women
from being rabbis, the above reasons had held women back for millennia. As women
were trying to achieve equal opportunities in a variety of venues in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries in western countries, Jewesses were no less interested in seeking the
rabbinate. An early documentation concerning this question was raised in 1889 on the
front page of the Philadelphia Jewish Exponent.16 In 1922, the Central Conference of
American Rabbis (CCAR), the American Reform movement, dealt with the issue and a
resolution approving the ordination of women passed, and in the 1920s and 1930s, a few
women graduated without ordination from the Hebrew Union Colleges in New York and
Cincinnati.t’

It took another half century before the Reform movement ordained a woman as a

rabbi. When the Reform and Reconstructionist movements began to ordain women in
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1972 and 1974, respectively,8 the Conservative movement began to ponder whether they
would allow women rabbis. Although the Reform and Reconstructionist movements
don’t particularly adhere to halakhah, the Conservative movement at least believes that
they do.19 The question arose in the Conservative movement, as well as in all of the
Jewish movements because women “had been gaining progressive recognition and
equality, educationally and professionally as well as religiously.”20

At the end of the 1970s, the Conservative movement set up a commission to look
into the ordination of women as rabbis and favored it. Among some of their findings,
published on 30 January 1979, were that the aforementioned halakhah by Maimonides
was “insufficient to pose an halakhic barrier to the ordination of women” and that they
had already obligated women in studying Torah equal to men, and that the Rabbinical
Assembly Committee n Jewish Law and Standards had in 1955 and 1973, respectively,
allowed women to be called up to the Torah and into a minyan.2! One piece of
critiquing was that it “welcomes women into the rabbinate by conceding its limitations
and the secularization of its functions, offers up the present as its vision and the current
job descriptions as its sufficient ideal. A religion so supremely pragmatic is not likely to

inspire.”22
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Other reasonings the Conservative movement followed were that although a
woman “cannot be a witness under the huppa,”23 that there was “no necessity for the
rabbi, male or female, to serve as a witness at a wedding.”24 The Commision also stated,
“the problems associated with ancillary functions were deemed insufficient grounds for
denying...[to] Jewish women...access...to the roles of spiritual and community
leaders.”25

Concerning the prohibition against women serving as judges,

there is no legal objection to the technical granting of the title “rabbi” to a woman. The
only rabbinic function which might be questionable is that of judging. Regarding judging,
there is support for the idea that women are not disqualified. Even if that is rejected, a
woman rabbi serving a community would be acceptable as a judge on the grounds that
they have accepted her, since rabbis today are selected by the communities which they
serve.26

The Conservative movement first ordained a female rabbi in 1985.27 The
Orthodox movement has still yet to ordain women rabbis, though there have been
moves to install women as interns, such as with two women in New York, being
appointed to communal leadership positions which would not lead to a rabbinic
ordination.28

Having been allowed in most of the major Jewish movements in North America
to become rabbis, Jewish women may experience many different reactions and their
own trials and tribulations. An idea which came out of the original reform movement’s
flirtings with the idea of female ordination in 1922 questioned how women would be

able to handle both life as a rabbi and as a mother:
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http://www.jpost.com/com/Archive/05.Apr.1999/Features/Article-3.html> (March 2003).
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If there is any calling which requires a whole-hearted devotion to the exclusion of all
other things and the determination to make it one’s whole life work, it is the rabbinate. It
is not to be considered merely as a profession by which one earns a livelihood.... One
must choose it for his lifework and be prepared to give it all his energies.... [A married
woman] cannot give to the rabbinate that whole-hearted devotion which comes from the
determination to make it one’s lifework.2°

Whether or not that is the case can not necessarily be attested from theory.

29 Jacob Lauterbach, “Responsum on Question, ‘Shall Women be Ordained Rabbis?’,” Studies in Jewish Law, Custom
and Folklore (USA: Ktav Publishing House, Inc., 1970), 245-246. Originally published in Central Conference of

American Rabbis Year Book 32, 1922.



