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Biblical Models
Hebrew scripture excludes women from the priesthood, perhaps as part of removing
sexuality from the monotheistic cult. Nevertheless, women appear as agents of change.
In the Genesis narratives, Sarah and Rebecca both influence the birthright ( Gen. 21:9–
12, 27:5–13 ). In the Exodus narratives, Miriam initiates the liberation story by making
arrangements for her brother. Identified as a prophet, she leads the Israelite women in
thanksgiving (Exod. 2:4–9, 15:20–21).

Deborah (c. 12th century BCE), identified as both a prophet and a judge, renders
decisions and appears to have led the army, appointing the general Barak and directing
the battle ( Judg. 4:4–10 ). Except for Moses, Deborah is the only character in Hebrew
scripture to fulfill all three aspects of religious, military, and political leadership.

During the reign of King Josiah (7th century BCE), the prophetess Huldah, rather than
her contemporary, Jeremiah, is approached about a scroll discovered during Temple
renovations ( 2 Kings 24:14, 2 Chron. 34:22 ). Her decision to accept it as a scroll of
the Law (Torah) may be credited with the Josianic Reform, centralizing worship in the
Jerusalem Temple, and possibly giving us the fifth book of the Torah, Deuteronomy.

Most Biblical queens wielded considerable power not through their own authority but
through their influence over their king. From the time of Solomon’s reign (c. 10th century
BCE), the Bible presents such influence as a threat to Israelite monotheism. Solomon’s
wives are credited with influencing Solomon to import and worship their foreign gods ( 1
Kings 11:1–8 ). Queen Jezebel (c. 9th century BCE), wife of King Ahab and daughter
of [p. 323 ↓ ] the king of the Phoenician city of Tyre, is credited with inspiring Ahab to
spread the worship of Baal in the Northern Kingdom of Israel ( 1 Kings 16:31–3 ) and
killing God’s prophets ( 1 Kings 18:4 ).

A generation later, Athaliah (identified as the daughter of Ahab’s father Omri according
to 2 Kings 8:26 ) becomes the only woman to reign as an Israelite monarch. She
reigns over the Southern Kingdom of Judea for six years following the death of her
husband, King Jehoram and assassination of their son, Ahaziah ( 2 Kings 11:3–20 ).
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Her patronage of the Baal cult in Judea is inferred from Joash’s destruction of Baal’s
temple after he overthrows her.

Hasmonean Period
According to Josephus (1st century CE), the Hasmonean king John Hyrcanus left his
kingdom to his wife (c. 104 BCE), whose name remains unknown. Josephus recounts
that she was immediately arrested by her son Aristobolus and starved to death so he
could seize the throne (Josephus, Antiquities 13:11:1). When Aristobolus died a year
later, his widow, Salome Alexandra, freed his imprisoned brother Alexander Yannai
and appointed him king. Most scholars assume this is the same Salome Alexandra who
married Alexander Yannai and was appointed his heir when he died. During her nine
year reign (76–67 BCE), Queen Salome Alexandra kept the kingdom independent and
free of invasion. She ended civil war between the two most powerful ancient Jewish
sects, the Sadducees and the Pharisees. (The Sadducees, who largely represented the
hereditary priestly class whose power was vested in the Temple, followed only in written
Scriptural law, while the Pharisees, possible precursors of the rabbinic class, largely
represented a meritocracy based on knowledge of both written Scripture and oral law,
which they believed was transmitted with written Scripture by Moses at Mount Sinai.)
Upon her death, her two sons began a civil war over her succession. Josephus thus
blames her for the Hasmonean dynasty’s fall since she acted “out of a desire for what
does not belong to a woman” ( Antiquities 13:16:6).

Rabbinic Period

Ancient Synagogue Women Leaders
Inscriptional evidence identifies a number of named women as ancient synagogue
officials (c. 1st–6th century CE). Early modern historians initially interpreted such
inscriptions as honorary appellations for wives of (male) synagogue officials. That
these named women actually filled the roles of president, treasurer, and so on, is now
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yeshiva in Mosul, Afghanistan, after his death. The Jews of Afghanistan called her
Tannit, the feminine of the title Tanna applied to her father until his death.

Women Prayer Leaders
The separation of men and women during synagogue prayer can be dated to 10th-
century Cairo and 12th-century Germany. Whether because many European women
were uneducated in Hebrew, the language [p. 324 ↓ ] of Jewish prayer, or could not
follow the main service from the woman’s gallery or separate prayer room, female
prayer leaders became so common that Yiddish titles developed for them: fierzogerin
and forelainer (fore-sayer). Often these women’s prayer leaders were rabbinic wives
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Wealth as Entre to Communal Leadership
A number of women rose to positions of communal leadership through their wealth.
In mid-14th century Germany, the widow Kandlein inherited her husband’s wealth.
She sat on the council that set taxes and determined settlement rights for the Jews of
Regensburg and served a two year term as one of the leaders of the community.

Perhaps the most powerful Jewish woman of the pre-modern period was Dona Gracia
Nasi (1515–c. 1569). Her family was one of those who remained in Spain following
the 1492 expulsion of the Jews from Spain. Outwardly Catholic, they remained secret
Jews ( conversos). As a widow, she inherited one of the world’s largest fortunes at
the time. Centuries ahead of her time, she organized a secret route to help other
conversos escape Spain for Protestant Europe or the Ottoman Empire, coordinated
an international boycott to protect Jews from the Inquisition, and purchased land in
Tiberius, Israel, to settle Jewish refugees. Once she reached the Ottoman Empire,
she reaffirmed her Judaism, sponsored building a synagogue (the Synagogue of Our
Lady), and successfully had overturned the rule prohibiting individuals from changing
synagogue affiliation.

A probable contemporary, Esther Handali the Kiera (economic agent), became
independently wealthy, serving as agent to Safiyah Baffa, favorite wife of Sultan Murad
III. Esther used her influence to avert the Sultan’s destruction of the Jewish community.
A major Jewish philanthropist, she assisted Jewish merchants ruined in an anti-Jewish
riot, helped rebuild the Jewish area of Constantinople destroyed in a fire, and supported
scholars and the printing of Jewish books.

Early to Late Modern Period

Charismatic Women Leaders
The charismatic and anti-establishment nature of the Hasidic movement, beginning in
the late 18th century in Eastern Europe, allowed a number of women to rise to positions
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Contemporary Realities
By the beginning of the 21st century, despite traditional prohibitions on women filling
roles of public authority, even the most traditional elements of the Jewish community
had accepted the authority of women leaders in business, politics, and communal
organizations.

Philanthropic Leadership
In 1984, Shoshana Cardin became the first woman elected to lead the Council of
Jewish Federations (the national umbrella for local Federations). Since then, many
women have held top staff and lay positions in Jewish organizational life. As in wider
society, the number of women serving on the boards and as top staff of many Jewish
communal agencies increased even as salaries and representation continued to lag
behind those of men.

[p. 326 ↓ ]

Israeli Leaders
Even before the establishment of the State of Israel, women filled important leadership
roles. One such leader was Golda Meir (1898–1978), who served in the provisional
government and as a secret envoy to Arab leaders and a major fundraiser for Israel
among the American Jewish community. With the founding of Israel, Meir served
as Labor Minister, Foreign Minister, as the only woman in the administration. She
served as head of the Labor Party and Israel’s fourth Prime Minister from 1969– 1974.
Israel’s first Prime Minister, David Ben Gurion, used to call her “the best man in the
government.”

Women have filled 7–15% of every Knesset seat since Israel’s founding. In the first
Knesset race of 1949, women’s rights activist Rachel Kagan won a one term seat as
candidate for her woman’s only party sponsored by WIZO (Women’s International
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Zionist Organization). Barred from running for Knesset in the Orthodox coalition in
the same election, Tova Sanhadray-Goldreich (1906–1993) organized an Orthodox
woman’s political party (The Religious Woman Worker Party) and finally won a Knesset
seat in 1959. She served as Knesset Deputy Speaker for almost a decade. Other Israeli
women Knesset members include Shulamit Aloni, former head of the liberal Meretz
Party and Minister of Education, who served in Knesset from 1965– 1996. Right-wing
activist Geula Cohen served in the Knesset from 1972–1992. Since 2008, the centrist
Kadima Party has been headed by a woman, Tzipi Livni, who previously served as
Foreign Affairs Minister. In 2011, the Labor party chose another woman as head, Shelly
Yachimovich.

Numerous women have served on Israel’s bench. Dorit Beinisch (1942–) became
the first woman appointed to Israel’s Supreme Court in 1995. She has served as its
president (equivalent to a Chief Justice) since 2006.

Women Rabbis and Cantors
Women’s ordination was part of a larger agenda of ritual equality pursued by the Jewish
woman’s movement that rose on the heels of the larger feminist movement, many of
whose leaders were also Jewish. Reform Rabbi Sally Priesand became the first woman
ordained in America in 1972. The Reconstructionist movement ordained women with
its first graduating class in 1974. Another decade would pass before the Conservative
movement accepted women into its rabbinical school in 1984, ordaining Rabbi Amy
Eilberg in 1985. The investment of women cantors followed the ordination of women
rabbis by several years in the Reform Movement, with Cantor Barbara Ostfeld-Horowitz
in 1975, and, in the Conservative movement, with Cantors Erica Lippitz and Marla
Rosenfeldeld-atd,j ET  Q q 1 0 0 -bhschTf vdr.Ez- 1992. SinnschT alsra.f
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wife of a rabbi.) Other Orthodox women, including Blu Greenberg and Rivka Haut, write,
speak and advocate for increasing women’s rights within Orthodox Judaism. While the
more liberal arms of the Jewish community have embraced egalitarianism (the equality
of men and women), Jewish women leaders across the religious spectrum continue
to face discrimination equivalent to that faced by women leaders in larger American
society, despite the advances of the last few decades.
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Rabbinical(Council(of(America(Bans(Ordination(of(Female(Rabbis(
'Orthodox(institutions(may(not(ordain(women(into(the(Orthodox(rabbinate,(
regardless(of(the(title(used,'(says(main(U.S.(rabbinical(group.(
(
Haaretz(and(JTA(Nov(02,(2015(7:15(PM(
(
The(Rabbinical(Council(of(America,(the(main(modern(Orthodox(rabbinical(group,(
formally(adopted(a(policy(prohibiting(the(ordination(or(hiring(of(women(rabbis.(
The(policy(announced(Friday(by(the(RCA(came(after(a(direct(vote(of(its(membership,(
according(to(the(organization.(
(

((



JOFA,(the(Jewish(Orthodox(Feminist(Alliance,(issued(a(statement(in(response(to(the(
RCA(announcement,(expressing(their("disappointment,"(and(maintaining(that(the(
Jewish(community(can(only(benefit(from(having(women(in(positions(of(communal(
authority.(
(
The(RCA's("insistence(that(only(men(may(assume(positions(of('rabbinic(status,'(
which,(as(far(as(we(can(tell,(amounts(to(nothing(more(than(an(obsession(with(titles,"(
the(statement(reads.(
(
They(sharply(blast(the(male(cohort(of(religious(leaders(for("developing(redundant(
statements(absent(of(halakhic(grounding,(rather(than(addressing(Orthodoxy's(real(
challenges(UU(and(particularly,(the(development(of(a(systemic(halakhic(solution(to(
resolve(the(agunah(crisis."(
(



11/30/2015 The New Critical Mass of Orthodox Women Rabbis - Sisterhood – Forward.co
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Why$Orthodox$Jews$in$Israel$Can$Ordain$Women$as$Rabbis,$but$Those$in$the$
Diaspora$Won't$
$
There$is$a$crucial$difference$between$Orthodoxy$in$Israel$and$abroad;$the$former$is$
experiencing$an$evolution,$whereas$the$latter$is$stifled$by$the$threat$of$other$
denominations.$
$
Rabbi$Yehoshua$Looks$$Jun$18,$2015$10:52$PM$
$
A$friend$of$mine$recently$completed$the$rabbinical$program$at$the$Jerusalem$
Orthodox$center$Har’el,$and$invited$my$wife$and$me$to$attend$his$ordination$



control$over$most$religious$functions$(marriages,$divorces,$conversions,$etc.).$In$the$
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Mitzvah ceremonies, and then had my own Bat Mitzvah, before I began to
guide other families through that meaningful rite of
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from the Torah, chanted the haftarah portion, was president of the syn-
agogue, and even chairperson of the ritual committee. I was just oneof
many studious, participating women. That was the milieuwithin whichI
began to form my desire to become a rabbi. It was a milieu that made
discrimination against women elsewhere in the Jewish religiousworld
seem incomprehensible and, therefore, something to be overcome.

There have been disquieting moments, of course. A young woman
doctor asked me to officiate at her wedding, and then she discoveredher
Israeli fiance and his family would not be comfortable with a woman
rabbi. She asked if I would co-officiate with a man. I replied that if I was
not rabbi enough to perform the ceremony, I preferred not to participate.
She wanted to satisfy her fiance but she meant to be kind. Didn't I under-
stand
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quest. We had handled ourselves with dignity and restraint. It was a tri-
umphant day, the rabbi who had challenged me notwithstanding.

However, it was sad, so very sad, to know that leaders of the Orthodox
community at home in the States had, in fact. asked the Jews of Cracow
to rescind their invitation to us because, as non-Orthodox Jews, our use
of the fifteenth-century Remu Synagogue
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