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STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 
 

Meorot:  A Forum of Modern Orthodox Discourse 
(formerly The Edah Journal) 
 
Statement of Purpose 
Meorot is a forum for discussion of Orthodox Judaism’s engagement with modernity, 
published by Yeshivat Chovevei Torah Rabbinical School. It is the conviction of Meorot 
that this discourse is vital to nurturing the spiritual and religious experiences of Modern 
Orthodox Jews. Committed to the norms of halakhah and Torah, Meorot is dedicated to free 
inquiry and will be ever mindful that “Truth is the seal of the Holy One, Blessed be He.” 
 
Editors   
Eugene Korn, Editor 
Nathaniel Helfgot, Associate Editor 
Joel Linsider, Text Editor 
 
Editorial Board 
Dov Linzer (YCT Rabbinical School), Chair 
Saul Berman 
Naftali Harcsztark  
Norma Baumel Joseph 
Simcha Krauss  
Barry Levy  
Adam Mintz 
Tamar Ross (Israel) 
 
Meorot publishes one online edition per year, and will be available periodically in hard-copy 
editions. Opinions expressed in the articles are those of the authors only and do not 
necessarily represent the views of YCT or the editorial board. YCT retains copyrights to all 
material published in the journal. 
 
Directions for Submissions 
Meorot invites submissions of original scholarly and popular essays, as well as new English 
translations of Hebrew works. Popular essays should be between 800-2000 words. The 
journal particularly welcomes halakhic, philosophic, and literary studies relating to qedushah 
in modern experience, the religious significance of the State of Israel, Jewish ethics, 
emerging Torah conceptions of and opportunities for women, Talmud Torah as an 
intellectual and spiritual discipline, pluralism, and Judaism’s relation to gentiles and 
contemporary culture. 
 
Submissions to Meorot should be sent online to meorotjournal@yctorah.org, or mailed in 
duplicate to Editor, Meorot, c/o YCT Rabbinical School, 3700 Henry Hudson Parkway,  
Riverdale, New York 10463. Submissions should include a one paragraph abstract and a  
two line biography of the author. Paper submissions should be accompanied by a diskette 
with the essay in RTF, TXT or MSWORD format. Notes should appear as endnotes. 
Communications should be directed to the above email address. 
 
Reader responses should be sent to the editor at meorotjournal@yctorah.org for possible 
electronic publication at the journal’s website. 
 
Graphic Design: Erica Weisberg 
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Introduction to the Tishrei 5771 Edition:  
Whither the Orthodox Rabbinate? 
 

Eugene Korn 
 
Welcome to the Tishrei 5771 edition of 
Meorot. This year has been eventful for 
Orthodoxy in general and particularly for 
the Orthodox rabbinate. Stated simply, 
the institution of the rabbinate is in 
crisis. Challenges to the American and 
Israeli Orthodox rabbinate abound 
regarding its composition, its behavior, 
the domain of its authority, and its ability 
to serve kelal yisrael. Most of the articles 
in this edition analyze, reflect upon and 
offer solutions to some of these 
challenges.  
 
The genesis of this crisis is the modern 
era itself, with its general undermining of 
authority and almost sacred emphasis on 
individual autonomy. In modern culture, 
all authority is suspect or at least on the 
defensive. The legitimacy of institutional 
authority is no longer a given, and 
constantly stands in need of justification 
before its constituents. In modern 
societies, unlike those of previous eras, 
authority is earned, not inherited or 
granted. Respect emerges from integrity 
and service; office, in and of itself, 
carries little weight.  
 
This is painfully evident in Israel, where 
much of the rabbinic establishment still 
feels an obsolete sense of entitlement. 
This illusion encourages many Israeli 
rabbis to work oblivious to the needs of 
am yisrael and Israeli society—even of 
religious Israelis. The result is not hard 
to understand: the official rabbinate 
commands little respect. Even worse, 
Jews around the world increasingly view 
the Israeli rabbinate as serving only its 
own interests, or at most the narrow 
interests of haredi Israeli Jews. This 
comes at the expense of the Jewish 

people, for the rabbis seem to be 
compounding instead of resolving many 
highly publicized problems facing kelal yisrael, 
be they the issues of the treatment and status 
of women, agunot, shmitah, conversion or 
military service.  
 
In America, too, rabbis face critical issues 
that will shape the future of our communities 
and Orthodoxy. After a year in which a 
number of Orthodox rabbis and leaders have 
been publicly accused and convicted of 
sexual abuse, financial crimes, kashrut 
deception and fraud against the government, 
the Orthodox rabbinate is now assaulted by 
credibility and integrity problems. (At present  
two well-known American Orthodox rabbis 
are under investigation for sexual 
improprieties, while the religious Zionist 
community in Israel is still reeling from 
revelations of long standing sexual abuse by 
one of its most prominent and charismatic 
rabbinic leaders.)  Hardly a month passed in 
5770 without some deeply troubling scandal 
of Orthodox religious leaders making 
national news. To add salt to the wound, this 
comes to light when Orthodox rabbis seem 
to be adopting more and more stringencies in 
the realms of ritual behavior and gender 
separation. Indeed, if power corrupts and 
fosters exploitation, it matters little whether 
the power is held by secular or religious 
officials.   
 

The American Orthodox rabbinate is also 
being today challenged on the grounds of its 
very identity as an exclusively male fraternity.  
In February 2010, Rabbi Avi Weiss ordained 
Sara Hurwitz, bestowing on her the title of 
“Rabbah.” The event has led the Orthodox 
community to ask itself whether the absence 
of female rabbis is essential to Orthodoxy, 
required by halakhah or simply the reflection   
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of the hierarchical gender mores of earlier Jewish 
culture and society.  “Rabbah” set off a loud 
storm of emotional debate—some constructive, 
some purely rhetorical and some laced with the 
kind of intolerance to which Hazal ascribed the 
destruction of the Second Temple and the long 
continuing exile of our people.  
 
The controversy produced both responsible and 
irresponsible statements. The leading rabbis of 
Agudath Israel declared that “these developments 
represent a radical and dangerous departure from 
Jewish tradition and the mesoras hatorah, and must 
be condemned in the strongest terms.” Agudah 
spokesman Rabbi Avi Shafran explained that 
Agudah objects to women as rabbis because it is a 
violation of women’s “tsni’ut” (modesty): “Roles 
that thrust a woman into a public venue” are 
unknown in Jewish communal life and are not 
legitimate in Orthodoxy.  Yet “others such as 
counseling and offering wise advice are traditional 
and acceptable even in the haredi community.”  

Less temperate reactions were voiced by some 
rabbis in the Rabbinical Council of America. 
Some wanted to expel anyone who ordains or 
employs women as rabbis. One RCA officer 
blogged that the move to ordain women was “a 
throwback to pagan ideology,” and a leading RCA 
poseq came close to branding women’s ordination 
“yehareg al ya’avor”—a prohibition to be avoided 
even to the point of death. Of course there was 
no evidence or proof adduced for these extreme 
and wild claims, but their irrationality indicates the 
panic and deep personal threat that some males in 
the Orthodox community feel.  

In the end the RCA displayed its wisdom and 
communal responsibility by concluding with a 
balanced resolution stating that it “cannot accept 
either the ordination of women or the recognition 
of women as members of the Orthodox 
rabbinate.”  Conspicuously absent from the 
statement was any claim of formal halakhic 
prohibition, any pledge that the RCA would never 
accept women rabbis, or any censure of women 
rabbis and those who would ordain them.  

Additionally, the RCA called for the “ever-
broadening and ever-deepening wellspring” of 
Torah study and faithful observance among young 
women as they “rise to positions of influence and 
stature.” 

Logical arguments count most importantly for a 
vibrant Modern Orthodoxy true to its 
principles. For Agudath Israel or the haredi 
community, change—or even the specter of 
change—is sufficient to preclude an idea from 
being adopted. But Modern Orthodoxy is based 
upon a rational acceptance of change within 
acceptable halakhic and perhaps critical other 
limits. As R. Michael Broyde has astutely noted, 
it simply not enough for Modern Orthodox 
leaders to correctly observe that women rabbis 
would constitute “a radical change.” After all, 
the proposal to begin Yeshiva University in the 
1920’s was a profound (radical?) change for 
yeshiva life, as is the practice women learning 
gemara. Modern Orthodox leaders must 
demonstrate why a given change is illegitimate 
within their understanding of Torah, halakhah 
and the Orthodox community. Absent such a 
cogent demonstration, such change would seem 
admissible.  
 
The arguments surrounding women as rabbis 
and communal leaders fall logically into four 
categories: halakhic (“Are women rabbis and 
leaders forbidden by formal halakhic 
categories?”); communal (“Will the step toward 
women rabbis and communal leaders produce a 
deleterious irreversible split in Orthodoxy?”); 
national (“When effective Jewish  leaders are in 
short supply today, is it wise to ignore the 
leadership talent of over half of the Jewish 
people?”); and moral (“Does denying women 
access to Orthodox leadership positions 
constitute unjust gender discrimination?” “Does 
it arbitrarily deny young women the opportunity 
to develop their God-given Torah talents?”). 
 
We hope that two feature entries in this edition, 
“On Women in Rabbinic Leadership Positions,” 
by Rabbi Professor Daniel Sperber and “Non-



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                                              

 

Halakhic Considerations of Women’s Roles and 
Leadership in Orthodoxy,” by Rabbi Nathaniel 
Helfgot, Dr. Erica Brown, Rabbi Dr. Gidon 
Rothstein and Matra D’atra Dena Najman 
contribute more light than heat to the issue, and 
help clarify the real issues surrounding the 
question of women rabbis in the Modern 
Orthodoxy of tomorrow.  
 
In the most exhaustive English halakhic 
treatment of the issues to-date, Rabbi Sperber 
analyzes in detail the textual sources of the 
halakhic obstacle to a woman being a poseq, a 
communal leader or a rabbi: Mishnah Niddah 6:4 
(“Whosoever is eligible to judge is eligible to 
bear witness.”) and Maimonides’ ruling in 
Mishnah torah, Hilkhot melakhim 1:5. He surveys 
the talmudic texts, its rabbinic commentaries 
and responsa literature, concluding as did 
Tosafot and Ran that a community may 
voluntary accept official rulings of women (as 
the Jewish people did regarding the biblical 
prophetess, Devorah) and that Maimonides’ 
prohibition has no prior source in tradition, that 
it is seen by some rishonim as applying only to 
appointments of the Sanhedrin and that it has 
been rejected by rishonim and later decisors such 
as R. Uziel and Rabbi Moshe Feinstein. (R. 
Uziel’s full analysis of the Maimonidean ruling 
appears in The Edah Journal 1:2.)  
 
It is interesting to note that Maimonides’ 
prohibition that figures so prominently in the 
debate around women rabbis logically applies as 
well to women’s suffrage, yet it is ignored by 
Modern Orthodox poseqim regarding this issue. 
Moreover, many of Maimonides’ rulings 
regarding women such as his prohibition on 
wives leaving their homes more than twice a 
month or their obligation to fear their husbands 
seem culturally determined and are also rejected 
by the Orthodox community today. Like R. 
Uziel regarding women’s suffrage and 
leadership, R. Sperber also finds that while 
tsni’ut is a serious Jewish value to be preserved 
in our communities, it does not pose an 
obstacle to women functioning in leadership or 
rabbinic roles. 
 

Meorot’s associate editor, Rabbi Nathaniel 
Helfgot, views the entry of women into Torah 

study and communal leadership as blessings of 
our time, and sees the real issues for Orthodoxy 
outside the realm of formal halakhah. The 
important dilemmas for us are sociological and 
moral, and as such he raises a number of critical 
questions: If women in rabbinic and leadership 
positions are not clearly forbidden, do we not 
alienate many of our best young people by 
rejecting what is permitted? And do we not 
undermine rabbinic credibility when doing so, 
opening ourselves to charges of misogyny and 
self-interest in protecting rabbinic power?  
 
Rabbi Helfgot deserves much credit for taking 
seriously the moral concerns to which so many 
opponents of religious roles for women are 
deaf. If halakhically permitted, how can we 
justify this gender discrimination and frustration 
of women’s potential and growth? I would add 
that modern philosophy understands justice to 
be the absence of arbitrary in equalities. If so, 
on what basis is barring women from 
communal positions or the rabbinate not 
“arbitrary,” similar to barring, say, Sephardic 
Jews or blue-eyed Jews? What is the moral 
capital of “the way things have always been”? 
At a time when prohibiting women from the 
privileges and benefits of all other aspects of 
modern life is widely considered unjustifiable, 
Modern Orthodox Jews need to think deeply 
about the morality of their own gender 
judgments and policies. If they wish to defend 
them rationally, the need to cogently 
demonstrate that why we are not guilty of 
injustice.  
 

Erica Brown offers sensitive literary and religious 
reflections on biblical models for female 
leadership, exemplified in the personalities of 
Devorah, Yael and Sisra’s mother from the Book 
of Judges. They indicate that women sometimes 
did exercise communal and even military power in 
different modes among our people in the biblical 
era—ostensibly with the assent of the religious  
leaders of their times. And if our biblical ancestors 
were prepared to accept women leaders (even if 
only on occasion) should we not also? She asks 
the national question, believing that if we stifle 
more than half of the voices of Jewish people and 
eliminate them from potential leadership, we   
imperil the Jewish people’s future. Moreover, she 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                                              

 

wonders if the intricate halakhic analysis so often 
heard from rabbis (mostly to prohibit) are not in 
truth a distraction from the crisis of leadership 
that the Jewish people is currently experiencing. 
 

Rabbi Gidon Rothstein is disturbed by the 
arguments in favor of women rabbis, as well as 
those who make those arguments. He raises the 
questions of who legitimately belongs in the 
Orthodox debate on this issue, and if they be only 
persons with public Orthodox bona fides, who so 
qualifies? Finally, what constitutes an authentic 
Orthodox argument (pro or con) in the debate? 
These considerations introduce important but 
potentially explosive factors, as the arguments can 
easily slip from ad logos to ad hominem—or worse, 
descend into the delegitimization and heresy 

hunting from which our community sometimes 
suffers. Deena Najman the Matra D’Atra of 
Kehilat Orach Eliezer in Manhattan relates her 
experiences as teacher, pastor and religious leader 
in her community. Once again, if a woman in a 
rabbinic role is not banned apriori by halakhic 
stricture, then the question is a prudential one, 
depending upon projected benefit and loss. And 
surely Ms. Najman’s actual experience in this 
experiment should help us to evaluate the 
communal and personal impact of women 
religious leaders in Orthodox life and community. 
 

Whether or not R. Weiss’ ordination of Rabbah 
Sara Hurwitz was a boon or problem for 
Orthodoxy is now fiercely debated. Whatever the 
answer, R. Weiss has presented Modern 
Orthodox Jews with an opportunity to become 
more knowledgeable about the real issues at play, 
to separate them from rhetoric and bogus claims, 
to study the halakhic texts and opinions and to 
deepen our rational judgments about the future of 
Torah and our people. In the words of Immanuel 
Kant, he should have “awakened us from our 
dogmatic slumber:” the unthinkable is now 
thinkable, the unspoken is now spoken. It is our 
responsibility to determine whether these 
thinkables and spokens are advances or setbacks 
for healthy Modern Orthodox life.  
 
In “The Challenge of Halakhic Innovation,” the 
scholar and prominent religious Zionist leader, 
Rabbi Benjamin Lau, discusses the recent changes  

in the Israeli rabbinate, such as its adoption of 
unprecedented stringencies, its acceptance of haredi 
ideology and values, its refusal to adopt hiddush in its 
decision making, its failure to understand modern 
women and their conditions, and its estrangement 
from the life and problems of the Israeli people. He 
argues passionately for rabbis and a rabbinate that 
can create a halakhah that embraces all aspects of 
Israeli life, that boldly works through the problems 
of modern Israelis, and that utilizes hiddush in the 
way that all great classical poseqim did.  For him, 
this approach constitutes not innovation, but is 
rather the return of the Torah from exile and its 
restoration to its proper place of humanely 
serving Jews and Jewish life in all their aspects. 
 
Psychiatrist and Dean of Tel Aviv Medical School, 
Rael Strous discusses the temptations toward sexual 
abuse that accompany rabbinic power and authority. 
Written after numerous rabbinic sex abuse scandals 
in the United States and Israel but prior to the 
aforementioned Israeli revelation, the article explains 
the psychological and practical necessities of firm 
boundaries in rabbinic practice and the 
psychological dimensions of rabbi-
congregant/student relations, laying down rules for 
avoiding boundary violations. Fortunately some 
Orthodox organizations have formulated rules in 
this area, but the field is still young and much work 
needs to be done to confront the problem 
comprehensively. 
 

The RCA has recently reopened a discussion to   
reconsider its previous acceptance of brain death. 
The alternative is insisting on permanent cessation 
of circulation and respiration as the halakhic 
definition of death. Rabbis Herschel Schachter 
and J. David Bleich have been primary advocates 
of this latter definition being the correct halakhic 
definition. Rejection of brain death has enormous 
implications for saving lives, for it would preclude 
the permissibility of most organ transplantations. 
Dr. Noam Stadlan examines the definitions of 
cardiac death offered by these two rabbis, finding 
them anatomically imprecise, occasionally 
contradictory and entailing incoherent results when 
applied to modern medicine. He advances the thesis 
that “the brain is the home of the soul,” arguing that 
a halakhic definition of life identifying the brain as 
the beneficiary of circulation and respiration would  
avoid some of the logical problems and laqunae of  



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                                                                                              

 

the old definition as well as be more consistent with 
modern medical advances such as artificial hearts 
and organ preservation.  
 
In our regular feature, The Daled Amot of Halakhah, 
R. Moshe Kahn examines the halakhic 
considerations regarding postponing conception and 
child rearing for young couples. He notes the deep 
ambivalence felt by many of his students and other 
newly married couples who are committed to 
halakhic norms and yet also sense that they are not 
psychologically or financially ready to begin a family. 
He also asks a logically prior question, namely, 
whether couples should indeed ask a poseq or rabbi 
for a ruling on this momentous decision.  
 
Acceptable standards for halakhic conversion has 
become a contentious issue in the past year, set off 
by the consideration of 350,000 olim (mostly from 
the former Soviet Union) now living in Israel who 
are not halakhically Jewish. Leaders of the national 
religious community realize that there is a need for 
this large population, which fights in the IDF for the 
survival of Israel and has committed its destiny to 
that of the Jewish State, to be assimilated into Israeli 
society. Many of these olim were converted by the 
Orthodox rabbis of the IDF or by R. Hayyim 
Druckman after completing extensive Jewish 
education in the Institute for Jewish Studies, 
established by the governmental Ne’eman 
Commission and headed by the Orthodox scholar, 
Prof. Benjamin Ish Shalom. These conversions are 
now questionable and most have been invalidated by 
haredi rabbis in the Chief Rabbinate. The crisis has 
spiraled into legal action before the Israeli Supreme 
Court and spawned a contentious new Knesset bill 
authored by MK David Rotem. The bill is 

now being fought by the Jewish Agency and most of 
the national religious community in Israel as well as 
heterodox Jews in America. 
 
Amidst the debate of “Who will be a Jew” and what 
are acceptable standards for conversion, Professors 
Avi Sagi and Zvi Zohar have published their 
research on the halakhic tradition regarding 
conversion. It was translated into English recently 
and Prof. Marc B. Shapiro evaluates this book and 
its claims in his review essay.     
 

I was delighted to read two recently published 
books, Abraham’s Journey, edited from the lectures of 
Rav Joseph B. Soloveitchik, and Future Tense by UK 
Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks. My review essay on 
these volumes sets them in the context of 
contemporary Modern Orthodoxy, the role of 
halakhah in Orthodox life and thought, and place of 
ethics and universal values in Orthodox life and 
thought. 
 
I trust you will enjoy the variety and depth of the 
articles in this edition of Meorot, and invite you to 
send your responses to the edition by emailing us at 
meorotjournal@yctorah.org.  
 
All of us at Meorot wish you a g’mar hatimah tovah. 
May 5771 be a year of peace and blessing for all 
Israel and the world. 
 

 
 
Bi-verakhah, 
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