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Abstract 

Based on several years of fieldwork in Orthodox Jewish Women’s Talmud 

programs in New York City, and the organizations that support them, this dissertation 

focuses on both the embattled process of religious legal education that American female 

Talmud scholars undergo, and the challenging environment in which these women try to 

position themselves as authoritative sources of religious legal decisions, amid prevailing 

interpretations that render them outsiders from the very texts on which they expound. The 

ethnographic findings of this study make an intervention into the anthropological 

treatment of texts and textual cultures, and open up the experience of denominationalism 

in America, taking away the obviousness of the idea of the “Judeo-Christian” at the 

constantly evolving heart of an American institutional religion engaged in both policy 

making and denominational border policing.  

 The dissertation focuses on the women’s Talmud programs located in New York City 

that have recently emerged in the American Modern Orthodox Jewish community, where 

women study the rabbinic curriculum without the current possibility of receiving 

ordination or of serving as rabbis in their Orthodox communities.  In an ethnographic 

investigation of these educational institutions and the organizations that support and 

advocate for them, and the ways in which aspirations for both individual cultivation and 

communal innovation are enacted through study, this research encounters the various 

forms and layers of tension created and contended with in efforts to stretch a tradition 

from within. It addresses the profound ways in which the context of American 

denominational religion - the form by which the State recognizes and protects religion as 

such - impacts both the transmission and the innovation of Jewish tradition, appearing in 
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forms of narrating the self vis-a-vis religious institutions, in modes of textual 

engagement, and in the imagination of new legal, spiritual, and ritual horizons for both 

individuals and communities.  

 

Advisor: 

Veena Das 

 

Readers: 

Hent De Vries 

Naveeda Khan 

Niloofar Haeri 

Netta Stahl 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 iv 

 

Table of Contents 
 
 
Abstract                                ii 
 
Introduction                                                                                                                          1 
 
Chapter One:  

The “Jewish Journey”: Narrating the Denominational Self                                   12        
 
Chapter Two:  

Eduyot: American Women’s Talmud Programs in Context                                   42 
 
Chapter Three:  

On the Daf: Textual Engagement, Marginalization, and Service in                      93 
Feminist Orthodoxy 

 
Chapter Four:  

Shivim Panim: Textual Interpretation and Crisis                                                 121 
 
Conclusion:                    159 
 
Appendix A                    173 
 
Appendix B                174 
 
Bibliography                175 
 
Curriculum Vitae                    187 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 1 

 

Introduction 

 Based on several years of fieldwork in Orthodox Jewish Women’s Talmud 

programs in New York City, and the organizations that support them, this dissertation 

focuses on both the embattled process of religious legal education that American female 

Talmud scholars undergo, and the challenging environment in which these women try to 

position themselves as authoritative sources of religious legal decisions, amid prevailing 

interpretations that render them outsiders from the very texts on which they expound. The 

ethnographic findings of this study make an intervention into the anthropological 

treatment of texts and textual cultures, and open up the experience of denominationalism 

in America, taking away the obviousness of the idea of the “Judeo-Christian” at the 

constantly evolving heart of an American institutional religion engaged in both policy 

making and denominational border policing. 

*** 

Background and Methods 

In early 2009, rumors of the impending ordination of the first officially 

recognized female Orthodox rabbi circulated through the American Modern Orthodox 

community. However, on March 22 of that year, Sara Hurwitz’s mastery of the traditional 

rabbinic curriculum was not recognized with the title of “rabbi.” Instead, she was given 

the new title of “Maharat” (a Hebrew acronym for “leader in religious law, spiritual 

matters, and Torah”). While debates raged over women's leadership roles in public ritual 

and the status of women’s study, plans were immediately announced to open a new 

institution of higher Jewish learning to train Orthodox women for the clergy. That fall, 

Yeshivat Maharat brought in its first class of female scholars for the full-time study of the 
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Talmud and Jewish law normally required for Orthodox rabbinic ordination. In January 

2010, Maharat Hurwitz’s title was changed to “rabba,” another innovation meant to 

sound more like the recognizable “rabbi.” In response, the Rabbinical Council of 

America (RCA), the leading Modern Orthodox rabbinical association, met to adopt an 

official position condemning the ordination of women (RCA 2010). Additionally, the 

rabbi who had given Hurwitz her title had his membership threatened, and the act of 

ordaining a female Orthodox rabbi was deemed an offense comparable to idolatry, 

murder, or adultery. In the aftermath, Hurwitz retained her title of rabba, while the school 

founded to train women for comparable positions in the clergy retained the name 

Yeshivat Maharat.  

 This dramatic succession of events surrounding the ordination of women points to 

the important effects of denominationalism on religious institutions. An organizational 

process that has been called the “great American religious invention,” (Casanova 2006) 

denominationalism, refers to the proliferation of religious communities within larger 

confessional bodies, and highlights the capacity for schism within a community. A 

denominational schism can represent an opportunity for a splintering group to implement 

innovations such as introducing new or discarding unwanted theological doctrine, 

altering congregational structures, or recognizing new claimants or claims to new kinds 

of religious authority. At the same time, the new boundaries created by such a schism can 

result in a new resistance to innovation for those who do not cross them. This research 

investigates the struggle of female Talmudic scholars, through their practices of 

scholarship, try to create a change within an Orthodox denomination without being seen 
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as breaching the boundary between Orthodoxy and its non-Orthodox denominational 

counterparts. 

In my time in the field, over the course of two full years in additional to several 

shorter periods of preliminary fieldwork, I engaged in multi-sited ethnographic research 

in NYC’s emergent scholarly communities of Jewish women. Based in the 

denominational institutions that host these scholarly women, as well as at a Nonprofit 

organization that supports them, I employed both participant observation, and formal and 

informal interviews as I carried out my work.  Additionally, I created and analyzed a 

personal archive of institutional materials, and work in established archives in pursuit of 

this research. 

As I worked with these scholars pursuing Talmud studies, sparking institutional 

innovations, and aspiring to religious leadership roles while maintaining their identity as 

Orthodox Jews when women’s ordination is widely viewed, and jealously guarded as 

precisely a point of difference from non-Orthodox Jews (The conservative denomination 

of Judaism, for example, has ordained women since 1985 (Nadell 1998)) I asked, How do 

these scholars interpret Jewish law to negotiate this seeming contradiction? This 

dissertation is an ethnographic investigation of how these female scholars negotiate their 

uncertain future as they learn the traditional Orthodox rabbinic curriculum, with the 

uncertain ability to make a recognizable claim to traditional rabbinic authority. This 

research asks: Within the pluralistic, denominational context of these practices in 

contemporary American Judaism, how are innovative claims to authority anchored to 

Orthodoxy? How do these claims to authority enact aspirations not only for individual 

women, but for the Orthodox community more broadly? How do new or old traditions of 
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expression, debate, and argumentation shape the kinds of authority laid claim to? 

*** 

Relation to Literature 

“‘Hope: the following page. Do not close the book.’ 
   ‘I have turned all the pages of the book without finding hope.’ 
   ‘Perhaps hope is the book’” (Jabès 344)  
 

This dissertation makes an intervention into several fields of anthropological 

literature including the literature on women’s practices of piety in modernity, as well as 

the generally under represented anthropology of Jewish cultures, and brings a new focus 

in the field to the object and experience of denominationalism and its institutions. It also 

brings together two divergent literatures on the respective cultural work of traditions and 

texts, but in so doing, it also focuses specifically on the question of how Anthropology 

treats books themselves, in context of a textual tradition, which bears further thought. 

In the midst of my fieldwork among religious scholars who take their places in the 

beit midrash (study hall) and surround themselves with books in the hopes of changing 

the future of the tradition in which they also claim a place, it was difficult not to notice 

that although these women’s relationship with books may be fraught, it is clear to them 

that access to their tradition comes through the books on the shelves and tables in front of 

them. As a student of anthropology, when I myself, however, go to the library and pick 

up an ethnography, page and after page of bibliographic information declares that 

anthropology is a discipline at least partially built on books, but the anthropologists 

whose work I read show (or don’t show) a very different kind of relationship with 

books—maybe fraught, but almost always ambiguous and “under erasure.” While 

anthropologists, confronted with books as important to what we study as a tradition, have 
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erased the book itself by writing about “text” and “reading,” the most conspicuous way in 

which anthropology writes about the book under erasure is by treating it as a transcendent 

metaphor. In order to access the book as a thing, and to provide a window into the place 

of things in tradition, we need to seek instances of dissolution so that we can focus on the 

immanence of the book itself. 

*** 

Answering a Call (but not a Calling) 

Most specifically, while this dissertation aims to make an intervention into how 

anthropology as a discipline treats texts, I would like to think that, in particular, it 

responds in a significant formal and thematic ways to a question and a call for action set 

forth by Jonathan Boyarin in his 1991 essay “Jewish Ethnography and the Question of the 

Book. With this in mind, this provocation may merit a more extended look. 

In his influential 1991 essay “Jewish Ethnography and the Question of the Book,” 

Jonathan Boyarin makes explicit a Christian textual tradition underlying ethnography as a 

written enterprise, one hand hoping to explain “why Jews have until quite recently been 

marginal as subjects of ethnographic study,”(52) and on the other to suggest that the 

Jewish textual traditions that he sees “resurfacing within postmodern theory” might “help 

to demystify and invigorate the contemporary practice of anthropology by revealing a 

particular manifestation of the link between knowledge and power”(52). 

One of Boyarin’s thrusts is a critique of the area studies model of evaluating 

ethnographic competence: “This esthetic-political link between space and wholeness 

carries through to what the academic discipline calls area studies, in whose realm special 

metaphors also control our standards of professional competence and authority”(59). 



 

 6 

 

Within this critique, he cites not only Johannes Fabian’s argument from Time and the 

Other--that anthropology denies history to certain groups of people by “pinning them to a 

map”(61)—but also explains that “in its extreme form, spatialism doubly excludes Jewry 

as a collective from the purview of anthropology”(61)1. The first, more obvious reason he 

provides is that Jews, as a collective whole, cannot be located on a map. The second 

reason, a bit more complicated--that “the dynamics of Jewish identity are inconsistent 

with ethnographic spatialism”(61) because of a “tension between “local identity and 

historical memory”(62)--help illustrate that in fact, the spatial and the temporal cannot be 

so easily parsed. 

In pointing to various Christian disciplinary assumptions in anthropology Boyarin 

writes of Stephen Tyler’s work Unspeakable, “That Tyler himself identifies “Bible” and 

Gospel” is further suggested by his Pauline paraphrase, ‘the letter of ethnography killeth’ 

(1987:99),’” whereupon he launches into an explanation of anthropology’s antigraphic 

prejudice that seems to flow from this identification. He writes: “It is easy to understand 

why this phrase is a powerful one for Tyler, since the ethnographic situation in which the 

oral dialogic of fieldwork is transformed into a monologic ethnography is so often 

roughly concomitant with the actual disappearance, the ‘death,’ of indigenous oral 

cultures. And yet we need to beware of this antigraphic prejudice, which Tyler shares 

with Paul: ‘if the apostle’s thought is perceived as a theology of language, affirmation of 

the oral power of words and aversion to written objectification lie at its core’ (Kelber 

                                                             
1 I would argue here that then, perhaps “Jewry” is too broad an object. While I cannot hope to capture “all 
of Jewry” in this ethnographic account, I think that the concerns and culture and experiences of my 
interlocutors in the field were very specifically American in nature, being firmly rooted in the institutions 
of American denominational Judaism, rather than in any mythically transcendent Universal idea of Jewish 
culture writ large. 
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1983:184).” (55) This has profound consequences for the ethnographic study of Jews 

within the discipline of anthropology.   

Boyarin makes an interesting and sustained claim that “identifying ethnography as 

profoundly (but not essentially) Christian does not mean that its history is unrelated to 

Judaism. In fact…a major source of ethnography’s logic of Othering is the early Christian 

encounter with Judaism”(56). This claim becomes especially provocative as he 

elaborates, “But equally interesting, we are talking about a process of Othering that is 

simultaneously inter-“ethnic” and intertextual. Thus in a historical and not only 

metaphorical sense, the history of Othering is a history of reading; a crucial early moment 

in ethnography is the hermeneutic, intertextual encounter between the Christian Bible and 

the Jewish Torah”(56-57).  

Boyarin continues with an audacious proposal for Jewish ethnography that 

highlights the place of textuality in Jewish cultures, which differs significantly from the 

fraught Christian relationships to the book/Book that have influenced ethnography at 

large (because “coming to be Jewish is coming to be Other”(66)). He writes: “There are 

positive considerations for the creation of a distinctive Jewish ethnography. They are 

especially apt here because they relate to integral aspects of both Jewish cultural 

dynamics and postmodern thought about writing. Among these are textuality as an aspect 

of cultural practice; time, loss, and dislocation as inevitable determinants of culture; and 

the ceaseless traffic between oral and written modes of communication. All of these 

phenomena are exploited and resisted in the continuous work of reconstructing 

Jewishness”(63). To illustrate, he pursues an extended treatment of Edmond Jabes as an 

ethnographer, and a pioneer of a form Boyarin calls “Jewish ethnography.” 
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Boyarin asserts that “Jabes’s work can serve as one standard of rigor for the 

ethnographic challenge of recording Jewish culture while documenting its displacements. 

(Other models include the Talmud, the memorial books of Polish Jewry [Kugelmas and 

Boyarin 1983], and Walter Benjamin’s Arcades project.”(63)2. The most notable feature 

of Jabes’ work is, perhaps unsurprisingly for us at this point, the importance of the 

fragment and the fragmentary therein. In Jabes’ poetry, “fragments rather than wholes are 

the most urgent matter”(64). Is this an integral part of a Jewish ethnography? Of the work 

of commentary? How might it relate to the necessary fragmentation of objects in the 

Benjaminian collection? Boyarin locates Jabes’ “superlative Jewishness in the fact that “: 

“his refuge is the book, not as the source of answers, but as the privileged place of 

questioning.”(67). The place of the book in Jabes’ work is such that he was compelled to 

explain in an interview “Some people deduced that I had made the Jew into a writer, and 

all writers into Jews. Whereas I had simply taken the liberty to underline their common 

relation to the text”(1986:368)”(68). 

 And finally, tackling one of the “Questions” that the place of the book causes for 

Jewish ethnography, Boyarin attempts to give an explanation of why Jews have not been 

regularly studied (as such) by anthropologists. Presenting Fabian’s “implicit riddle about 

the possibility of dialogue when ethnography is part of a relationship of unequal power 

wherein one writes and the other is written”(70), Boyarin writes “There is a relation 

between the attempted silencing of Europe’s Jewish other and the imperial process within 

which…’anthropology makes its object.’ Part of the fear projected onto Jews, and hence 

                                                             
2 While I hesitate to comment on the place of Boyarin’s work among these other forms of ethnography, he 
is certainly an astute reader, and one has only to skim through this paper to see that I have found many of 
these thinkers, and the forms that they propose, to be helpful for my own work. 
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part of the mania to burn them along with their books, stemmed from the insult of having 

within Europe a people who commanded the power of their own books and who 

maintained textual dialogue within them (Gilman 1986)”(70). 

On the other hand, however, Boyarin notes that Jewish ethnography need not be 

only about Jews. ”This midrashic, dialogic play of interpretations within the bounds of an 

implicit ethical framework is a model for a kind of Jewish ethnography that would not 

only be the ethnography of Jews. The approach I am proposing is Jewish not only in 

content but in form as well”.(74). His concern, he writes, is “to explore the lessons for 

ethnography in the Jewish interpretive model of multiple and diffuse authority, of 

dialogue with and through a narrative, textual source whose potential meanings are never 

exhausted, and hence never fixed. Narrative—about Jews especially perhaps, but also 

narrative in general as a human faculty—keeps alive the “Jewish question”(74-5) (which 

is never just about Jews).  

Nor does this bookish ethnography represent all of Jewish culture or all Jewish 

cultures, as we must point out.  While Boyarin cites Berger’s reading of Jewish 

community’s self-definition  as “a hermeneutical community, the community of textual 

desire,”(75) where “Echoing Jabes, Berger describes his place as ‘the textual home where 

all good landless Israelites still live”(Berger 1989:119) he is also careful to note the elitist 

exclusions inherent in such a communal self-definition.  Historically, he recognizes not 

only that in diaspora “‘like monarchs or lords who identified (named) themselves through 

their lands (Jehlen 1986:16), the Jewish elite in exile named themselves through their 

books,”(76) but also that practically, this identification, this “bookish Judaism”(76) was 

[historically] confronted with competing and even “violently opposed…secular 
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movements [such as] Labor Zionism” which did indeed, seek to conquer space”(76). In 

light of these competing discourses, Boyarin concludes: “Hence neither ‘the book’ in 

itself, nor ‘the land’ in itself, is adequate to sustain the combination of moral exigency 

and historical contingency that, together, constitute Jewishness. Neither is 

dispensable.”(76) 

*** 

Chapter Outlines 

 
 The first chapter, entitled “The “Jewish Journey”: Narrating the Denominational 

Self” focuses on the individual experience of denominationalism through a very 

particular mode of narrating the self through institutional involvements and affiliations 

called the “Jewish Journey,” which has emerged in the past few decades, and has become 

all but ubiquitous in American Jewish communities all along the denominational 

spectrum. The chapter examines how is it that one is called upon to give such an account 

of ones self, of one’s “Jewish Journey,” especially if one aspires to leadership in the 

Jewish community, and asks how this came to be. 

 The second chapter, “Eduyot: American Women’s Talmud Programs in 

Context” takes a step back from these individual narratives to take a broader historical 

look at Jewish Institutional religion in America, the influence of the protestant 

technology of denominationalism, and the ways it is engrained in American culture 

legally and socially. The chapter goes on to discuss how this has shaped the American 

rabbinate--the American idea of what a rabbi does and in what contexts, as well as 

rabbinic education and how it has responded to these ideas – as well as to addresses how 

gender is inserted into these institutions, conditioning the questions of women’s 
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scholarship, leadership, and Orthodoxy, as well as how these institutions come to shape 

individual Jewish experiences, including the experience of a call to serve.  

 The third chapter, “On the Daf: Textual Engagement, Marginalization, and Service 

in Feminist Orthodoxy” then once again delves into the experience of women moving 

through these religious institutions, examining what their education consists of, asking 

how one enters into a tradition in an institutional space, as a women, as a student, as a 

teacher, through engagement with texts and with technology.  

 Finally, the fourth chapter “Shivim Panim: Textual Interpretation and Crisis” 

focuses on several layers of crisis that both animate and frustrate these institutions – at 

one level, programs training women as Orthodox clergy are broadcast as a crisis for 

Orthodoxy, representing an Orthodoxy undone, or unrecognizable, while at other levels, 

the search for clarity of message, and the debate over whether the programs and their 

students must have a unified goal lend an air of crisis to everyday life in these scholarly 

communities, whose members in turn are called on to broker communal conversations on 

larger (“newsworthy”) crises in Orthodoxy -- and considers, with the thought of a thought 

experiment, how such crisis coexists with and relates to the practice and tradition of 

textual interpretation and the ideal of open textuality. 
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“The Jewish Journey”: Narrating the Denominational Self 

Today, Gabi is a Conservative rabbi, that is, a rabbi ordained by the Conservative 

movement after undergoing training at its flagship school, the Jewish Theological 

Seminary of America, or JTS.  She is a strong booster for Conservative Judaism and its 

values.  When we met and studied together in 2013, however, this outcome was anything 

but a foregone conclusion. As one of the first people I got to know at the Drisha Institute 

for Jewish Education in New York City, Gabi’s was one of the first “Jewish Journeys” 

I’d heard recounted, and I became quickly and intimately familiar with both her story, 

and how she liked to tell it.  

 Growing up in a secular home in the Northeast, she had become a Baal Teshuva 

(BT) at an early age, embracing an Orthodoxy unfamiliar to her family, adopting a 

lifestyle of Shabbos, kashrut, wearing long skirts, and reciting tehillim (psalms), while 

leaving public school for an ultraorthodox seminary. As she liked to sum it up, she had 

“done the frum thing for a while.” After a few years of study and a personal revelation 

that made her question both her new community and her place in it, she had transferred 

back to public school, graduated and gone on to college at Brandeis, a University with a 

well-known history, depth and variety of Jewish life. If you were familiar with Brandeis 

and it’s Jewish “scene,” Gabi would readily tell you which Jewish clubs, study circles 

and prayer groups she had participated in while there. Upon graduation, she had come to 

New York to study Jewish texts at Drisha while preparing applications to graduate 

programs in Jewish Studies.   

 Except that then she’d decided to stay another year, and fill out rabbinical school 

applications instead. When she became aware of Yeshivat Maharat, an Open Orthodox 
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institution committed to ordaining women as Orthodox clergy, she felt immediately 

drawn to it. However, upon informal inquiry, the leadership of the Yeshiva, at the time a 

young organization, let her know they did not feel she was a good fit, so Gabi started 

filling out the other applications – to Hebrew Union College (HUC), the flagship of the 

Reform Movement, to Reconstructionist Rabbinical College (RRC), the flagship of the 

Reconstructionist Movement, to the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS), the flagship of 

the Conservative Movement, and to the rabbinical school at Hebrew College, a pluralistic 

Jewish institution – and asking both her college professors and her teachers at Drisha for 

recommendations.3 She was engrossed in the thick of this process, in addition to her 

Torah studies,4 when I met her. 

 Gabi’s recounting of what she, and many others I encountered in the field called 

their “Jewish Journey” provides a uniquely fascinating window into the individual 

experience of American Jewish denominationalism. While the formal aspects of her story 

– both what she chooses to include and what she omits, as well as the need to tell it at all 

-- reflect powerfully on the way in which American Jews are called upon to give account 

of themselves in a religious community, the particulars of her journey into the rabbinate 

may help to unsettle questions of which (denominational) borders are fluid, and which are 

fraught?  Under what circumstances, and for whom? 

 Gabi makes special note of each of her institutional affiliations – camps and 

schools she has attended, synagogues and minyans she has belonged to, clubs, 

                                                             
3 As it turned out, the faculty and instructors at Drisha were indeed quite accustomed writing 
recommendations for students applying to a multiplicity of rabbinical schools with a seemingly wide 
variety of philosophies and differing stances on legal, theological, social, and practical aspects of Jewish 
life. 
4 “Torah Studies” are here writ broadly, as a traditional blanket term encompassing all Jewish religious 
studies or time spent with Jewish texts (as opposed to the literal study of a Torah scroll). 
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organizations, and communities among which she has counted herself at one time or 

another, or with whom she feels or has felt herself whole or growing as a Jewish woman. 

From an anthropological standpoint, this is perhaps unsurprising. From our earliest 

disciplinary accounts of Jewish life, after all, we have asserted that “[L]ife is with 

people” (Zborowski 1952). As a narration of the religious self, however, American ears 

may be better attuned to the Christian tropes of stories taken from an individual’s prayer 

life, of an experience of or hope for divine intervention, of an idea or conviction of what 

is good, right, or true, or even of a religious text pointing the practitioner in one direction 

or another. All of these are conspicuously absent from the Jewish journey narration. This 

is not to say that none of these things occur, or influence American Jews, but rather, that 

they are not a conventional component of this widespread mode of giving an account of 

the self. 

 And widespread it is, indeed. I encountered the narrative mode of the “Jewish 

Journey” across denominations and nearly to the point of ubiquity during my fieldwork. 

Many women I met offered their narrative, in not immediately, then without being 

prompted during the course of our first extended conversation. Upon meeting each other, 

if this particular narrative was not volunteered, the Jewish Journey would soon be 

solicited by a curious new acquaintance in a straightforward manner: “So, what’s your 

story?” “Tell me about your journey.” “Tell me about your Jewish Journey.” 

 As friendly as the inquiry may be, the telling is required, and not to have a 

personal-institutional history at the ready is to risk at best awkwardness and at worst 

suspicion, but certainly a type of outsider status as one who has not laid herself and her 

history bare. In the telling, the speaker constructs for herself and explains to her audience, 
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a retrospectively coherent path leading to where she now finds herself. As such, it helps 

to answer both how and why she has landed in the beit midrash across from you, sharing 

this volume of Talmud. The performance both aids in the assessment of motivation, and 

acts as a form of legitimation, especially for those individuals who aspire to leadership in 

American Jewish communities. 

While not myself aspiring to Jewish leadership, during my time in the field I was 

surrounded by those who did, and in all three of my primary field sites, my own story 

was solicited repeatedly. While, for the most part, my academic backstory – what I said 

my curiosity was -- was not a matter of much interest, my personal Jewish history was 

scrutinized for hints as to my motivations, to varying ends at each site. At Yeshivat 

Maharat, several students and faculty seemed to assume that, at some deep level, I truly 

wanted to be a student at the school. The NGO where I worked explicitly wanted to know 

if I affiliated with Orthodox institutions and organizations, because if I did, they would 

want me to contribute material to their various social media platforms and blogs. 

Interestingly, at Drisha, official curiosity from the institution’s leadership extended from 

religious to educational institutional affiliations. In closed-door meetings, I was 

questioned as to both my childhood synagogue and what high school I had attended, 

where I had studied in Israel, and where I had gone to college.5 

To turn our attention back to American denominational leadership, however, as 

well as those who aspire to it, not only is the telling of the Jewish Journey narrative 

                                                             
5 As institutional IRB approval was already on file, inquiries as to my graduate institution were not pursued 
as a precaution, but rather, like those pertaining to my college education, mainly focused on both prestige 
and Jewish connections. They both expressed relief at the “caliber” of institutions at which I had enrolled, 
and wanted to make sure that I then knew Rabbis X, Y and Z, and this former student, and that that 
teacher’s son was enrolled there now. The common social ritual of “Jewish geography,” although doubtless 
shared with many other minority or diasporic groups, should never be mistaken as benign curiosity. Despite 
its often casual appearance, it is a fraught form of social research that merits further discussion.  
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something that occurs across the denominational spectrum,6 but also, the variety of 

experience and of institutional entanglements claimed by those in leadership positions is 

not unique to Drisha students either. In fact, it is a common characteristic of most current 

Jewish denominational leadership. 

*** 

One Thursday in early 2013, I received word of a panel taking place out in 

Brooklyn that evening that might be relevant to my work. Quickly moving around some 

appointments, I was soon on my way to see four rabbis, very much involved in the top 

echelons of leadership in their respective denominations, discuss the topic of “Pluralism 

and the Future of American Jewry” at Congregation Beth Elohim (CBE), a palatial 

Reform synagogue a bit of a walk from the red line.  

In front of several hundred audience members, CBE’s rabbi Andy Bachman 

moderated the panel. While he played the “MC,” and cracked jokes about being there to 

prevent any fights between the denominations, what was most notable about the evening 

was that the rabbis all made it seem that their affiliations were somewhat haphazard, 

almost accidental. The panelists represented a spread of the major American Jewish 

denominational groups, including Rabbi Asher Lopatin, an Orthodox rabbi from Chicago 

who was poised to take over for Rabbi Avi Weiss as head of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah 

(the flagship rabbinical school of Open Orthodoxy) at the end of the year; Rabbi David 

Hoffman, a professor at JTS; Rabbi Rick Jacobs, the President of the Union for Reform 

Judaism (URJ), better known as the Reform movement; Rabbi Joy Levitt, a 

                                                             
6 Indeed, while we are here focused on denominationalism as an institution-building imperative, it may also 
be fruitful to think of denominational Judaism as a set of cultural groups who share this common form of 
mutually intelligible narrative. 
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Reconstructionist rabbi and the executive director of the JCC in Manhattan, a major 

community hub7; and Rabbi David Ellenson, the President of HUC-JIR, the flagship 

school of the Reform movement. It was perhaps telling that the majority of these 

panelists, who were chosen to represent their respective denominations, actually 

represented the educational institutions charged with ordaining their movement’s rabbis. 

The first question, which was meant to open up an evening of questions and 

answers, simply asked each panelist to talk about his or her Jewish Journey. Each rabbi 

seemed to enjoy this opportunity so much, however, and narrated how they had arrived at 

their current positions at such length, that there was only time to answer one other 

question before the end of the event. Strikingly, most of the panelists had not grown up in 

the movements with which they now affiliated and led. With the notable exception of 

Rabbi Lopatin, they all told of having “experimented with” varying degrees of 

observance and non-observance through affiliation with Jewish organizations and lack 

thereof. In fact, while it would be a matter of intense debate for some just how much of a 

shift and across what borders Lopatin has moved, having grown up “second generation 

Modern Orthodox” and now the rising head of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, the flagship 

school of Open Orthodoxy (as opposed to Yeshiva University, which sits more squarely 

at the center of Modern Orthodoxy), this relative lack of change or experimentation made 

him such an outlier on the panel that he noted that, in comparison to his co-panelists, “in 

some ways I’m kind of dull.” 

                                                             
7 Rabbi Levitt is also responsible for starting the popular “Jewish Journeys” educational program for 
children at the JCC, a program that encourages the next generation of American Jewish children to frame 
their Jewish experience in exactly this way – as a “journey.” 
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In the case of each of the other panelists, all of this experimentation led up to a 

tale of a difficult choice of where to attend rabbinical school.  Jacobs, the President of the 

Reform Movement, told the audience that he had considered each and every one of the 

denominational rabbinic schools before making his choice.  Ellenson, the President of 

HUC-JIR, the Reform rabbinical school, grew up in an orthodox household, in an 

Orthodox congregation, attending an Orthodox day school. When the time came, he 

applied to the Conservative, Reconstructionist, and Reform rabbinical schools. He 

recalled that his father had discouraged him from attending Reconstructionist Rabbinical 

College (RRC) not for any ideological or theological reason, but “because he might as 

well make parnassah [livelihood] if he was going to do this [become a rabbi]8.” And 

finally, Rabbi Levitt, who did attend RRC and served in a Reconstructionist pulpit for 

several years before becoming the executive director of the JCC in Manhattan, 

remembered walking the short way from her undergraduate campus at Barnard over to 

the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS), the Conservative Movement’s rabbinical school, 

in order to pick up an application. She was shocked to learn that JTS was not open to her 

as an aspiring female rabbi9.  

Overall, despite their positions of leadership in their respective denominations, it 

seemed as if most of the panelists’ affiliations could very well have ended up differently 

than they had, the result of similarly eclectic paths or “journeys.” While the second and 

                                                             
8 That is to say, the concern was practical – that Reconstructionist rabbis, at least at that moment in history, 
were less assured of making a living than rabbis in other denominations. 
9 Following several years of discussion, the faculty of JTS voted in favor of admitting women to its 
rabbinical program on October 24, 1983. The decision was accompanied by a responsum stating that 
women could become rabbis if they committed to the same level of observance to which men were 
obligated. Amy Eilberg was the first woman to be ordained by JTS and admitted to the Conservative 
Movement’s professional rabbinate. Interestingly, she was soon joined by two female rabbis who had been 
ordained at HUC. 
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final question of the evening centered on Israel -- prompting each panelist in turn to 

reflect on both the powerful sense of religious community they had experienced in Israel, 

which they considered formative in their Jewish experience, and the fact that unlike their 

generation, young Jews in the United States today do not seem to share this particular 

connection to Israel, instead feeling religiously, “more comfortable on the [diverse, 

Jewishly pluralistic] Upper West Side” than they do in Israel – the write-up of the event 

in the New York Jewish Week  captured the essence of the panel quite well with its 

questioning title “What if Reform’s Leader had Gone to JTS?” (Rosenblatt 2013). 

*** 

 While it has become something of a truism that 40% of Americans will change 

their religious affiliation throughout the course of their lifetime (Pew 2014), the fact that 

this selection of rabbis, who are leaders not only of Jewish congregations and 

communities, but (in several cases) of their entire denominational bodies, raises several 

important questions about American denominational Judaism and leadership within it. Is 

there something inherently important in denominational experimentation that helps to 

produce qualified denominational leaders?  We know that to affiliate with a 

denomination, or to place oneself in a denomination is also, and vitally, to place oneself 

also into relation with other denominations. Perhaps it should not surprise us then, that it 

is those who have experienced many facets and qualities of these relations who take on 

leadership of the denominations, rather than those who demonstrate a lifetime of 

“loyalty” to one Movement. While the politics and processes behind procuring these 

particular leadership roles (President of a Denominational body, or of its primary 

educational institution, for example) lies beyond the scope of this study, such reasoning 
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would support the idea that it is this very state of standing in relation to other 

denominations that defines the denominations of American Judaism, more than the 

particular details of one Movement’s policies or platforms. Might it be of primary 

importance to first become a denominational subject by experiencing these relations as 

part of one’s journey, and only then, secondarily, to settle on the exact interpretations of 

law and custom that one promotes as a leader or node in this web of relations? 

 After we first met, and I had listened to Gabi narrate her Jewish Journey, and, in 

turn, had in turn explained a bit about what I was hoping to accomplish in the field, she 

introduced me to a few other women in the beit midrash including her chevruta, or study 

partner Lauren, and a woman named Elisheva. I studied with Gabi and Lauren regularly 

for a few months, as they opened their chevruta into what they jokingly referred to as a 

“triruta.”10 When Lauren introduced herself to me, she informed me that she was a 

Cantorial student at HUC, taking a well-calculated year off to study texts at Drisha11. She 

was from Texas originally, and noted that while her family has always identified as 

Reform, they had sent her to Orthodox day schools for part of her childhood. Her Hebrew 

skills were excellent, which she attributed both to spending a semester abroad during 

college at a University in Israel, and to HUC’s first year in Israel program12. While she 

participated in HUC’s program at their Jerusalem campus near Mamilla and the tower of 

                                                             
10 This is neither an original term, nor a linguistically successful joke in Hebrew, but it never fails to elicit 
humor in the beit midrash in English. 
11 After getting to know her a bit better, I somewhat embarrassedly asked Lauren what it was that Reform 
Cantors do during the week, since I had a picture of what cantors did during a religious service, but also 
knew that most Reform Temples do not hold weekday services. Lauren explained that, unlike in the other 
movements, Reform cantors are in fact, ordained as clergy.  As such, in Reform communities and 
congregations, they share a lot of responsibilities with rabbis such as funeral officiation, visiting the sick, 
etc. Cantors also tend to be heavily involved in congregational Hebrew Schools, and teach and/or run the 
b’nai mitzvoth programs (bar- and bat-mitzvah studies) at their synagogues. 
12 All first year rabbinical and Cantorial students at HUC must spend their first year at HUC’s Jerusalem 
campus. 
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David, she had also registered for Zvi’s Halakha l’ma’aseh class on the side at Machon 

Pardes in Talpiyot, in the Southeast of the city. Trading a bit of history, we figured out 

that we had in fact coincided for a semester at Pardes, although I had switched out of the 

practical Halakha into a class on Halakhic Process/metahalakha after only a few days 

since I felt it was a better fit for my interests.  I assured her that I had, of course, kept the 

set of Mishna Berurah13 from the class anyway, and would likely never forget Zvi’s 

explanation that halakhically speaking, “hot” meant “duck’s blood hot.” Evan though 

Lauren was taking the year off from her program at HUC, she was still fulfilling her 

internship placement at a synagogue in Westchester, which never seemed to interfere 

with her studies at Drisha. 

 Elisheva, on the other hand, was a bit more reserved at first.  A participant in a 

popular arts fellowship program at Drisha14, she was working on an intricate wall 

hanging depicting Noah’s Ark / the Flood when Gabi introduced us. I learned she was a 

Reconstructionist rabbi serving a congregation several states away, where her family 

lived. During her year at Drisha, she was staying in the city during the week, and 

commuting back to her family and congregation every weekend. For her studies, she had 

been placed in Yesodot, the program for students with relatively less textual experience, 

and she seemed a bit defensive about this, despite the definite lack of a competitive 

                                                             
13 The Mishnah Berurah is very a popular 6-volume work on Jewish law, or halacha written by Rabbi 
Yisrael Meir Kagan, who is also known as the Chofetz Chaim. It is a commentary on Orach Chayim, the 
first section of the Shulchan Aruch, and was initially published in 1904. 
14 Many of the full time students I met during my time at Drisha participated in the arts fellowship, which 
included all forms of artistic expression – visual arts, writing, spoken word, dance, music, etc. – and offered 
a stipend to help fellows manage the financial burdens of student life in Manhattan. Arts fellows took a full 
program of Jewish textual studies at Drisha, but alongside, contributed to an occasional “arts beit midrash” 
where they studied passages or laws relating to the creative life, expression, or a creative figure from 
Tanakh, or the Hebrew Bible. Each fellow produced a final work in her chosen medium by the end of the 
year. 
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atmosphere among Drisha students in the beit midrash. Gruff, but not unfriendly, 

Elisheva did not choose to share with me her Jewish Journey until a few months later. 

 One Thursday, I headed into Drisha after a morning appointment across town. It 

was around lunchtime, but, being a minor fast day, I was curious to see what students and 

faculty would be doing with their lunch break. It occurred to me that maybe they hadn’t 

taken a break at all, and would be hard at work. There was just no way to know these 

things ahead of time. I rushed towards Drisha in anticipation of what I might find, but as I 

got closer, I started passing familiar students headed in the opposite direction, and 

wondered where they were going. 

 I arrived to find the place a ghost town. With the exception of a few Maharat 

students in the back of the beit midrash, who soon headed to classroom two on the other 

side of the office, almost no one remained.  Just as I was debating how to make the best 

of the afternoon, I ran into Elisheva, who explained that “everyone was dropping like 

flies,” not able to concentrate because of the fast. Afternoon classes had been cancelled. 

She mentioned that fasting is a migraine trigger for her, so she had “given up and had 

some coffee,” so did I want to go get lunch with her? It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. 

 As we took the stairs down and headed out into a sunny day on the Upper West 

Side, she told me about her family and what she is and is not responsible for while she is 

out of town, away from home at Drisha five days a week. She is married and has a few 

children, including one adult son who is autistic and about whom she worries when she is 

not around. She suggested a crepe place a few streets up, asking me if I keep “strictly 

kosher,” although the shop is not kosher at all, in fact. When we got there and placed our 

orders – savory for her, nutella banana for me, the man behind the counter asked our 



 

 23 

 

names in turn. I had to work not to show my surprise when she answered, without 

hesitation, “Liz.”  I wondered if she went by “Elisheva” only at Drisha. Or perhaps “Liz” 

was just a convenient stand-in for places where people might not quite catch a Hebrew 

name like Elisheva?  My best guess (indeed, later confirmed) was somewhere closer to 

the former option. We are on the Upper West side, after all -- a place full of Elishevas. 

We collected our crepes and head to a small table downstairs, where our conversation 

shifted to Elisheva’s (Liz’s?) Jewish Journey, which she narrated from childhood to 

present. While, like many others, she articulated that after a young adulthood of 

experimentation, “choosing a rabbinical school meant choosing a movement,” she also 

registered some displeasure with her denomination as a whole at present, which is less 

usual to hear (although due to the nature of my fieldwork, most rabbis I spoke to in the 

field were generally hoping for some kind of change or growth in their denomination). 

Referring to herself as a “Kaplanian,” after the author of Reconstructionism’s founding 

texts, Mordechai Kaplan, she said she felt comfortable with these texts and Kaplan’s 

ideas, but less so with Reconstructionist Judaism’s policies on the ground, and as it is 

practiced today.15 

*** 

For many of the women I met in the field, especially at Drisha, who were 

preparing to take up leadership roles in American Jewish communities, as well as for 

most of the established denominational leaders who took part in the 2013 panel at CBE in 

Brooklyn, the moment of choosing which rabbinical schools to apply to, or even which to 

                                                             
15 While such a blunt articulation was not common among the rabbis with whom I spoke, in many ways, 
Elisheva’s respect for a founding text, and her taking issue with subsequent interpretations of said text and 
the policies put into effect as the result of such interpretations, of course mirror the ongoing course of 
Judaism as far as it is considered a revealed religion interpreted and reinterpreted over the course of history.  
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attend, marks a significant moment and a turning point in the narration of their Jewish 

Journey. It is in this moment of claiming a future of Jewish leadership that their Jewish, 

denominational identity coalesces; it is at this point that their giving account of 

themselves and their journey needs to begin to make sense retrospectively. While the 

dramatic and now ubiquitous terminology of the Jewish Journey that makes this so clear 

may be relatively recent, we can catch at least a glimpse of or a nod to the role of the 

seminary in denominational identity formation in rabbinical students in an older work by 

well known sociologist of American Judaism Charles S. Liebman. 

 In his groundbreaking, extended study on “The Training of American Rabbis” 

published in The American Jewish Yearbook 1968, Charles Liebman turns a critical eye 

towards the three major denominational seminaries: The Rabbi Isaac Elchanon 

Theological Seminary (REITS) at Yeshiva University, The Jewish Theological Seminary 

(JTS), and Hebrew Union College- Jewish Institute for Religion (HUC-JIR). 

Interestingly, he makes an explicit comparison between US Christian seminaries in at that 

especially tumultuous time in American history, which he described as focusing on 

“renewal and change,” and the Jewish seminaries, which he sees as doubling down on 

“tradition and continuity” (4). Providing a brief history of the three Jewish seminaries and 

their historical relations with other institutions and schools both in the United States and 

abroad (5-10), Liebman is also careful to distinguish the denominational institutions from 

what he calls “sectarian yeshivot” such as Ner Israel in the Baltimore area, and others 

which are still thriving today, which did not and do not neatly fit the denominational 

mold, and which offer men a deep focus on Talmud study without the explicit end goal of 

producing congregational rabbis (23). 
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 At the denominational seminaries to which he gives most of his attention, 

however, the creation of a professional rabbinate is paramount. These rabbinical schools 

send their graduates off to movement-affiliated congregations and communities around 

the country (and occasionally, further), often through explicit and formal staffing 

models.16 With students coming from eclectic or experimental backgrounds, such as 

those we have discussed above, or even from “secular,” or what Liebman terms 

“Christianized” backgrounds (52), seminaries are charged with socializing their students 

into their new denominational affiliations. While his study finds that HUC puts the most 

stress on teaching its denomination (Reform) as unique and as a subject in itself to be 

learned (55), in all cases Liebman finds that denominational identity solidifies as students 

progress through their rabbinical training. As a future rabbi gets close to his ordination, 

he tends to grow less critical of Jewish organizations and institutions (88). As they reach 

this point, Liebman also finds that the students, becoming increasingly career-oriented, 

are also increasingly socialized into their movement’s rabbinical and congregational 

organizations and community, as opposed to that of the seminary (in cases where the 

values of the movement and its seminary may diverge) (105). 

 While one may find a trickle of social scientific accounts of religious experience 

and identity among Protestant seminarians (Wuthnow 1971) or even among Roman 

Catholic postulants (Lester 2005), the same cannot be said of accounts of Jewish 

                                                             
16 For example, see the Conservative Movement’s most recent guidelines, which urge Conservative 
Kehillot (communities) not to advertise outside of the Movement’s own Placement Commission in order to 
“ensure[s] that kehillot will engage rabbis that have a strong commitment to Conservative Judaism and 
have been trained in a way to best meet the needs of a Conservative kehilla,” and further, bind communities 
to a movement-based search process, stipulating that “Congregations sign an agreement in writing that 
commits them to this covenant” (Rabbinical Assembly 2017)  
https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/beginning-conservative-rabbinic-search  

https://www.rabbinicalassembly.org/beginning-conservative-rabbinic-search
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seminaries in America.17 A handful of more recent, unpublished studies do address the 

rabbinical school experience. Both Wendy Rosov’s 2001 dissertation, which deals with 

the place of theology in a Conservative rabbinical school, and David Landes’s 2010 

dissertation on the study of law at Yeshiva University’s REITS treat denominational 

identity as given, or static, rather than as something that evolves throughout rabbinical 

training at a denominational seminary.  

Katherine Light’s 2008 MA thesis on Open Orthodoxy at Yeshivat Chovevei 

Torah (YCT), on the other hand, does touch on identity, even while presenting a vastly 

different imagination of denomination than does the present study. Light uses the 

language of the “journey”(40) throughout her work, and also, consistent with Liebman, 

finds the rabbinical students there to be most diverse at the beginning of their studies, and 

more traditionally affiliating as time goes on.18 Light’s work focuses on Open Orthodoxy 

itself, and while it does not explicitly address the question of whether Open Orthodoxy 

should be considered a denomination distinct from Modern Orthodoxy, she presents 

denomination primarily as something “applied, operationalized, and functioning” (122) in 

the world as opposed to something to be experienced or identified with. For light, Open 

Orthodoxy is “an ideology” taught at YCT (6, 15,28, 68, etc.), but not necessarily, or 

explicitly a way of life experienced by individuals moving through the institution. While 

the specifics of this ideology are taught during their time in seminary, Light is absolutely 

clear in asserting that, for these rabbinical students, identity establishment comes before 

                                                             
17  Jeffrey S. Gurock’s 1988 work The Men and Women of Yeshiva: Higher Education, Orthodox, and 
American Judaism is a solid historical account of how YU came to be and where it fits in the American 
Jewish landscape, but treats the University as a whole, rather than addressing the rabbinical school, REITS 
specifically. Landes’s dissertation speaks to the separate history of REITS and how it came to be part of the 
University. 
18 See chapter four for a discussion of diversity and difference among Yeshivat Maharat students. 



 

 27 

 

the seeking of leadership roles (40) (so, presumably well before they apply to rabbinical 

school – a demonstrably different twist in their “journey” than the ones narrated by so 

many of the rabbis and prospective rabbinical students I met in the field and at Drisha). 

This finding may have been influenced by the prevalence of baalei teshuva (or those 

from non-Orthodox backgrounds who choose to become Orthodoxy) in Light’s study. 

Fascinatingly, Light found that, at the time of her study, most of the students at YCT 

considered themselves to be baalei teshuva, BTs (55).19, 20 

 However, if we recall Rabbi Asher Lopatin’s sheepish admission of being “dull” 

in his continued or consistent Orthodoxy in the face of the winding journeys relayed by 

his co-panelists at CBE, we may, in fact, be forced to rethink the narration of the Jewish 

journey for a moment. While for students of the “liberal denominations” this telling has 

become almost ritualized in its regularity, and the diversity of institutional way stations 

recounted no longer holds the element of surprise, does this hold true for 

denominationally affiliated Orthodox Jewish students and scholars? Is Orthodoxy, in this 

respect, different? Although during my time in the field I did witness instances where this 

narrative ritual failed or fell short – in the case of students from France or Israel visiting 

the beit midrash, for example, or even in some respects in my own case, because I could 

not explain or narrate my arrival in the beit midrash purely in terms of a religious path 

paved with religious institutions – the narration of the Orthodox Jewish Journey 

                                                             
19 In my own fieldwork, while I did work with several BTs at Drisha, I was mildly surprised to find that no 
one among my interlocutors at Yeshivat Maharat identified this way.  
20 Religious identity formation among baalei teshuva may at times appear more rigid than in other cases, a 
phenomenon that is well documented in both Lyn Davidman’s 1991 study Tradition in a Rootless World: 
Women Turn to Orthodox Judaism and Sarah Benor’s 2012 linguistic text Becoming Frum: How 
Newcomers Learn the Language and Culture of Orthodox Judaism, among others. 
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represents something more akin to friction within the genre21 of the Jewish journey than 

to the genre’s collapse. 

 The students at Yeshivat Maharat did indeed have Jewish journeys to tell. And 

while they did not often involve affiliations with explicitly non-Orthodox institutions, 

they did feature a litany of institutions along the spectrum of Orthodoxy. As opposed to 

being newly Orthodox, most of my interlocutors at the yeshiva came from families that 

were heavily involved in their respective Orthodox Jewish communities. Many of the 

women’s fathers were rabbis, and many of their brothers were YU-trained rabbis, and 

while their experience with learning Talmud, specifically (with its long and only recently 

interrupted history of being forbidden to women) varied, almost all of them recalled 

growing up immersed in Jewish learning.  The Jewish Journeys these women told were 

stories of what involvements led them to the point of wanting to serve their Jewish 

communities, often punctuated by the realization that they wanted to be, but couldn’t be a 

rabbi (despite perhaps undertaking the same education that their brothers were learning in 

order to become rabbis). And finally, they told of how they heard of Yeshivat Maharat. 

For some, the opening of the yeshiva in the Fall of 2009 seemed serendipitous, as in the 

case of a member of the first graduating class for whom this coincided with her college 

graduation and realization that she wanted to serve her Orthodox community in the role 

of clergy. For others, studying to be a Maharat was preparation for a second career, 

undertaken with the blessing of a supportive spouse and after working for many years in 

unrelated fields. These latter women spoke of the pursuit as the realization of a dream 

                                                             
21 Here we may find it productive to think of Stanley Cavell’s work on genre, which points both to friction 
within genres, where rather than conforming exactly, works rub up against each other, and to the 
interweaving of seemingly opposed genres. See for example, Contesting Tears: The Hollywood Melodrama 
of the Unknown Woman. 
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deferred  -- as something they always would have wanted to do, but which was only now 

available to them through the creation of this institution. 

 In fact, personal narration was a constant feature of study at both Yeshivat 

Maharat and Drisha. While I was not granted access to the Yeshivat Maharat students’ 

weekly “process group” during my time with them, even in a seemingly less personal 

class on halakha, or Jewish law, students would regularly use personal narrative in 

combination with the textual sources provided by the rabbi teaching the class, in order to 

illustrate or argue a point of, if not law, then at least tradition (which is often granted the 

status of law). For example, in the semester when we studied the laws of mourning, we 

discussed the many different kinds of loss experienced during the lifecycle – both the loss 

of life itself, and other more “ambiguous” losses -- along with their real pastoral 

implications, and finally the emotional potential of loss, given that the goal of the rituals 

of mourning or aveilut are to bring the mourner from a liminal state back into the 

community.22  

While, like other classes, this one was rich in personal stories, what struck me in 

particular about this unit was that when we began it, the Rosh Yeshiva, who was to teach 

the class, impressed upon us the gravitas of the unit by outlining specific ways in which 

we should try to linguistically remove ourselves from the subject matter, rather than 

inserting ourselves into it, as would be the more typical state of affairs. He spoke with 

great emotion and concern, introducing the topic, and told us he had consulted several 

other, more senior rabbis on how to handle this, since it would be his first time teaching 

                                                             
22 Or in many cases, into the community, rather than back into it. It is well known that many synagogue 
“regulars” first fall into the habit of minyan attendance and communal involvement during the 11 months 
of reciting kadish (which requires the presence of a minyan or quorum) after the loss of a parent. 
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the topic of loss. His goals were to “always keep in mind,” he said “the special care and 

attention that should be paid to the subject of studying loss and mourning, and how to do 

it respectfully.” And so, he let the class know, instead of saying “we are doing Aveilut,” 

[this would be the typical way to speak of the topic being studied, i.e. “we are doing 

basar v’chalav, the laws of meat and dairy”] this semester, we will try to say “we are 

learning hilkhot Aveilut,” we are learning the laws of mourning. And while we learn 

these slaws, we will use “one” rather than “you” [in speaking about the hypothetical law-

abiding subject, in this case a mourner]. 

*** 

In these spaces of American Jewish denominationalism, whether Orthodox or 

otherwise, one feels the ever-present importance of giving an account of oneself, the 

confessional mode that we, like Foucault23 before us tend to associate with the Christian 

legacy of the West more than with Judaism, and which may, in fact, constitute a trace left 

by denominationalism itself as a Protestant tool of secularization. The reach of this 

narrative mode, however, is much broader than the walls of denominational institutions 

themselves, where women engage with the texts of the tradition. It extends to the 

literature, the texts that female Orthodox Talmud scholars have created themselves as 

well. Two women in particular who take up the mode of autobiography in order to share 

their experiences of engaging passionately in high level Talmud study are Haviva Ner-

David and Ilana Blumberg.  Unlike the Jewish Journey narratives that lead from 

                                                             
23 The crux of Foucault’s most pointed discussion of the culture of confession in the West is found in The 
History of Sexuality, Volume One, pages 58-61, wherein Foucault traces confession’s legacy from the 
Medieval Church forward and discusses how, as “confession became one of the West’s most highly valued 
techniques for producing truth,” we, in the West, “have since become a singularly confessing society” 
wherein “[O]ne confesses – or is forced to confess”(59). He summarizes the situation in the chilling phrase 
“Western man has become a confessing animal”(59). 
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institution to institution, paving the way inexorably as only retroactive narratives can, to 

the narrator’s present institutional affiliation, neither of these narratives accepts the 

communal or institutional structures of denominational Judaism or the perceived place of 

women in relation to them.   

 In Ner-David’s text Life on the Fringes: A Feminist Journey Toward Traditional 

Rabbinic Ordination, we see the “journey” made explicitly feminist rather than Jewish, 

although the author writes of her intense connection to living according to an Orthodox 

interpretation of Jewish tradition. Originally from a Modern Orthodox community on the 

same Upper West Side (11) that now hosts both Drisha and Yeshivat Maharat, Ner-David 

(then Krasner-Davidson) may have been an ideal candidate for Yeshivat Maharat, but a 

few decades too early.  Although she grew up in denominationally affiliated institutions, 

her decision to apply to REITS (which still does not accept women) in 1993 was the last, 

doomed connection – or perhaps a missed connection. Her application was famously not 

met with a response.  In her autobiography, she charges the denomination of Modern 

Orthodoxy with having “no statement of purpose” and an unclear standard for change 

(13). She herself aspires to a more progressive, but less permissive (15) Jewish practice, 

but prefers having her own identity (17) over any denominational label (16). She 

eventually thoroughly removes herself from all of these denominational forms and labels 

by moving to Israel and pursuing private semicha or ordination there.24  

                                                             
24  To date, a handful of women have been granted semicha, or ordained by individual Orthodox rabbis like 
Rabi Dr. Aryeh Strikovski in Israel, who granted Ner-David her semicha but denied her the title of “rabbi.” 
What is at uniquely at stake for the women with whom I worked at Yeshivat Maharat, however, is not so 
much the claim to being the “first Orthodox female rabbi” as it is to be the first female Orthodox rabbis 
produced within and accepted by American denominational Orthodox Judaism and its institutions. The 
stakes are uniquely American in that they relate not only to denominational forms of religious life in 
general, but specifically to the special, pastorally influenced public jobs as “clergy” held by the members of 
the American rabbinate, which are for the most part, quite distinct from the primarily academic 
qualification implied by the title elsewhere in the world. 
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 Again in the title of Ilana Blumberg’s work Houses of Study: A Jewish Woman 

Among Books, we notice that the “Jewish woman” is “among books,” quite possibly as 

opposed to among other Jews, as part of a Jewish community. It seems she has had to 

choose. Also from a Modern Orthodox background and just a few years too soon to have 

both access to texts and a fulfilling communal life as part of an Orthodox congregation or 

institution such as a yeshiva or kollel, Blumberg gives a nice summary of her feelings 

towards what she calls Binah,25 using a Woolfe-ian schema to show that in her time, a 

woman could have “a room of one’s own” in which to study, but only at the price of 

aloneness, and of sacrificing Jewish community: 

This was the sum of Binah. The girls who had tried to sit, to learn for a 
year in yeshiva: they (we) had learned well the lessons of the kitchen and 
the bedrooms converted into a makeshift Beit Midrash. There was no Beit 
Midrash in our futures; there was no true sitting allowed. What really 
awaited us after a single year devoted to study was a book while standing 
in the kitchen, a glance at words before bed. 

  
If not that, we could choose aloneness. We could have our tempting, 
smooth table and our lovely, heavy books. We could have the famous 
room of one’s own.  But if we chose that, then, as Virginia Woolfe had not 
specified, not having been to yeshiva, there would be no [wedding] 
celebration for us. The room of my own, a studio apartment, would have 
to be enough.  It would have to be enough to have that room and to know 
that somewhere else, another woman, maybe another two or three women, 
had their single rooms. (Blumberg 135) 

 

*** 

 Our focus on institution-studded tales of the denominationally experimental 

Jewish journey, while important to recognize, should not then obscure the more general 

observation that the mode of personal narration, of giving an account of the self, was 

                                                             
25 Literally “understanding,” but in the context of Blumberg’s text, the particular forms of patient 
knowledge to which women of her generation were given access, especially during a gap year in Israel 
spent studying texts in makeshift surroundings. 
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omnipresent in all of the denominational spaces in which I conducted fieldwork, 

including not only the two scholarly spaces where I spent much of my time, but also at 

the nonprofit organization that worked to support them, among (but seemingly chief 

among) several goals of feminist Orthodoxy. This organization’s footprint is, like many 

such organizations today, largely digital outside of a few large conferences, fundraisers, 

and a presence at communal events achieved as often through flyers, sponsorship, or 

other forms of advertising as through staff or board member attendance. While several 

years ago the organization had commissioned and published a small series of scholarly 

works – legal treatises by women scholars on gendered topics of basic but persistent 

misunderstanding in Orthodox communities (e.g. women reciting kaddish, women 

touching Torah scrolls) -- at this point in time, and for a while now, in both its in-person 

conferences, webinars, blogs, and social media posts, the vast majority of the material 

solicited by the organization has taken the form of a personal narrative.   

 For example, at the last “Un-conference”26 I helped them to organize at the end of 

2014, the opening plenary featured four speakers meant to exemplify the diversity of the 

day’s offerings, all of whom told personal stories. There was the mother who told of 

guiding her daughter to become the first girl to give a dvar torah (homily) from the men’s 

section of their synagogue; then followed the slam poet and former Drisha arts fellow 

speaking her piece about her relation to God, as mediated through her always inescapably 

gendered relation to the Jewish community; third, we listened to a woman speak about 

her longstanding project of hospitality, hosting scores of (Jewish) strangers for Shabbat 

dinner every Friday night; and, lastly the newly appointed president of the organization 

                                                             
26 (So named to distinguish it from the organization’s larger, biennial conference, and to keep programming 
expectations relatively lower) 
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spoke of her experiences in various institutions and communities that had led her to this 

post, and how these related to the events in the Orthodox Jewish community that had led 

it to this perceived moment of crisis.27 While the conference was deemed a success, 

online content was more readily evaluated, and in staff meetings week after week, we 

saw that social media interactions and positive responses (likes, shares, and discussion-

generating comments) were measurably highest where the content was personal in nature, 

and in many cases, even nakedly confessional28 in tone. 

 While The Jewish Journey is one specific, if prevalent, genre within this form of 

narrative, we would do well to think about how this self-narration as a whole – which 

finds some of its roots in the protestant-inflected secular space of denominational religion 

– is of course also in some ways a uniquely Jewish form of narration. Just as these 

women narrate themselves into and out of relationships with denominational Jewish 

communities, they also always (and in fact, always already, if we take seriously 

communal traditions surrounding Torah, time, and community) stand (or sit, at a yeshiva, 

so named for the relatively recent historical practice of sitting and learning) in relation to 

books, both literally and figuratively. Blumberg, we recall, sees herself in the subtitle of 

her work A Jewish Woman Among Books, even where scholarship alienates her from the 

available forms of Jewish community. Likewise, twice a week in Parshanut class at 

Drisha, women learned through their studies of the commentators, flipping and shuffling 

between texts, that it was in receiving the Book writ large, the Torah, through revelation 

at Sinai, that the Jewish people were made a nation.  Might Jewish textual practices and 

                                                             
27 For more on the range of crises and the roles of crisis in my fieldwork communities, see chapter four. 
28 That is to say, with an air of “I [as an Orthodox Jew / loving mother / supportive wife] shouldn’t admit 
this but…” 
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modes of Intertextuality have an effect on the modes of self-narration explored in this 

chapter? 

 In the interest of exploring how an ethnographic portrayal of religious narration 

can further our picture of how religious texts help to shape the everyday lives of many 

Americans, we turn to the work of Anthropologist Susan Harding, who makes a very 

interesting choice in her ethnography The Book of Jerry Falwell: Fundamentalist 

Language and Politics. Harding declares her fieldsite to be, not in fact, the communities 

or churches where she studies Evangelical culture, but rather, Evangelical language itself. 

She writes right up front that “This is a study of the language by which many 

fundamentalist Protestants and their allies transformed themselves during the 1980’s from 

a marginal, antiworldly, separatist people into a visible and vocal force”(ix). She says that 

this change, in fact, happened inside the echo chamber of fundamentalist language itself 

because “Bible-based language is the medium and ritual practice through which born-

again Christians are formed and reformed”(x). 

In her experience, then, evangelical language is not just a means by which 

outsiders can understand the group, but actually theologically significant. The 

relationship that Falwell’s followers cultivate is a “conversational relationship with 

Jesus”(xi) that has far reaching implications: as we see throughout Harding’s study, the 

way that these believers relate to their deity, linguistically, has an enormous effect on the 

way in which they move through the world as Christians. Harding also almost 

immediately asserts that, just acquiring Evangelical language, or “the language of faith” 

itself, was having “the holy spirit deal with [her],”(xi) a significant statement on which 

she elaborates in coming up with her term “narrative belief” (xii) -- that just in speaking 
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in a certain way, one “believes.”  This is particularly fascinating in the way that it belies 

the theoretical distinction we often see in religious studies between “belief” and “action,” 

or belief and “ritual.” This is of course a tired distinction that calls for re-examination not 

only in the case of evangelical Christians, but also in other religious settings. Jonathan 

Boyarin’s body of work on Jewish communal reading practices (1991, 1993, 2011), as 

well as more recent work on the religious relation to frozen texts like fixed prayers, as is 

found in Niloofar Haeri’s study of the private performance of salat prayers, exemplify a 

growing literature that productively questions the place of ritualized speech or reading in 

disrupting the perceived boundaries between the force and content of language. 

Harding’s work, though, looks specifically at narration, starting with the role of 

the Christian “preacher” as “stand[ing] in the Gap” between the language of the Christian 

Bible and the language of everyday life,”(12)29 and determines that Jerry Falwell had to 

have been a master of this narrative in order to build what he did, and claim the authority 

that he did among evangelicals. She writes: “Falwell’s empire was…a formidable one as 

measured by standards of personnel, money, and organizational wherewithal. It was also 

an immense empire of words. Or rather, it was a factory of words, a veritable Bible-based 

language industry”(15). And by creating or at least capitalizing on such an industry, 

Falwell was able to mobilize not only himself as a leader in his role as a preacher 

standing in this linguistic gap, but actually to bring all of his faithful into the specific, 

Bible-based language that allowed Evangelical Christians to become a major political 

force by the last few decades of the twentieth century. Harding’s analysis of their 

                                                             
29 A biblical reference to Ezekiel 22:30 “God said And I sought for a man among them, that would make up 
the hedge, and stand in the gap before me for the land, that I should not destroy it: but I found none” (as 
cited in Harding 284) 
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technique of the “narrative encapsulation” of history within a biblical framework shows 

us the method by which the Moral Majority spiritually engaged with legal and political 

realms. While the scriptural logic of her informants’ narrative is in constant competition 

with the non-scriptural narratives imposed by non-Christians—a scenario she brings to a 

dramatic head in an acute analysis of both popular media and Christian accounts of the 

1925 Scopes Monkey Trial and the widely held perception of a Christian withdrawal 

from the public sphere in its aftermath—by a few decades after the trial, they have 

effectively reversed the narrative roles, constantly working to make and speaking the 

Biblical framework into being the larger narrative that “encapsulates” the non-Christian 

one, into which followers project their everyday narratives and selves (Harding 2000). 

Might we see Jewish modes of relating to books, which we will look at in greater 

depth in chapter three—both handling them physically, and relating to the transcendent 

idea of a book or a text, as well as engaging in different forms of reading, in multiple, 

prescribed ways, with varying degrees of ritual, and taking into account the 

overwhelmingly intertextual nature of Talmud study —influence the ways in which 

American Jews narrate their Jewish journeys, or otherwise give an account of themselves 

in a Jewish setting? While we do not have evidence to say for sure, we find it useful and 

illustrative to at least take a preliminary look at this possibility by looking briefly at two 

distinct ways in which scholars and students in the Drisha beit midrash relate texts to 

each other and to themselves. Both of these instances took place soon before the holiday 

of Purim.  

*** 

One 
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I arrived on a Friday morning, finding the beit midrash rather empty, as was usual 

for a Friday, which was usually a half day at Drisha, and only then for full time students, 

some of whom tended to take the day off completely. The head of Drisha, Rabbi Silber, 

was set to give a shiur or lesson at 10h45 on the parshat hashavua, the Torah portion of 

the week,30 however. By 10h40, a dozen or so women gathered around a few tables, 

lending an intimate atmosphere to the class. A birthday was recognized and baked goods 

were passed around, mostly prepackaged to ensure their kosher status in a mixed 

environment, and for the most part ignored. Everyone had a Tanakh, or Hebrew Bible in 

front of them. Although the rabbi began speaking on Parshat Terumah, which outlines 

the divine instructions for how the mishkan, or tabernacle is to be constructed, he soon 

brought the talk around to the Megillah, the Scroll of Esther, which is read aloud for the 

congregation at Purim. 

He led the transition: “I was thinking about the Megillah, which is actually very 

interesting…” and added as an aside that he was writing a book about Megillat Esther 

which he described as “academic,” and said, as if by way of explanation “Everything is 

interesting about the Megillah!” He then begins to list parallels between the Temple and 

the Palace of the Persian king Ahashverosh, which features in the Megillah, as we all 

scramble ineffectively to find the passages he refers to in the Megillah (which is part of 

the Tanakh we each have open on the table). He then brought his focus to the antagonist 

in the Megillah, the vizier Haman, who hatches a plan to kill all of the Jews in the 

                                                             
30 Since the Torah is communally in Synagogue on a yearly cycle that is standardized* around the world, it 
is a common custom in many communities to study the portion of the week. All of the major denominations 
and many smaller Jewish organizations make a practice of sending out thoughts on the parsha through their 
email list serves, for example.  
* The exception to this yearly cycle of reading is a minority of Reform congregations who follow a 
triennial cycle, completing the text every three years -- a custom with ancient roots repurposed to respond 
to contemporary concerns. 
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empire. Silber noted that not only does Haman’s anger towards the Jews merit its own 

verb, “yimalay, to be filled with anger,” but that it is repeated in the text, which points to 

an excess – that he is (completely) full of anger, in direct opposition (according to Silber) 

to Bezalel, the chief artisan of the tabernacle, who is similarly “filled with wisdom.” In 

this way, he brought his interpretation of the text back to the theme, at least, of the Torah 

portion, if not its actual content (While Bezalel is charged with building the Tabernacle, 

he doesn’t enter the until a bit later than Parshat Terumah). At this point, Silber, who 

I’ve noticed during my time at Drisha most often makes his textual connections through 

verbs, at once hammers home the importance of the opposing relations he’s just pointed 

out between the Temple and the palace, Bezalel and Haman, and seems to dust it from his 

hands, first challenging “unless you think this is an accident, and course there are no 

accidents in this book,” and then backing off: “I’m just talking here, free-flowing.” What 

is clear is that the nature of the historical connection between these texts is less important 

than the fact that they leave him, and scholars of the tradition in general, a rich language 

at hand and a time honored linguistic technique for drawing lessons from it. By the end of 

the shiur, no student had interrupted rabbi Silber since he had begun. No questions had 

been raised.  From this lesson connecting subtle differences in verb usage between two 

texts, he left us with the parting thought that “The Bible doesn’t care one whit about 

history. It teaches us life lessons and how to be a human being, and living in Exile.”  

 

Two 

 A few days before Rabbi Silber’s lecture, I had arrived and begun studying with 

Gabi and Lauren in the beit midrash. This was the time they usually allotted for Talmud 
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review, but they were studying the laws of Taanit Esther (the fast of Esther, which is 

observed the day before Purim) since31 Purim was coming up soon, and therefore, also 

the fast. The text we were studying was about when to fast if you are in a walled city 

(rather than celebrate Purim, residents of walled cities celebrate shushan Purim, which is 

a day later, presumably because they would have received the news of how the Jews of 

Persia were saved a bit later than had their non-walled counterparts. The timing of the 

holiday may change the timing of the fast, but the detailed line of questioning in the text 

impresses upon us that we shouldn’t assume that we know exactly how it is affected, or 

that it comes without its own complications). It also pursued a line of questioning about 

when to fast if Purim falls on a Sunday (thereby making the fast fall on Shabbat, when 

fasting is not permitted). And finally there is the question of who may decide not to fast. 

 Eventually, we move from these questions to ones concerning priorities where 

Megillah reading is concerned. It is a requirement that all Jews “hear” the Megillah read 

at some point during the Purim holiday, which lasts from sunset to sunset. What then, is 

more or less important than hearing the Megillah? What other obligations take 

precedence, if both are not possible.  We consider that a commandment considered 

straight from the Torah, “d’Oraita,” for example, would be more important than hearing 

the Megillah, which is considered a rabbinic commandment. Next: In what order should 

you fulfill two commandments, assuming you can do both (hear the Megillah and 

something else). The order, we decide, with guidance from the rabbis of the text, is not 

necessarily the same as the two commandment’s order of importance, since they may 

have different time requirements. 

                                                             
31 “[Si]nce” may be reductive here, as they are also of course studying these legal texts in order to 
develop their textual skills in general, and their skills in deducing Jewish law in particular. 
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Several times throughout this primary discussion, Gabi and Lauren “stop” 

studying to discuss their own plans for the upcoming holiday and fast. For example, 

different trops they had head and practiced and were planning to chant (they were both 

going to read Megillah in different places on Purim). This kind of “interruption” is 

completely normal, accepted, and anticipated in studies in the beit midrash, where the 

words of opened texts often serve as a springboard for related, contemporary and 

practical discussions. While not a performance, or a prepared lecture, this form of 

studying itself constitutes an everyday way in which students in the beit midrash relate 

the Jewish history and traditions laid out in the texts before them to their own lives and 

Jewish practice. Gabi had recorded, on her phone, a recording from Lauren’s phone of 

some of the lesser-known, traditional Lithuanian trops that are featured in Chapter eight 

of the Megillah. As they play these and compare notes, Adina hears this and comes over 

from the next table, where she had been studying something else, to practice her own 

leyning, as long as they’re on the topic, chanting the particular section of chapter eight 

we are now playing on repeat at my table. 
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Eduyot: American Women’s Talmud Programs in Context 

In this chapter, we will further examine both the theoretical and historical 

importance of denomination in American Jewish life, as well as how the sensitivities it 

engenders impact and become intertwined with the institutions and particularities of 

American rabbinic education, the distinct role of the American rabbinate, and the ways in 

which women and the question of women’s ordination in an Orthodox setting enter into 

these institutional histories and this specifically American vocation or “calling.” After 

first considering the sensitivities and tensions of denomination in an American Modern 

Orthodox context, we will turn to a brief history of the idea of denominationalism in 

America, giving a general picture of denominationalism as it has emerged historically as 

an American phenomenon, under the rubric of sociological models of secularization. We 

will further examine how a Protestant model of secularization encompasses, embraces 

and otherwise encounters another (minority) tradition—in this case through the history of 

American Jewish denominationalism up to the present moment and the contested creation 

of a new movement self-consciously crafted in the denominational model.   

 Why is denomination such a sensitive topic for Modern Orthodoxy? (Or for that 

matter, for anyone at all?) When I tell casual acquaintances--people who have asked—of 

my interest in denominationalism, this tongue-twisting declaration is often met with 

blank stares. Denominationalism, the characteristic organization of religious groups in the 

United States, is either an unknown entity (perhaps most especially for those both 

uninterested and uninvolved in organized or institutional religion as such) or so painfully 

obvious as to be dubiously worth a second glance. Jane is a Methodist, Kim is a Baptist, 

Charles is Episcopalian and so forth. Jewish and Catholic Christy might or might not 
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cause a moment’s hesitation in this scenario, but for most of us, we have just explained 

denominationalism. In an environment where 40% of Americans change their religious 

affiliation over the course of their lifetime32, crossing denominational lines is 

commonplace and seen—for the most part, correctly—as a matter of personal choice. 

However, in cases of individuals and organizations whose actions position them on the 

margins of acceptability or assimilability within their denomination of choice, 

denominationalism becomes a matter of significant practical and ideological concern. 

The communities in which I have completed my ethnographic fieldwork, for example, 

immediately recognize the relevance of denominationalism in their lives. For the most 

part, they identify quite strongly as belonging to the denomination of Modern Orthodox 

Judaism, but also know that their practice or support of women’s intensive Talmud 

study—at best eccentric, at worst forbidden--and even women’s rabbinic ordination--

which has been explicitly rejected by Modern Orthodoxy’s preeminent governing body-- 

puts them at risk of misrecognition (as belonging to another denomination such as 

Conservative Judaism) and ostracization from the larger Orthodox denominational 

community.  

 It is important to note that, in including, and even highlighting Modern Orthodoxy 

in an examination of American Jewish denominationalism, this inquiry represents 

something of a departure from the standard sociological picture of “denominational 

Judaism,” which has tended to focus almost exclusively on what are known as the more 

“liberal” denominations—Reform, Conservative, and sometimes Reconstructionist, in the 

case of more thorough studies. Such a picture relegates Orthodoxy to the realm of the 

                                                             
32 As reported by a recent Pew survey 
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“traditional,” relying on both the tired and false dichotomy of “tradition versus 

modernity,” and the notion of Orthodoxy as one monolithic, transnational, and static 

culture. This could not be further from the truth, and this study hopes to serve as a 

corrective to this position by recognizing the status of American Modern Orthodoxy in 

relation and conversation with other denominations, as the practitioners and leaders of 

this denomination themselves do. Far from being a historical and static remnant, 

Orthodox Judaism as a whole (not only Modern Orthodoxy, the more particular subject of 

our study) is a modern phenomenon, or what has been labeled as one of several 

“responses to modernity.”33 In its particularly American forms, Orthodoxy as seen today 

also took shape against the background of its more liberal counterparts and their 

institutions. This will be discussed further below.  

While the denominational model is the majoritarian mode of religious 

organization in the United States, and the way by which religion is most easily 

recognized and protected by American law and legal institutions, not all religious groups 

in America, and not all Jewish groups or Orthodox Jewish groups do fit this model. What 

is perhaps unique to Modern Orthodoxy, among American Jewish communal groupings 

that do fit the institutional model of denominationalism, is that it, as a denomination, is in 

very real conversation with not only other groups on the denominational spectrum (ie its 

more liberal counterparts) but also with groups and organizations that fall outside of this 

system. In some ways, this highlights what is distinct about denominational religion, by 

                                                             
33 As in Lederhendler 1994. Here, modernity’s impact on Jewish communities begins with the relatively 
recent phenomenon of “Emancipation,” the idea and policy that Jews might be counted as autonomous, 
individual citizens of the modern nation-state. The project of Emancipation was long and each nation faced 
its own struggles with the idea and reality of Jewish citizens, from France in 1791 to Romania, which did 
not grant citizenship to its Jewish inhabitants until 1923. 
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putting it in relief, or in contrast to the different communal structures and institutions of, 

for example, the variegated forms of haredi or “ultra-Orthodox” Judaism in the United 

States. It also, however, means that Modern Orthodoxy’s conversations and influences on 

both the right and the left, both on the denominational spectrum and outside of it, results 

in a multiplicity of tensions—and in fact distinct kinds of tensions—at each of its 

metaphoric borders. While the tension of keeping Modern Orthodoxy distinct from 

Conservative Judaism on its left exerts a special force in the debate over Orthodox 

women’s ordination, the force exerted by extra-denominational Orthodoxy, and in 

particular Ultra-Orthodoxy,34 also contributes to the mounting tension faced by this 

denomination stretched in multiple directions.  

                                                             
34 Modern Orthodoxy self-defines by its longstanding motto “Torah u’Madda,” or Torah and secular 
knowledge. While ties to other, non-Orthodox denominations are both expedient and logical within our 
understanding of denominational religion as a system of voluntary associations, Modern Orthodoxy also 
seeks to maintain relationships with (and approval from) other Orthodox communities, and to safeguard 
their identity as “Orthodox” by continuing to be recognized or authenticated by other communities who 
self-describe as such**. See further in this chapter on Orthodoxy’s “slide to the right” and it’s 
consequences. 
** This is especially important for ensuring recognition by Jewish communities around the world, where 
denomination is much less of an important organizational factor (if at all). In an international context, the 
question of Orthodox recognition is often a slippery slope into the question of who is recognized as Jewish 
at all. Two common scenarios surrounding this question would focus on 1) Jewish families from the 
American Reform movement, and 2) American Converts. Since the Reform Movement’s 1983 Resolution 
on Patrilineal descent, children with a Jewish father and non-Jewish mother are considered Jewish by the 
Reform movement.  Aside from the fact that that child will have to undergo conversion if he or she wishes 
to be accepted as Jewish by any non-Reform Jewish community (and any confusion or negativity that 
engenders between denominational groups) the larger question that this raises is that now, even if a Reform 
Jew is in fact, Jewish through matrilineal descent, because it is not a communal standard, he or she bears 
the burden of actually proving his or her Jewishness in all non-Reform (and therefore, all non-American) 
Jewish contexts. While practically, a man who presents himself as Jewish will not be quizzed anywhere in 
the world before being counted in a Minyan, this scenario regularly presents problems for American 
Reform Jews wishing to marry outside of their denomination and/or wishing to emigrate to Israel. The 
aspersions cast on non-Orthodox American conversions are manifold and often weaponized for political 
purposes. Most clearly, those who undergo non-Orthodox conversions are not recognized by Orthodox 
communities or authorities as authentic or effective (i.e. the convert is not counted as a Jew). This also 
causes problems not only for couples wishing to move to Israel, or to marry in Israel (marriage is overseen 
by the (Orthodox) rabbinate, who will not permit “mixed” marriages, but also for their children (who may 
also not be seen as Jews or as legitimate). In the context of my fieldwork, when (American) Orthodox 
rabbis cast doubt on the Orthodoxy of their fellow (Orthodox) rabbis, one particularly potent weapon they 
had at their disposal was to go through transnational channels and alert their colleagues in the Israeli 
rabbinate of the non-Orthodoxy of a rabbi, which would then nullify all of their conversions, even 
retroactively. Therefore, if an American woman had gone through an Orthodox conversion, married, 
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*** 

I had rushed from Baltimore back to New York, and into the field for what 

seemed like an especially auspicious start to my inquiry: One of my field sites, where I 

had already conducted preliminary summer research, was hosting a distinguished guest 

speaker giving a talk on “Orthodoxy in American and Israel” – which I took to be a great 

sign that I was onto something – that is, that there was something different, distinct, and 

situated about Orthodoxy in America. That the talk would be interpreted was also a rare 

bonus, given my involvement in the Jewish Deaf community in New York. I felt 

particularly compelled to be there, so I cut short my trip to Baltimore and hopped on the 

Bolt bus to arrive on time. As I imagined it, seeing how this particular institution (whose 

own relation to Orthodoxy was somewhat ambiguous) and the people it attracted received 

and discussed a talk on Orthodoxy, would be a fascinating entry point. 

The evening began with an intimate 13 or so audience members, steadily growing 

to about 24 by the end of the talk. Slightly more than half of the attendees were Drisha 

regulars – not full-time students, per se, but people I had seen at several Drisha events 

before, who tended to come to all talks like this, as well as those who clearly knew or had 

come with these regulars. The remainder of the room had come from the Jewish Deaf 

community – a few self-described non-Observant Jews, but mainly those from a Jewish 

milieu far to the Right of Drisha’s typical core group, including a woman from the 

Hasidic stronghold of Crown Heights who confided that Drisha was “not her cup of tea,” 

                                                             
moved to Israel with her husband, had children, and years later, the rabbi who had performed her 
conversion was declared “not Orthodox” due to some political falling out with a colleague back in the 
United States, suddenly, her conversion has become invalid, and her children have become mamzerim who 
cannot participate in the communal life in which they have been raised, cannot marry, etc. While this may 
sound like an exceedingly particular case, it is unfortunately not rare.  
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an older couple, and two Sephardic young men whose black hats, peyot (sidelocks), 

beards, and suits conspicuously identified them as “Yeshiva bochurs” well outside the 

Modern Orthodox camp. 

As the speaker proceeded, narrating a history of Orthodoxy in the United States, 

describing its interactions with and differences from other denominations, the rise of 

textuality, as well as the continued splintering of Orthodoxy and its subsequent 

proliferation of institutions – some more successful than others – two things were 

happening in the room. Most of the core Drisha audience members were sitting, nodding 

their heads in recognition as the speaker connected the dots they knew so well from their 

own experiences and studies in the community. Meanwhile, the entirely normal lag 

between lecturer and interpreter, as well as the constant backchannel feedback that is a 

standard part of any interpreting process, seemed to catch the attention of one regular, an 

older man in a brightly colored knit kippah35. When the speaker came to address what he 

called “Haredi ascendency,” wherein he described Haredim as “sectarian” (as opposed to 

denominational) and bemoaned the “chumra-ization of Orthodoxy36” as well as the 

coalescence of the Modern Orthodox and Haredi worlds on social issues where, 

presumably, Modern Orthodoxy “should” skew Left, this man began to turn his attention 

from the speaker to stare at the two black-hatted bochurim for longer and longer stretches 

of time, visibly distracted and growing increasingly agitated as the two young men signed 

between themselves and peppered the interpreter with clarifying questions. 

                                                             
35 In American Orthodox circles, as in Israel where the social moniker kippah srugah was coined, a knit 
skullcap serves as a ready index for the wearer’s Modern Orthodox ties. 
36 A chumra is a stringency that exceeds the requirements of halakhah, or Jewish law (as opposed to a 
Kula, a more lenient opinion). The speaker was here describing the influence of the Haredi world on 
Modern Orthodox culture in the past few decades, which he saw as a factor leading to the adoption of ever 
more stringent (and apparently uncalled for) rulings in the arena of halakhah. 
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“HEY!” the older man slammed his fist into the school desk where he was seated 

and leaned forward as if to propel himself toward the two young men (I later learned they 

were brothers). 

“HEY. EXCUSE ME. EXCUSE ME!”  he shouted. At this point the speaker 

stopped his lecture for the first time all evening. All eyes were on this man in the corner 

who was turning red, not from embarrassment at having interrupted, or at the dozen of 

pairs of eyes on him, which he barely seemed to notice. His attention was fully on the 

two men in the front, and he burned with indignation, wagging his finger in the air. “You 

need to respect the speaker. You can’t come in here and disrespect the speaker! You 

come to our space, and you disrespect the speaker!” With this, the man slid back in his 

chair, seeming to deflate. The Bochurim appeared slightly bemused, but not otherwise 

affected, and after a pause, the lecture resumed. We seemed to hurry through only a few 

more comments on Modern Orthodoxy’s relations with other forms of Orthodoxy in 

America before moving on to the history of the movement’s attempts to create new, left-

leaning institutions, which we will turn to again later in this chapter.  

In this incident, What the older Drisha regular was reacting to – what may have 

appeared to be side conversation – is not only within the norms of Deaf culture, which he 

may or may not have understood, but also had not seemed to bother him until the subject 

matter at hand gave him reason to suspect that these clearly yeshivish young men would 

have reason to indicate some kind of disrespect for the Modern Orthodox point of view 

being presented--as if they, clearly Jews of a different stripe, must have come to such a 

talk only to heckle the speaker.   
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While the outburst was passed over without comment, the particular timing and 

direction of this outpouring of frustration betrays some of the very real, if less articulated 

tensions between Modern Orthodoxy and other Jewish Orthodoxies in America today. In 

addition to the more evident pressures to establish clear boundaries between Modern 

Orthodoxy and other, more religiously “liberal “ forms of denominational Judaism like 

the Conservative movement, these relations also exert pressure on the workings of 

Modern Orthodox communities, from lifestyle choices to dominant textual 

interpretations, to institutional policy. As we turn to a more robust discussion of 

denominationalism in America, and the ways in which it shapes Modern Orthodoxy as a 

denomination, we must keep in mind that even within America, where denominational 

religion is the form of religious life most seamlessly recognized by the state, there are 

always additional local and transnational extra-denominational pressures at work 

influencing Modern Orthodoxy qua a form of Orthodoxy among others. 

*** 

Far from the simple voluntarism implied in my earlier example of Jane, Kim, et 

al., denominationalism unfolds as a historically contingent, nationally distinct process of 

institution building which gives rise to distinct lived experiences, the understanding of 

which benefit from our anthropological lens. Typically, denominationalism has been 

explained, almost paradoxically, as a model of Weberian Protestant secularization, which 

is not always limited to Protestant application, and does not necessarily follow strict 

patterns of Weberian rationalization. As by-products of laws such as those separating 

Church and State in the American context, denominational identity and practices have a 
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complex relationship to the law which, while making us question secularization theories 

of differentiation,37 also productively troubles the relationship between the broader 

categories of the legal and the spiritual. Interestingly, it is also the challenge of putting 

the legal and spiritual aspects of the rabbinic undertaking into conversation that help 

define the American institutions and curricula meant to train Orthodox female clergy. We 

first look to the literature surrounding this set of issues. 

*** 

I would like to begin by presenting a general picture of denominationalism as it 

has emerged historically as an American phenomenon, under the rubric of sociological 

models of secularization. I find Charles Taylor’s account in his work A Secular Age to be 

particularly helpful in this respect. In the interest of such a presentation, the question of 

the Protestant nature of denominationalism, as well as of its Weberian rationalization—

both of which emerge at all points in these materials—will be reserved for a separate 

discussion below. 

After visiting America in the 1830’s, Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville included 

in his famous account of the young democracy a few words about American religious 

life. “In America,” he writes “religion is a world apart where the priest is sovereign but 

whose bounds he takes care never to leave”(517). Thus acknowledging the influence of 

the Enlightenment’s rationalizing force, he then advises that, in times of Enlightenment, 

“religions must, more discretely than in any other times, remain within the proper 

bounds, without attempting to escape from them”(513). Tocqueville elaborates that the 

                                                             
37 Such as that posed by José Casanova in his work Public Religions in the Modern World 
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religion that achieves that is the religion of the Gospel (Christianity) and that the “proper 

bounds” of religion are those that relate to belief in God and to “man’s desire beyond and 

above possessions of this earth…[in] regions which are much above the senses”(512). 

Finally, in a point that anticipates one of the main features of what will be called 

denominationalism, he writes that unlike European countries, with their established 

churches, “[a]lthough American Christians are divided into a mass of sects, they all view 

their religion in this same light, which applies to Catholicism as much as to other 

beliefs”(517)38.  

Over one hundred and thirty years later, Charles Taylor’s account of 

denominationalism in America in his work A Secular Age prominently features this same 

remarkable point. As part of a larger work that attempts to answer the question of “what 

does it mean to say that we live in a secular age?”(1), and as part of his eventual claim 

that “a secular age is one in which the eclipse of all goals beyond human flourishing 

becomes conceivable, or better, it falls within the range of an imaginable life for masses 

of people,”(19-20) Taylor’s socio-historical account of denominationalism helps to show 

one of the key ways or processes through which “new conditions of belief” or what he 

calls “secularity 3” is formed and experienced. Briefly, while Taylor does not reject out 

of hand what he sees as the two most common features of secularization theory—that of 

“the emptying of religion from autonomous social spheres” (“secularity 1”) and “the 

falling off of religious belief and practice in people turning away from God, and no 

                                                             
38 Perhaps I should note at this time that the Enlightenment Christian picture of religion as individual belief 
is replicated not only in older works such as Tocqueville’s but also even as recently as in Taylor’s work. 
Although this view is not one I subscribe to in my own work, it is essential to the historical development of 
denominationalism. For further discussion of this point, see Talal Asad’s critique of Geertz in “The 
Creation of Religion as an Anthropological Category,” cited further on. 
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longer going to Church,”(2) (“secularity 2”)—and acknowledges arguments and 

circumstances both supporting and refuting them, he is most interested in positing his 

own, third thesis about Western secularity. Taylor’s thesis, secularity 3, is that “the shift 

to secularity in this sense consists, among other things, of a move from a society where 

belief in God is unchallenged and indeed, to one in which it is understood to be one 

option among others, and frequently not the easiest to embrace”(3). While his pursuing 

an account of denominationalism grows from his vision of belief and unbelief, and all 

encounters with religion as distinct lived experiences, rather than as creeds to be accepted 

or denied, (14) one thing he is confident that believers and non-believers share is 

secularity. He writes: “For one thing, the way I’m defining it, secularity is a condition in 

which our experience of and search for fullness occurs; and this is something we all 

share, believers and unbelievers alike”(19). We all have options, says Taylor, and we 

know it. We see ourselves as living out one choice among others (or multiple if we are 

part of the 40%). In sum, only the choice of “Naiveté is now unavailable to anyone, 

believer or unbeliever alike”(21). 

Thus approaching denominationalism as a particular historical path of secularism 

3, or “optionality,” he maps out its points of convergence with and divergence from what 

he terms “the mainline thesis” of secularity 1 and 2, setting out “an alternative take on the 

last centuries, which offers a different picture of secularization”(436). “The mainline 

thesis,” he concedes, “is right to this extent, that most of the changes they identify (e.g. 

urbanization, industrialization, migration, the fracturing of earlier communities) had a 

negative effect on the previously existing religious forms”(436). He elaborates that “they 

often made some of the earlier practices impossible, while others lost their meaning or 
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their force…”(436). However, rather than accept these historical challenges to older 

Christian institutional forms and practices as an affirmation of religious decline 

(secularity 2), he points out that rather than adopting an outlook antithetical to 

Christianity, “it also happened that people responded to the breakdown by developing 

new religious forms. This happened partly through the founding of new denominations 

such as Methodism and its offshoots”(436). Again, Taylor does not deny the newly 

widespread option of non-belief that the decline thesis had predicted. “Religious belief” 

he writes, “now exists in a field of choices which include various forms of demurral and 

rejection; Christian faith exists in a field where there is also a wide range of other 

spiritual options.” Demurral and rejection are only a few of those many options. The 

narrative that he finds productive, however—the “interesting story” for him--“is not 

simply one of decline, but also of a new placement of the sacred or spiritual in relation to 

individual and social life. This new placement is now the occasion for recompositions of 

spiritual life in new forms, and for new ways of existing both in and out of relation to 

God”(437). In fact he reiterates, time and again, his point that the destabilization of older 

forms under “secularization” is often paired with the emergence of alternative, new 

religious forms, rather than with decline, “the supposed uniform and unilinear effect of 

modernity on religious belief and practice.” Through this repetitive insistence, he 

emphasizes the point not only that “The pattern of modern religious life under 

“secularization” is one of destabilization and recomposition,”(461) but also that it is “a 

process which can be repeated many times”(461)39. 

                                                             
39 And while Taylor himself does not make this particular connection, the development of Rabbinic 
Judaism itself, in the lead up to and in the wake of the Destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, serves as an 
apt example avant la lettre of the destruction of one set of religious institutions and the subsequent 
adaptation to new forms of religious life. 
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Unwilling to leave denominationalism as a mere model of an alternative to the 

decline theory of secularization, Taylor gives it historical specificity through his account 

of the United States’ “rather exceptional…path to modernity,”(448) in which 

denominationalism features prominently. Emerging from a choice of one denomination, 

self aware among others, American religious institutions under this new form, writes 

Taylor, “can only be voluntary.” In fact, “forcing has less and less legitimacy”(449). 

Taking the “prototype of the Wesleyan Methodists” as a concrete example of these “new 

voluntary associations,” he explores “the explosion of free churches in the United States 

at the end of the eighteenth century…[which] transforms the face of American 

religion”(449).  

These “free churches,” however, were not churches at all, according to Taylor’s 

account. “With the Methodists,” he writes, “we have something new, neither a church nor 

a sect,40 but a proto-form of what we now call a “denomination.” A “Church” in this 

Troeltschian sense claims to gather within it all members of society; as with the Catholic 

Church, it sees its vocation as being the church for everyone.”(449). Taylor goes on to 

question the meaningful difference between Troeltsche’s churches and sects, claiming 

that “even what we call ‘sects’ after Troetltsche, which concentrated on the ‘saved’, those 

who really deserved to be members, were in a sense frustrated churches…they still tried 

to circumscribe a zone in which they defined religious life”(449). In direct contrast, then, 

to both Churches and sects, Taylor tells us that “at its beginning, the Methodist 

movement didn’t aspire to churchhood, just to being a current within the Church of 

                                                             
 
40 For a longer discussion of Churches and sects, see Ernst Toeltsche’s sociological work The Social 
Teachings of the Christian Churches. For our purposes, it suffices to say that denominationalism breaks 
this pattern, as Taylor, too, points out. 
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England. They would practice their own kind of spirituality, but within a broader body 

which included others. Their desired status was analogous in some ways to that of 

religious orders in the Catholic Church. Something of this sense of legitimate difference 

carries over when they are forced out, and becomes the standard outlook which 

distinguishes the denomination, dominant on the U.S. scene”(449). And with that, in the 

name of denominationalism, he points out the same key feature of American religion that 

Tocqueville had observed avant la lettre, over a century before: legitimate difference. 

By elevating the idea of legitimate difference to the status of a national credo, 

“one nation under God,”41 America becomes not only the “ideal type” of a 

denominational society (454), but also the paradigmatic example of a new kind of “civil 

religion” discussed most notably by sociologist Robert Bellah (Bellah 1970). While 

membership in any one particular denomination is often observed to be influenced by 

ethnicity, race, socioeconomic class, and other factors, denominational affiliation is 

ultimately, and definitionally, voluntary and flexible. Accordingly, Taylor avers: “One 

joins a denomination because it seems right to one…[under this system] coercion comes 

to seem not only wrong, but absurd and thus obscene”(486). 

*** 

But is this model of Protestant secularization—of transformation of naïve or 

enchanted Churches and Sects into voluntary and optional denominations—limited in the 

scope of its application to cases of Protestant institutions? Taylor, drawing upon the 

sociology of American civil religion, historical interreligious alliances such as the Moral 

                                                             
41 The addition of the clause “under God” is both fairly recent, and has not ceased to be a matter of 
controversy since it’s introduction. 



 

 56 

 

Majority, and theses such as Will Herberg’s Protestant-Catholic-Jew (Herberg 1960) 

arrives at the following progression: 

American society from the beginning has seen itself as integrating 
different elements. “E Pluribus Unum” is the motto. Of course, at first 
these elements were states. But then very soon one of the models of 
integration was of “denominations.” As the old established churches were 
sidelined and the population broke up into a host of churches, unity was 
nevertheless recovered by seeing all of these as part of a broader “church,” 
which related people together in a consensual “civil religion,” as I 
described above. At first this only included Protestant Christians, and there 
was widespread feeling among these that new arrivals, particularly 
Catholics, were only dubiously “American.” But somehow the Republic 
managed to expand its base, and in the course of the twentieth century, 
Catholics and Jews came to be seen as included. (523) 

 
Although many sociologists support this idea of American denominationalism’s 

expanding base, which simply accommodates any religion willing to take on the 

particular institutional dimensions of this religious form for a secular age, in this section I 

will take a closer look at this triumphant narrative. I will pursue this inquiry beginning at 

the same general level as Taylor’s analysis, and then quickly move into historical and 

social depictions of the case of American Judaism. 

 In his reading of Taylor’s work, “Multi-Religious denominationalism and 

American identity,” published on the Immanent Frame, Richard Amesbury critiques 

Taylor’s analysis as being “underdetermined by the American evidence” and posits that 

“what is replacing the conception of the United States as a “Christian nation” [is the 

conception of] America as a religious nation, understood quasi-pluralistically.” He 

makes the point that the “successive waves of immigration” that “succeeded in ending the 

informal Protestant establishment” led to the expansion of the denominational framework 

as opposed to a vibrant diversity of American religious expression. When he sites 

Herberg as writing “It may indeed be said that the primary religious affirmation of the 
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American people, in harmony with the American Way of Life, is that religion is a ‘good 

thing,’ a supremely ‘good thing,’ for the individual and the community. And ‘religion’ 

here means not so much any particular religion, but religion as such, religion-in-general,” 

I cannot help but think of Tomoko Masuzawa’s assertion that the language of pluralism, 

and indeed the category of “religion” itself, developed from a distinctly Christian model 

(Masuzawa 2005).42  

Another aspect of American denominationalism that Amesbury points out, is that 

it may tend to erase differences internal to the non-Protestant traditions absorbed into the 

model’s expanding base. He writes: “Entire “religions” are thus obliged to find a place 

for themselves within a symbolic framework, the original function of which was to 

organize the varying branches of American Protestant Christianity. The upshot is that 

genera like Judaism and Islam are collapsed into the spaces once reserved for species like 

Methodism and Presbyterianism: it is as a Muslim, rather than as an Ismaili, say, that one 

becomes an American.” Ultimately Amesbury also faults denominationalism, and 

Taylor’s reading of it, as not capable of incorporating those without religious affiliation, 

writing “the heart of the problem is that although the denominational structure has been 

widened to accommodate new entrants, its Durkheimian marriage of God and nation has 

not adequately been problematized.”  

However, it is his penultimate claim--that squeezing into the denominational 

structure tends to erase the differences within a non-protestant religious group—that will 

concern us as we take a sustained look at the case of American Judaism(s). In the 

introduction to his edited volume, Minority Faiths and the American Protestant 

                                                             
42 Again, also a claim made by Asad, discussed below 



 

 58 

 

Mainstream, historian Jonathan D. Sarna stresses the importance of acknowledging that 

“American Judaism…did not operate in its own little world, cut off from the Protestant 

mainstream; it was instead in constant and ongoing tension with ‘the ways and customs 

of the land’ that threatened its continuity”(1-2). While he acknowledges the effect of the 

Protestant mainstream on American Judaism, he writes that Jews, “Even those most 

resistant to cultural domination recognized that they were not swimming alone against the 

tide.”(2) That is to say, rather than seeing themselves as part of the mainstream 

denominational model, as the more general analyses above would indicate, “they saw 

themselves, instead, as part of a community of ‘religious outsiders’ and understood that 

they had much to gain from observing those swimming beside them who shared the 

parallel goals”(2). Sarna’s characterization of the relation between Protestantism and 

religious outsiders during much of American history is one of “dynamic encounter”(3). 

Under the rubric of this theme that “was, and remains, central to the religious experience 

of millions of Americans,” he writes of the “ the tensions, both individual and 

denominational, between pressures to conform to the religious patterns of the 

mainstream; and countervailing pressures…to resist them and remain apart”(3). 

Ultimately, he focuses on encounter not only as a locus of conflict but also as a stimulus 

for creativity (4).  

Making no mention of the continuation of the Protestant denominational mold, 

and how it might constrain American Judaism, Sarna instead takes a sunnier perspective 

on the growth of pluralism, writing that “the America that this erstwhile majority had 

known was rapidly changing, becoming ever more religiously and ethnically pluralistic; 

by 1920 the old dream of forging a Protestant America was effectively dead. Mainstream 
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Protestants continued, nevertheless, to constitute the establishment in American 

religion”(4). Sarna then notes by 1955, “The protestant loss of a commanding role in 

American culture. Popularized in a 1955 best-seller, it was summed up in the famous 

three words of Will Herberg’s title: Protestant, Catholic, Jew (10). On this particular 

issue, Sarna’s is a work that looks outward rather than inward.   

           Jack Wertheimer’s work, on the other hand, A People Divided: Judaism in 

Contemporary America, looks both inwards and out in 1993, and declares that “Shrill 

divisiveness, rather than pluralism, is the order of the day”(189). Wertheimer notes, on 

the one hand, that “certainly the tone of discussion and the polarized mood within 

American Judaism parallel those in American Christianity,”(180) but asks, on the other, 

“what about the substance of the dispute?”(180). He concludes that while “the culture 

war engulfing some sectors of Christianity concerns the proper ordering of American 

society; at stake in Judaism are issues of group survival and cohesion. As Christians clash 

over theology and public policy, religious Jews battle over the boundaries of their own 

society—indeed, they cannot even agree on whether some of their coreligionists are 

actually Jewish”(184). While Wertheimer may not seem, at first glance, to answer any of 

our questions, his assessment does show once more that while the institutional religious 

form of denominationalism is shared between American Christian and American Jewish 

cultures, the substance may be completely different, possibly making a case for the 

incompatible nature of the protestant form of denominationalism and the substance of the 

Jewish debates here detailed,43 which do not fit, or lend themselves to the principle of 

                                                             
43 As discussed earlier in this chapter, while there are a number of circumstances that might trigger doubt as 
to an individual’s “legitimate” Jewishness, the most systematic and widespread doubt was introduced 
directly at the level of denominational difference when, in the 1980’s, the Reform Movement made the 
decision to move away from the standard of Matrilineal descent, which is the standard accepted by all other 
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legitimate difference. The essays in the collection Synagogues in a Time of change: 

Fragmentation and Diversity in Jewish Religious Movements, however, all work not only 

from the assumption that American Judaism both functions as a denomination in the 

scheme of the American model, but also that its own divisions work according to the 

model of denominationalism as well. Even the volume’s focus on the synagogue as the 

center of American Jewish religious life reflects that, as it also reflects the “decline of the 

organic communities that relied upon tradition and custom, which gave way to enclaves 

of tighter, more doctrinaire and rigid approaches to learning and to life”(14). 

*** 

 This increase in the relative importance of institutional religious life such as that 

of the synagogue speaks to the rationalized and institutionally contained nature of 

American Judaism as part of the denominational system. While what Taylor calls naiveté 

looks a great deal like Weber’s notion of enchantment, and his secularization looks a 

great deal like what Weber calls “that great historic process in the development of 

religions, the elimination of magic from the world”(105) or disenchantment, 

denominationalism seems to serve as a rather interestingly imperfect model of Weberian 

rationalization--“This rationalization of conduct within this world but for the sake of the 

world beyond”(154). 

In the ongoing discussion surrounding secularism and the reassessment of 

secularization theory in the social sciences, several theses—not only Taylor’s--have 

                                                             
established Jewish denominations, as well as Jewish groups outside of the United States and its 
denominational system. This is, and will become increasingly problematic in questions of marriageability 
across denominations, the status of children born in the context of such relationships, etc.  The question of 
valid conversions when each denomination has different standards for this procedure leads to similar 
problems, all of which are utterly foreign to the original Protestant model of denomination, which 
predicates religious identity on the idea of individual belief. 
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appeared over the past few decades.  In fact, in “Rethinking Secularization: a Global 

Perspective,” a 2006 article for the Hedgehog Review, sociologist Jose Casanova rethinks 

many of his own earlier assumptions, which he set out in the work Public Religions in the 

Modern World.  Like in Taylor’s work discussed earlier, at the core of Casanova’s earlier 

work was the assertion that the secularization thesis was not singular, but rather, triune in 

nature. He thus forwarded three sub-theses he described as “decline,” “privatization,” and 

“differentiation.” Fifteen years later, in a re-evaluation that is both admirable and 

insightful, he notes: 

While the decline and privatization sub-theses have undergone numerous 
critiques and revisions in the last fifteen years, the understanding of 
secularization as a single process of functional differentiation of the 
various institutional spheres or sub-systems of modern societies remain 
relatively uncontested in the social sciences…yet one should ask whether 
it is appropriate to subsume the multiple and diverse historical patterns of 
differentiation and fusion of the various institutional spheres (that is 
church, state, economy and science) that one finds throughout the history 
of modern Western societies into a single teleological process of modern 
functional differentiation. (Casanova 9-10) 
 

 While Casanova goes on to acknowledge the historical co-constitution of what 

have come to be known as the “religious” and “secular” spheres (Casanova 10), it is his 

treatment of what he calls “the functional differentiation of the various institutional 

spheres of modern societies”(Casanova 9, emphasis mine) that is of particular interest to 

us here.  Writing of differentiation--a process I understand as intimately related to 

Weberian “rationalization”—Casanova both posits that this process takes place on an 

“institutional” level, and pushes us to consider it as a “multiple and diverse” pattern of 

occurrence.  How, for example, might we characterize American religious institutions?  

Casanova points us straight to denominationalism, and to the fact that “the United States 

never had a national Church”(16) as a factor behind “the unique pattern of American 
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religious pluralism”(16). Whereas many European case studies in secularization include 

analyses of Church as paradigmatic institution (As in Casanova’s earlier work, as well as 

in the Troeltsche discussed earlier), here Casanova follows Sydney Mead and others in 

writing that “[A]s the organizational form and principle of [the American] religious 

system, denominationalism constitutes the great American religious invention”(16)44.   

If we wish to determine how denominationalism envisioned as differentiation 

plays out when applied to non-Protestant American religious groups (“outsiders” by 

Sarna’s estimation), We must first look at how the legacy of the Enlightenment plays out 

in (or, arguably, creates) the religious sphere. In this effort, we turn to Talal Asad’s 

analysis of “the creation of religion as an anthropological category.” In this analysis, 

already referenced multiple times throughout this chapter, Asad takes up the “insistence” 

often found in social science and other accounts “that religion has an autonomous 

essence—not to be confused with the essence of science, or of politics, or of common 

sense—[that] invites us to define religion (like any essence) as a transhistorical and 

transcultural phenomenon”(28). Against this, he argues that “there cannot be a universal 

definition of religion, not only because its constituent elements and relationships are 

historically specific, but because that definition is itself a historical product of discursive 

practices”(29). This in turn puts the project of differentiation at risk, for if religion is not 

one, defined thing, how can we neatly separate it from all other spheres?  In reaching this 

conclusion, he highlights both the rise of belief and the rise of the individual in the 

discourse of modern religion and as a legacy of enlightenment thought, writing: “In later 

                                                             
44 For a more specific discussion of Jewish denominationalism linked to institutional differentiation, see 
“Of Rabbis, Rabbas, and Other Teachers: Institution, Text, and Interpretation in American Modern 
Orthodoxy” by Caroline Block, 2011 
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centuries, with the triumphant rise of modern science, modern production, and the 

modern state, the churches would also be clear about the need to distinguish the religious 

from the secular, shifting, as they did so, the weight of religion more and more onto the 

moods and motivations of the individual believer”(39). He traces the Enlightenment quest 

“to seek a common denominator for all religions”(40) through the rise of the idea of 

natural religion (42) and eventually to the modern concept described by Clifford Geertz 

in the 1960’s and embraced by anthropologists and other scholars interested in the social 

analysis of religion. “This [Geertz’s] treatment of religious belief, which lies at the core 

of his conception of religion” writes Asad, “is a modern, privatized, Christian one 

because and to the extent that it emphasizes the priority of belief as a state of mind rather 

than as constituting activity in the word: ‘The basic axiom underlying what we may 

perhaps call ‘the religious perspective’ [writes Geertz] is everywhere the same: he who 

would know must first believe’ (110)”(47). 

*** 

As by-products of laws which attempt to enforce such a differentiation of 

institutions, such as those separating Church and State, denominational identity and 

practices have a complex relationship to the law which, while making us again question 

the secularization theories of differentiation that we have already troubled, also 

productively puts into question the relationship between the lived experience of the legal 

and the spiritual. This is something of an enduring question, delved into by figures such 

as William James (1902) and Robert Cover (1995) in their treatment of mysticism’s 

relation to institution, and of the possibilities for the religious in our picture of law, 
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respectively. It is here, especially, that Anthropology and other social sciences can help 

us wade through. 

Here we turn again, back to Alexis de Tocqueville. While writing of his 

observations in America, the Frenchman saw the presence of the spiritual as not only not 

antithetical to the law, following a strict separation of spheres, but in fact, posited that, 

as a direct and opposite reaction to the American search for material comfort, Americans 

also show no restraint in their pursuit of spiritual matters (621-2). He went so far as to 

write: “Religious insanity is very common in the United States. We should not be 

surprised at this”(621).  

 Even at a less sensationalist level, several anthropological and social science texts 

may help us to see a more nuanced picture of the variable and contingent relationship of 

legal and spiritual categories, especially as they are mapped onto the American religious 

denominational system. For example, the Baptists of Hopewell, where anthropologist 

Carol Greenhouse completed the fieldwork for her study Praying for Justice: Faith Order 

and Community in an American Town avoid “using the law in any of their interpersonal 

affairs…[because while] the state merits our obedience, only God can change the 

conditions of life, they say”(13). While they very much believe in the public nature of the 

institutional church (“Not for them is Rousseau’s ‘civil religion’ (Bellah 1968, Rousseau 

1952) which consists of public utterances about the supernatural and leaves the ‘inner 

worship’ to the private individual”(38)), they claim that the role of the church “should not 

be an avenue toward politics, but away from it”(41). Although they “condemn the 

[politically engaged] Moral Majority for misunderstanding [this] role of the church,”(41) 
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Greenhouse writes that “Hopewell’s Baptists are very much in the world, and the sacred 

life is one of resistance, not withdrawal”(129).  

 By contrast, Susan Harding’s analysis of the Evangelical Christian technique of 

the “narrative encapsulation” of history within a biblical framework (which was 

discussed in more depth in Chapter One) shows us the method by which the Moral 

Majority that Hopewell’s resisting Baptists condemn, spiritually engages with legal and 

political realms. While the scriptural logic of Harding’s informants’ narrative is in 

constant competition with the non-scriptural narratives imposed by non-Christians—a 

scenario she brings to a dramatic head in an acute analysis of both popular media and 

Christian accounts of the 1925 Scopes Monkey Trial and the widely held perception of a 

Christian withdrawal from the public sphere in its aftermath (Harding 2000)—and while 

this mode of narrative “competition” allows for the existence of “religion in the public 

sphere” (at least when biblical narrative remains triumphant for Evangelical believers and 

narrators), the two narrative genres—let’s call them “religious and secular,” remain 

distinct and identifiable. 

 In the book The Impossibility of Religious Freedom, on the other hand, we see 

both the difficulties of defining and protecting religion in the language of the law. 

Winnifred Fallers Sullivan writes about her experience as an expert witness on religion in 

the U.S. Court system, where, although “A commitment to religious freedom is a taken-

for-granted part of modern political identity,”(1) she inevitably runs up against the 

conundrum that “a court of a legislature or an administrative official must make a 

determination as to whether the religious practice in question is legally religious. In other 

words, in order to enforce laws guaranteeing religious freedom, you must first have 
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religion”(1). In this case, the “religious and secular,” and the legal and religious, have 

become completely entangled. “[C]oncerned about the way the line between religion and 

not-religion is being drawn in this country and elsewhere,” Sullivan sees “courts, 

legislatures, and other government  agencies judg[ing] the activities of persons as 

religious or not, as protected or not, based on models of religion that often make a poor 

fit with religion as it is lived”(10). She considers that the “word ‘religion’ or ‘religious’ 

appears over 14,000 times in state and federal statutes and regulations in the United 

States alone” and wonders “What can those words mean in law?”(11). 

 What they must mean, it turns out, is not only “religion,” but “legal religion.” She 

writes: “Some Americans might be more tolerant of generalized religious references and 

more comfortable with ceremonial religiosity than others; but most would recoil at the 

idea that a federal judge should be deciding in a federal court, for the purpose of secular 

law, what does and what does not count as real religion—what counts as what we might 

call “legal religion.” When [the judge] speaks of “talking theology” he is referring to his 

efforts to determine exactly what counts as religion for the purposes of law”(4). In the 

legal case at hand, the judge’s decision, Sullivan writes, demonstrates “the very 

American sense that everyone is an expert when it comes to religion”(6), [the 

Enlightenment ideal that “[r]eligious authority [is] located…in the individual, not in the 

religious community”(6), and that the scholar of religion has no place in the 

determination of religion (7). “We [experts] did not speak out of his largely 

individualistic and self-taught evangelical epistemology. We spoke of history and culture 

and tradition. [The judge] was suspicious about our claims to authority and reluctant to 
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credit our testimony. Our claims of authority, whether scholarly in a religious or secular 

sense, were un-American”(7). 

In this book about the impossibility of religious freedom, she claims that “what is 

arguably impossible is justly enforcing laws granting persons rights that are defined with 

respect to their religious beliefs or practices”(8). For while the acceptably “American” 

definition of religion in this case is individualistic, rather than communal in nature (6-7), 

laws such as the Florida RFRA, the statute in question, exclude from protection “conduct 

that reflects a purely personal preference”(94)—a standard that “is both difficult to 

establish with the available testimony, and symptomatic of the constraining nature of the 

available language.” Thus, she laments, “one could argue that the modern 

disestablishment and “privatization” of religion has created forms of religion that cannot 

be legally protected, because they are insufficiently institutionalized”(95). This is the 

ultimate entanglement of religion and law at an institutional level45. 

Many scholars, however, in seeking to account for spiritual experience, have 

discounted institutional religion altogether. While institutional religion lends itself more 

easily to the language of the law, as we see from Sullivan’s account, and others such as 

Vincent Crapanzano’s exploration of religious language in the Courts (Crapanzano 

2001), it is contrived and a mistake to detach the spiritual and the institutional aspects of 

religion, especially in the face of their relationship to law. Commenting on one such work 

on spirituality, Charles Taylor asserts: “even as acute an observer as Paul Heelas, in a 

very interesting recent book, seems to me to foreshorten a little the reality which he is 

studying. The kind of quest that I am invoking here, and which is central to what the 

                                                             
45 That is to say at a governmental legal institution. Treatments of religion and/or spirituality’s surprising 
place at the institutional level of the seminary can be found in Rosov 2001, and Wuthnow 1971. 
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authors call ‘spirituality,’ which they oppose to ‘religion,’ is indeed defined by a kind of 

autonomous exploration, which is opposed to a simple surrender to authority; and people 

who engage in this kind of spiritual path are indeed, put off by the moralism and code-

fetishism which they find in the churches”(Taylor 509). 

Another scholar who has grown considerably in her efforts to ethnographically 

explore spiritual experience is Courtney Bender. In her early work Heaven’s Kitchen: 

Living Religion at God’s Love We Deliver, Bender goes out of her way to set up a 

methodology wherein she seeks to analyze religion exclusively “outside religious 

institutions” and to avoid specifically “religious” talk or references to religion as it is 

institutionally recognizable (ix), only to then note the deficiencies to be found in general 

spiritual language. She writes: “Pluralism and the “spiritual marketplace” combine to 

foster a public feel-good “spirituality” with little particularity or moral force, where all 

religions are equally good and all true religions produce good neighbors and citizens”(4). 

However, in her more mature subsequent work, The New Metaphysicals: Spirituality and 

the American Religious Imagination, Bender again tackles spirituality, but both takes as 

an ethnographic question specifically “how and where people became ‘spiritual not 

religious’,”(3) as many people are wont to say, and acknowledges the various ways in 

which institutional religion and spirituality are historically bound to each other. While 

she maintains that “spirituality emerges both for scholars and laypeople as distinct and 

different from religion, it is individual, unorganized by institutions or structures,”(22) she 

also provides a thorough discussion of the common occurrence of spiritual groups 

holding meetings in institutional religious settings (22, 30-38). Early in the book, she 

mentions Peter Berger’s intriguing argument about the connection between religious 
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experience and institution, which he elaborates in the Heretical Imperative. This is 

namely, that “religious traditions initially derive from individual religious experiences, 

[Berger calls] such events ‘irreducible’ and impervious to social and cultural 

analysis…Religious experience…comes to be embodied in traditions, which mediate it to 

those who have not had it themselves and which institutionalize it for them as well as for 

those who had”(9). 

 As this literature bears out, American religious denominationalism may indeed be 

a historical formation of Protestant secularization, but the lived experience of 

denominationalism is anything but simple.  Historically contingent, and picked up by 

multiple theories of secularization which give various weight to concepts such as 

individual authority, voluntarism, and the differentiation of institutional spheres, 

denominationalism is not only lived by Protestants, and not always lived in crisply 

differentiated, rational spheres. The entangled relationship of religion and the law, which 

is in turn bound up in the equally murky relationship between the spiritual and the legal, 

as well as the religious and the spiritual, serves as not only a backdrop to, but in fact, as 

an active player in the communal controversy surrounding the professional training of 

female Modern Orthodox Talmud Scholars in the United States today. 

*** 

 While we appreciate that, as Asbury did well to point out, denominationalism as a 

tool of protestant secularization may not be or ever have been a perfect vehicle for the 

expression of Jewish religious culture, the formal model is has provided, as well as the 

legal protections it promises those groups who fit its institutional parameters, allowing 

them to become recognizable as “legal religion,” denominationalism has played a 
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significant role in shaping much of American Jewish life as we observe it today. Have not 

Jews been divided before?  Yes, of course, but not in the specifically institutionalized 

way that we find in the American denominational system. 

 Any scholar of ancient near-eastern history or early Christianity, in fact any 

reader of Josephus will recognize the Essenes, Pharisees, Sadducees, and Zealots as four 

(conflicting) Jewish sects of the Second Temple Period. While division amongst Jews is 

certainly not a new phenomenon, it is hopefully clear by now that American 

denominationalism, a religious organizational form predicted on the assumption of 

voluntarism by free, autonomous citizens, is not to be understood as synonymous with 

other modes of religious splintering, such as this particular historical form of 

sectarianism.  

The formation of American Jewish denominationalism emerges contingently from 

the particular history of Jews in the United States, and the specific divisions that 

denominational boundaries support, represent real, historical, and constantly evolving 

differences. While these can never be discounted, and while American Judaism’s relative 

conformity to the nation’s majoritarian institutional format can neither be pinpointed nor 

explained as a conscious decision or moment of calculation, we would argue that as much 

as this history – of how Jewish denominations came to be – it is the work that 

denominationalism actually does as an institutional form, that ultimately shapes Modern 

Orthodoxy as a particular form of life.  

The historical circumstances that gave rise to diverse forms of Jewish life in 

America consisted largely of successive waves of immigration. The differences between 

these diverse groups, however, were eventually formalized, in fact, institutionalized by 
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the groups’ (civically encouraged) adoption of and adherence to the denominational 

model. Although the first few historical Jewish congregations in America (such as those 

in Newport, Savannah, and Charleston) were founded by Sephardic Jews, the first 

significant wave of Jewish immigrants into American urban centers was comprised of 

mostly German immigrants who brought with them a recent, liberal form of Judaism.  

Reform Judaism has its historical origins in Germany, where it came about as an 

adaptation or “response to modernity” (Lederhendler 1994). Specifically, this new way of 

practicing Judaism adopted by a minority of German Jews represented the adoption of an 

individualistic or privatized “religious” identification only newly available to German 

Jews as people recently granted citizenship, freed from the mandatory corporate identity 

of the pre-Emancipation Jewish community, and seeking to assimilate by emulating the 

aesthetic forms of their protestant neighbors even in worship. When German Reform 

Jews came to America, however and set about establishing a Jewish religious 

infrastructure in the United States, rather than finding themselves a minority among more 

traditionally-minded Jewish compatriots and staring down hundreds of years of 

communal history, as they had in Europe, they found themselves in a position to make a 

fresh start, and most importantly, controlling the bulk of the resources of their 

communities. As such, it seemed to them that they had the opportunity to define 

American Judaism as a whole. While they practiced a version of the liberal form 

imported from Germany, and adapted to their new country, the Judaism they sought to 

establish was not a liberal sub-group of a broader American Jewish community, but 

rather, an American sub-group of a broader global Jewish community. This was not yet 
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self-consciously denominational Judaism, but rather, to their minds, simply the form 

American Judaism was to take. 

 Indulging a linguistic metaphor, we might say that to some extent, the particular 

differences that arose between denominations, while certainly real, can be seen as 

arbitrary, or at least highly contingent. It has been the “grammar” or structure of 

denominationalism itself that has maintained these groups as distinct from each other and 

recognizable as American religious communities. For several decades, for example, the 

most commonly perceived difference between Reform and Conservative Judaism was not 

one of doctrine, practice, or theology, but of ethnicity.  Well into the middle of the 

twentieth century, it was common to assume that Reform Jewish families had come from 

Germany, while Conservative Jewish families had come from Eastern Europe.4647  

 The history of the liberal American Jewish denominations is also punctuated by 

events, flashpoints, and foundational moments that explain the origins of their 

differences. The story of the infamous “Treife Banquet” of 1883 is so well known, and 

                                                             
46 At bottom, this reflected the differing composition of the waves of immigration that brought German and 
Eastern European Jews to America. When Eastern European Jews came to the United States, fleeing 
pogroms at the turn of the century, they came from rural villages and segregated ghettos, without money or 
prior experience of individual, “protestant-style” worship. They were not always well received or 
welcomed by the Germanic American Jewish (largely Reform) establishment, and instead flocked to the 
more recently formed Conservative institutions. Eventually, even as both groups became assimilated into 
American culture, this separation continued as people tended to follow their friends and family into 
whatever denomination they found familiar. 
47 While Jews from all over the world have settled in the United States, Jews of European Ancestry, or 
Ashkenazi Jews make up the vast majority of the American Jewish population. While Sephardic 
communities of Spanish and Portuguese origin were some of the first on American soil, neither they nor 
Middle Eastern Jews (the Eidah Mizrahi, until recently often lumped in with all other non-Ashkenazi 
groups as “Sephardic”) are well represented in denominational Judaism. That is not at all to say that one 
does not find Sephardic Jews participating in Reform, Conservative, and especially Orthodox communities 
in America, but rather, that the particular traditions and concerns of these denominations do not tend to 
reflect or map directly onto Sephardic or Mizrahi Jews personal sense of Jewish identity. Although many of 
the Sephardic Jews I met in the course of my work define themselves as “traditional” Jews, and might live 
a halakhic lifestyle that makes joining their local Orthodox community the best match for their level of 
observance, the “battles” to protect the boundaries of Orthodoxy, and Orthodox identification, are not 
necessarily felt to be their own. 
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the Reform Movement’s current positions so changed, that the tale could almost be 

mistaken for an urban legend.  When Hebrew Union College, the oldest extant rabbinic 

seminary in the United States,48 was founded in 1875 by Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, it was 

intended as the premier institution for the training of American rabbis (that is, of no 

particular kind – just American rabbis in the style that contemporary affluent leadership 

envisioned would lead American Jewish communities). However, when the time came to 

celebrate the institution’s first graduating class in 1883, the event’s menu featured dishes 

of clams, crabs, shrimp, frogs’ legs, and dairy with meat, all explicitly treife, or non-

kosher foods. And while the vision of American Judaism advanced until that point had 

not necessarily been one of strict observance of religious laws, dietary or otherwise, to 

many involved, the sheer abundance of treife at such an explicitly Jewish celebration 

represented a step too far. The Treife Banquet caused such an uproar within the American 

Jewish community that it is credited with marking the schism between Reform and 

Conservative Judaism, leading to the creation of separate institutions and the 

formalization of two separate denominations. By 1885, the Reform Movement had 

written the first Pittsburgh Platform, a document solidifying it as a radical movement 

distinct both from the Reform or liberal Judaism of Germany, and from the new 

American Conservative movement, which aimed to occupy a religious space between that 

of the Reform and the Orthodox communities.49 By 1886, the Conservative movement 

had founded their own seminary, The Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS) in New York. 

                                                             
48 The fact that HUC was established on the model of a seminary, rather than on the model of the European 
Yeshiva system is itself notable. For more on the format of rabbinic education, see later in this chapter. 
49 NB. The Orthodox communities of that time would have been as diverse as they are now, including 
German “Neo-Orthodox” followers of Samson Raphael Hirsch, as well as other smaller Eastern European 
religious communities. None of these had yet taken the shape of a denomination. We might mark the 
beginning of the denominationalization of American Jewish Orthodoxy at the 1897 Charter of the Rabbi 
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*** 

Evan before the waves of immigration that brought sufficient numbers of Jews to 

America to necessitate and facilitate their own denominational institutions and fractures, 

American Jewish communities faced the question of how to reconcile Judaism as they 

knew it with the new American values they saw unfolding around them as early as in the 

wake of the American Revolution. This, according to Jonathan Sarna, the preeminent 

historian of American Judaism who came to deliver the Renee and Alexander Bohm 

Memorial Lecture at Drisha in December 2012, meant first of all that every shul began 

writing its own “constitution.” Sarna provided us, an audience of at least 100, with source 

sheets50 detailing these constitutions, as well as other supporting documents that helped 

to illustrate his narrative of the breakdown of the traditional synagogue community 

structure (1 shul : 1 town or city) in the young nation.  He unearthed jokes from the time 

about synagogues with “shalom” (peace) in their titles, pointing to the irony of these 

peaceful institutions born of often-vicious politics and communal upheaval. He discussed 

the transition of Jewish communities, even before the major denominational institutions 

were formed, from communities of “coercion” to communities of “persuasion.51” Above 

all, he tracked a constant distinction, throughout the documents he presented, between 

language that is “Jewish” (mostly halakhic) and language that is “American,” 

                                                             
Isaac Elchanan Theological Seminary (REITS), which, as part of Yeshiva University, continues to be the 
primary producer of Modern Orthodox rabbis today. 
50 The occasional appearance of a well known Jewish academic, especially for a marquis event like the 
Bohm lecture, on of the largest of the year, highlights the somewhat clunky relationship between these 
institutes of Jewish higher education and academia. In this case, Drisha introduced Sarna as the university-
affiliated historian that he is, while Sarna himself focused entirely on his personal connections to the Drisha 
community (that his father, Nahum Sarna, had taught there, and that both his niece and his daughter had 
studied there) and repeatedly insisted that his talk was to be a shiur – the kind of classroom review that 
takes place in a yeshiva setting after the pairs work of the beit midrash -- rather than an academic lecture. 
51 Which seems akin to the workings of Taylor’s secularity 3 
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“revolutionary,” or “constitutional” in nature, offering as the piece de resistance, the 

example of a Philadelphia court case wherein a Cohen (a descendant of the priestly class) 

wants to marry a convert (a union that is unambiguously not permitted in Jewish law). In 

this court case, it seemed, a major Jewish community faced a conflict between the Jewish 

law and the American value of “liberty” itself.52 

In contrast to this look into the past of the American Jewish community’s 

reconciliation with American values, another popular event hosted by Drisha one winter 

evening was a panel hosted by Gesher, an organization tackling the challenge of Jewish 

pluralism in Israel. As a sizeable audience listened, the young Israelis at this event spoke 

about their backgrounds as either dati (religious) or hiloni (secular), and recounted their 

efforts at “working on stigmas” between the [two] communities on behalf of the 

organization. One man, Yoni, addressed the effect of Judaism’s official majoritarian 

status in Israel, noting that the greatest challenge [to Jewish unity] is when we’re 

comfortable” – when there are less external threats to Jewish identity – and yet, despite 

this perceived disunity, no differences between Jewish religious groups were officially 

recognized.53 This is not to say that there is less Jewish diversity in Israel than in the 

                                                             
52 Clearly it is not new or unique for the culture of a diasporic Jewish community to be profoundly 
influenced by the society surrounding it. The particular, structural and institutional ways in which this 
happens in America that this dissertation focuses on, though, are as unique as the denominational system 
itself. Other kinds of influence, however, even at the very heart of Jewish texts, were also regularly 
acknowledged in the course of my fieldwork – most often as constituent differences.  In Parshanut class at 
Drisha, for example, we occasionally ran up against the idea that Parshanut (rabbinic commentary) is itself 
sensitive to Christian textual interpretations. To whit, in our ongoing discussion of Shemot, or Exodus, we 
came upon a mishna, a commentary and major rabbinic discussion that posits that the introduction of the 
Ten Commandments was, at some earlier point (before the time of the mishna, and incidentally, before the 
rise of Christianity) written right before the book of Exodus, a placement that makes some logical sense. 
The mishna went on to argue that it was taken out of that prominent spot in the text specifically because the 
Ten commandments had become so important to Christian theology, to the exclusion of the law. 
53 American liberal denominations do have a small presence in Israel, but for the most part, it is seen as a 
foreign import, and not as an fully fledged “option” according to any principal of legitimate difference. 
While Reform’s presence is limited to it’s rabbinical school’s campus, Conservative Judaism has made 
more inroads, taking on the more assimilable title of the “Masorti Movement” (“masorti” meaning 
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United States, or even that it was somehow not visible to the panelists – Yoni also spoke 

of using community mediation techniques in the Ultra-Orthodox suburb of Beit Shemesh 

as “getting various shades of black”54 around the table. However, whatever the gradation 

of one’s religious practice, the options formally recognized that evening (which are 

consistent with those recognized for various matters in the State of Israel) were only two: 

hiloni or dati – simply put: religious (in the recognized fashion) or not. 

*** 

 The question has been raised, especially with the rise of nondenominational 

Evangelical megachurches, but also in the context of the American Jewish community, 

whether the moment of denominationalism’s importance has passed (Heller et al. 2009). 

Do we now find ourselves in a non- or post-denominational age? I would argue that. At 

least for the American Jewish community, we are definitively not. While, as has always 

been the case, there are religious communities that do not conform to the denominational 

mold,55 the structures and institutions of denominationalism shape the experience of the 

women and organizations with whom I spent time in the field – from the particular 

practices of interdenominational dialogue, to the threat of an Orthodox-identifying Jew 

                                                             
“traditional”) in an effort to appeal to a broader group including immigrants from not only the United 
States, but also from other Anglophone countries with liberal movements such as England and Canada. The 
Masorti movement in Israel is formally and financially a wing of the American Conservative movement, 
and most of its congregants are American or Anglo immigrants, as well as their children. The Israeli 
government and Israeli rabbinate’s refusal to recognize these groups officially has been an ongoing source 
of discontent not only in liberal communities in Israel, but also in Jewish communities in the United States.  
54 “Black” here refers to the garb and common denotation of Ultra-Orthodox Jews as “Black hatters.” 
55 As one of the presumptive capitals of Jewish culture world-wide, New York city is home to not only the 
policy-making, clergy-producing heart of denominational Judaism, but also to a wealth of alternative, non-
denominational Jewish communities, some of which I visited during my time in the field. While vibrant 
and dedicated to their ways of life and paths of observance, these communities are largely self-contained 
and yield minimal influence on American Judaism as it is practiced across the country. 



 

 77 

 

being misrecognized as Conservative, to the very ways in which American Jews narrate 

their “Jewish Journey.56” 

 The most commonly suggested sign of American Judaism taking a post-

denominational and even post-institutional route is the phenomenon of the “Indie 

minyan,” or Independent minyan. Most commonly held by young adults in major urban 

centers such as New York, independent minyanim typically operate without any formal 

institution or clergy, and are instead lay-led and held as gatherings at community 

members’ homes. Although they lack the tell-tale institutional structure of 

denominational Judaism, such communities are not only transient – their members 

students or highly mobile young professionals – and transitory – when members marry 

and have children, they tend to move back into more established synagogue communities 

– but they have also both definitely linked to and made possible by the Conservative 

movement, the denomination in which an overwhelming majority of their participants 

grew up and received a Jewish education. Neither these, nor various one-off New York 

institutions such as Kehilat Hadar pose a meaningful threat to much more widespread 

denominational Judaisms in America. 

However, while communities continue to mold themselves according to the 

legally recognizable American grammar of denominationalism, the specific policies, 

interpretations of Jewish law, and forms of life denoted by individual denominations is 

constantly evolving. We no longer assume Reform Jews are from Germany and 

Conservative Jews are from Eastern Europe. The Reform movement has brought back 

                                                             
56 (As discussed in Chapter One) 



 

 78 

 

many of the ritual practices it once eschewed and in 1985 the Conservative movement 

ordained its first female rabbi. Likewise, Modern Orthodoxy has also shifted over time. 

 In the aftermath of what is commonly known as Modern Orthodoxy’s “slide to the 

Right,” (Heilman1989, 2006) wherein Orthodoxy and its institutions were seen as leaning 

ever more towards religious stringencies, and siding with socially conservative ultra-

Orthodoxy more often than now, several attempts have been made to swing the pendulum 

back the other way. After several institutional attempts at more liberal Orthodoxy failed 

(Edah, for example, has a peculiar afterlife as a journal), finally a manifesto by rabbi Avi 

Weiss (1997) seemed to gain (institutional) legs.  But what was and what is Open 

Orthodoxy? It is set up in a seemingly consciously denominational vein, through a focus 

on institutions like Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, Yeshivat Maharat, the International 

Rabbinic Fellowship, and several affiliated synagogue communities such as Weiss’s own 

Hebrew Institute of Riverdale. Its rhetoric also has an uncanny self-awareness as a group 

among others on a denominational spectrum. In addition to these hallmarks, Open 

Orthodoxy has a digital footprint including extensive social media platforms and a long-

standing blog cleverly called “Morethodoxy.” However, not even its practitioners are 

sure quite yet whether Open Orthodoxy “counts” s a denomination, or if it is simply a 

stream within Modern Orthodoxy. One leader in the movement pointed out to me several 

times that she thought Weiss had gone back to referring to an “Open and Modern 

Orthodoxy,” rather than using “Open” alone.  She wonders if this is a stand alone 

denomination after all.  

 Because advanced women’s Talmud programs take place in a denominational 

context – whether that is Modern, or Open, or Open and Modern – the question of 
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Ordination and the question of title took on extra importance. These are not the 

ethnographer’s questions imported into the field, but rather, discussions that happened 

every single day in these institutions. Because in denominational system, formal 

institutions are such an important hallmark of religions, and because in turn, a title seals 

one’s place in institutional leadership, anxieties over securing both institutional backing 

for textual or legal authority, and the title by which to seal that place were an all but 

consuming matter for the students with whom I worked who aspired to positions of 

Jewish leadership. 

 Institutions of rabbinic training are of course bound up in the same processes as 

denominations. While their structural role in their respective denominations is clear 

(perhaps less so for those denominations that are themselves not as yet or no longer 

clear), many variables have changed or remain up in the air as denominations, and even 

the role of the American rabbinate change.  How is rabbinical school marketed?  As a 

professional school like medical school?  How do they relate to classical yeshiva 

education, and in what ways, id any, do they relate to Christian seminaries in the United 

States?  While some of these we leave as questions, if we step to look at the role of the 

rabbi in the Unites States, we will recognize it as a distinctive job in the public sphere 

rather than as the academic credential it serves as in much of the world (and even in non-

denominational Orthodox communities in the US) (Landes 2010). We can therefore see 

some of the reasons why the role would then be further influenced by the Protestant 

pastorate, and thus see the need for the spiritual and pastoral education that has been 

introduced into American rabbinical, professional training.  While we recognize the role 

of the spiritual in both texts and institutional religion, which is perhaps always latent, it 
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has been a definitive and explicit strand of religious life and though in the US (Cover 

1995, Bender 2010, Wuthnow 1971, Rosov 2001). 

And so it is that we found ourselves heading back to classroom two one Fall 

morning, for a shiur on the “lifecycle” wherein Jewish philosophy shared space with 

Talmud, song, and a monologue by Thornton Wilder.  As Rabbi Avi Weiss handed us 

each a source sheet, he sang a niggun, and paused when he reached a student newly 

engaged to be married.  “Blessings to the Kallah!”  he cried, and broke into a different 

song for a few minutes before turning his attention to the sheet in front of us, labeled 

“Understanding Spirituality.” Like any source sheet, it contained prooftexts for the lesson 

he was going to teach, or the arguments he was going to make.  As he read from 

Soloveitchik’s Halakhic Man, he explained that his own idea of spirituality was about 

slowing down. He further explained that the lifecycle rituals that they as future clergy 

would help to facilitate enabled spiritual growth by encouraging people to slow down, 

and to notice the particular events in their lives.  And with that he asked Sarah to read the 

passage after the Soloveitchik: 

Emily: I can’t go on. It goes so fast. We don’t have time to look at one 
another. 
(She breaks down sobbing) 
I didn’t realize. So all that was going on and we never noticed. Take me 
back – up the hill – to my grave. But first: wait! One more look. 
Good-by, Good-by, world. Good-by Grover’s Corners…Mama and Papa. 
Good-by to clocks ticking…and Mama’s sunflowers. And food and 
coffee. And new-ironed dresses and hot baths…and sleeping and waking 
up. Oh earth, you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you. 
Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it? – every, every 
minute?57 

 

                                                             
57 Thornton Wilder, Our Town: a Play in Three Acts (New York, Perennial Classics), pp. 106-108 
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How are these disparate sources brought together? Weiss makes it clear in what way this 

passage, and this combination of sources are understood to be pastoral, but in what way is 

the spiritual naturalized as Jewish?  Must we attempt to make that explicit?  Or is the 

spiritual a national (American) or even universal (human) good?  

 American rabbinical schools such as the ones where I studied are still working on 

developing this aspect of their curriculum. While spiritual learning has not typically been 

considered a traditional requirement for semicha in the past, that is not to say that Jewish 

cultures, and even cultures of the beit midrash have been bereft of spirituality.  

Something that is actually fascinating about the re-creation of the rabbinic curriculum in 

America is how the entirely different set of political concerns (among denominations, 

etc) free the institutions creating these curricula to pick and choose and combine not only 

sources from Modern Orthodoxy and American literature as above, but also different 

strands of Jewish traditions that would never have been combined in their original 

(mostly European) contexts because of the historical and political divisions that actually 

produced them in the first place. During my time at Drisha, for example, practices and 

texts were borrowed from both Hasidic and mitnagdic traditions, while Yeshivat 

Maharat, at the back of the room, experimented with a daily mussar class.58  What then, 

might we consider spiritual work in the context of both American Jewish denominational 

institutions, and Weberian discourse of the “calling, ”and how do we value the work of 

the women scholars who perform it, or train to perform it? 

                                                             
58  Such seemingly ahistorical choices are also interesting to consider in relation to the time of reading, and 
of textual interpretation, pondered at length in a later chapter. While history and even simple chronology is 
in some ways essential in Torah study – I think of the endless times while reading a commentary that we 
are asked “Rashi lived when?” – Torah and Jewish life themselves are mostly not seen as producing, or 
produced by a linear sense of time. 
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*** 

If, at midnight, a well-worn story recounts, a town’s householders saw that the 

light had gone out in the Rabbi’s study, they were quick to dismiss him from his post, 

having concluded that he did not take his studies seriously enough to lead the community.  

To enter into the service of a Jewish community is, traditionally, to enter into an endless 

study59 In a tradition that ritualizes textual learning, study is considered analogous to 

prayer, which is itself conceptualized as a replacement for cultic sacrifice.  Rabbinic 

training then, produces not only leaders with baseline knowledge of Jewish law, but 

practitioners of spiritual labor. 

 Like the rabbi’s study in this shtetl scene, the Beit Midrash at the Drisha Institute 

for Jewish Education is generally well-lit. While nigh-time programs aren’t at all 

uncommon, the space, which occupies the fifth floor of an otherwise unremarkable 

building - housing, among other things, a yoga studio and a martial arts school - is 

generally at its most consistent activity levels from 8am to 5pm, while the upper West 

side sunshine streams through the large windows located over the section of shelves 

dedicated to hashkafa, or Jewish philosophy. Four walls covered in bookshelves, and row 

after row of light wooden tables, each one covered with piles of oversize hardcovers, the 

distinctive leather binding, speckled edges and gilded print covers of sforim, holy books. 

Laptops, ipads, water bottles and a surprisingly elaborate array of snack foods and 

                                                             
59 While the scope of this dissertation is limited to the case of rabbinic study, this is not to suggest that 
Jewish textual study is limited to those who engage in it professionally. In communities that make use of 
match-makers, a man’s (for yes, this is a gendered criterion) Torah study habits constitute a regular 
category for scrutiny, and, while Jewish belief in an afterlife is as varied as other aspects of Jewish 
theology (which is to say quite), classical rabbinic motifs of “the Celestial Academy” and the Talmudic 
assertion that when one is “entered into judgment” one is asked six questions about one’s life, fully three of 
which concern Torah study habits (most famously kavata itim l’Torah? Did you fix a time for Torah 
study?) (Talmud Bavli Shabbat 31a), certainly point us in a studious direction. 
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reheated leftovers occupy the valuable real estate between the ever-expanding piles of 

books while women, and the occasional man, sit at the tables, sometimes alone, but more 

often in pairs, reading, translating, discussing, and otherwise reviewing the texts in front 

of them. 

 When I began my dissertation fieldwork in 2013, the beit midrash was a house 

divided in more ways than one. When I first arrived at the beit midrash, I had selected 

what I thought looked like a good seat at a not-too crowded table near the back of the 

room. There was no way to be alone there, and that was certainly not what I was there to 

do, but neither did I want to be invasive – everyone looked very busy, but also very 

social, so I thought I’d give myself a little bit of time to sit and observe, feeling sure 

someone would come and introduce themselves any minute. And I waited. And I took 

notes, and I waited. And eventually I started to get a little bit panicky because why was 

no one talking to me, but also a little bit intrigued, because how long are people really 

going to go without acknowledging my presence. And of course I thought to myself, 

“well, it’s New York.” If you are curious, eventually, during lunch a few days later, an 

outgoing woman came and introduced herself, and after mishearing her name about six 

times, I learned her name, and that she had majored in anthropology in college, had 

originally come to Drisha to take a gap year while applying to anthropology PhD 

programs, but had then come to realize that, actually “the rabbis” She pointed to a 

Talmud sitting on the table “you know, these rabbis are the ultimate anthropologists.” 

And so she had decided to pursue the rabbinate instead.  After suggesting that I come join 

her and her chevruta (study partner) at a table in the front, she offered  “you know I think 
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no one has introduced themselves because, since you were sitting back there, we thought 

you were with them” 

 “who?” 

 “the Maharats. They sit in the back and we sit in the front of the beit midrash.” 

 “Is this a formal arrangement?” 

 “No, definitely not. It just kind of happens that way…hey you could do an 

anthropology of the space here!”  

During my previous, preliminary research stints at Drisha, I had learned that 

Yeshivat Mahara”t, technically a separate fieldsite, was in fact, renting space from Drisha 

on a temporary basis during the academic year.  Each summer, I was assured by the staff 

that by the next fall, the Maharat students would be gone. By the time I arrived in New 

York for my dissertation fieldwork, it was clear that Yeshivat Maharat was not leaving 

any time soon.  It seemed, however, that the students of the two institutions ordinarily 

never mixed. While the activities of the students all over the beit midrash had been 

indistinguishable to me without joining their conversations, I had unwittingly sat down in 

just the wrong place to engage.  Drisha students avoided me, assuming I was with 

Yeshivat Maharat, while Maharat students were a group small enough to know I wasn’t 

with them, but entirely used to working with strangers in their midst, and so didn’t think 

twice about my presence. In addition to space, the two programs share deeply significant 

historical entanglements, but at present, find themselves on slightly different trajectories 

that render their relations somewhat difficult. While we will touch on this history in a bit, 

the focus of this section will be on Yeshivat Maharat. What, in fact, was an institution 
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ostensibly operated from Riverdale, in the Bronx, doing at the back of the beit midrash 

and in classroom number two at Drisha, blocks from Lincoln Center?  

A bit of history: Yeshivat Maharat was founded in 2009 by Rabbi Avi Weiss of 

the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale (HIR) in the immediate aftermath of ordaining the 

American Jewish community’s first institutionally recognized female Orthodox clergy 

member, Sarah Hurwitz60. Hurwitz worked and continues to work as clergy at HIR, a 

large synagogue community that officially affiliates as Open Orthodox, a religious 

classification Rabbi Weiss has spoken of now for decades, and in the name of which he 

also opened a rabbinical school in the year 2000 named Yeshivat Chovevei Torah or 

YCT. The philosophy of Open Orthodoxy contrasts itself with the perceived closing off 

and “Rightward” slide of the mainstream modern Orthodox community and its 

institutional center, Yeshiva University (YU). In 2006, YCT applied for membership in 

the Rabbinical Council of America, the mainstream Modern Orthodox professional 

association for rabbis.  Graduating rabbis from YU, for example, become members of the 

RCA.  When it became apparent that the application was going to be denied, it was 

withdrawn, and in 2008, leaders of the school founded an alternative professional 

organization for Orthodox rabbis.  The International Rabbinic Fellowship welcomes 

                                                             
60 Heading into the ordination ceremony, most people imagined that Hurwitz would be given the title of 
“rabbi.” Instead they were surprised (mostly unpleasantly) that she was conferred instead with the title 
Maharat, a newly invented acronym standing for Manhiga Hilkhatit Ruchanit Toranit, or a Halakhic and 
spiritual Torah leader.  This is the title the yeshiva was to grant as well.  By 2010, when the term Maharat 
had still not caught on in Jewish circles, Rabbi Weiss publically announced that Hurwitz’s title had been 
changed to “Rabba” also an invented title, but one more instantly recognizable for what it was.  This 
sparked significant controversy, including threats from the Rabbinical Council of America to revoke 
Weiss’s membership in the organization.  Weiss declared that he could not take back Hurwitz’s title (rabba) 
but would never again ordain a woman as a Rabba.  This is why there is one rabba, while graduates of 
Yeshivat Maharat are still called Maharat.  Leading up to the first graduation in 2013, the RCA re-issued 
their 2010 statement against the ordination of women, this time clarifying that title alone was not the 
offending issue (See appendix A) 
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graduates of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, but, in accordance with a vote taken at the end of 

2010, it, like any other Orthodox organization for clergy members, will not admit women 

to its ranks.   

Originally located on the upper west side of Manhattan, YCT found itself, due to 

space and financial constraints, compelled to move to HIR’s campus in Riverdale in 

2010. Yeshivat Maharat, in turn, found itself compelled to get out of Riverdale.  The 

same reasoning lies behind the decision not to admit women to the IRF and not to have 

the men of YCT and the women of Maharat studying in the same place: As a whole, the 

Orthodox community currently does not support the authority or leadership of female 

rabbis. It does not accept their ordination.  Simply put, to belong to a rabbinic 

organization that admits women, or to invite suspicion that rabbinical students are 

studying the same rabbinic curriculum as female students (perhaps even together), 

cheapens those rabbis’ smicha, or ordination, in the eyes of the community, and 

significantly diminishes the prospects of their finding employment as Orthodox rabbis.   

Maybe even more than the split between Maharat and Drisha students, the 

purposeful division of Maharat and YCT students is illustrative of some of what is at 

stake in rabbinic studies in the United States today. Aside from any preparation to take up 

the mantle of spiritual labor through textual study, American rabbinic education has 

definite professional stakes that stem from a systematic program of denominational 

fracture. What is most clear, in the case of the students of Yeshivat Maharat, an Open 

Orthodox Institution founded specifically to train and certify women as Orthodox Jewish 

clergy members, is that women’s Talmud study is political – which is not to say that that 

is all it is. 
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 Yeshivat Maharat’s mission is to ordain female Orthodox clergy, but what exactly 

that means or can mean is complicated enormously by these two factors, 

professionalization and denominationalism, which are themselves in turn, inextricably 

bound up with each other. Denominationalism, the proliferation of religious communities 

within larger confessional bodies, has been considered a powerful social form of 

Protestant secularization since the time of Weber and Troeltsche. However, the concept 

of denomination has also been described as an important factor in both the internal 

organization of the Jewish community in the heavily Protestant nation of America, and as 

the specific way in which Judaism is enfolded into the American public sphere—that is, 

American Judaism both has internal denominations and acts as a denomination in the 

American socio-religious landscape. Although we tend to associate “denominational” 

Judaism with “liberal Judaism,” that is the Reform, Conservative, and maybe 

Reconstructionist movements, the Modern Orthodox and Open Orthodox communities in 

which institutions like Yeshiva University, Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, Yeshivat Maharat, 

and the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale are embedded are clearly shaped by pronounced 

denominational procedures such as congregational affiliation, the founding of educational 

institutions to train rabbis for those congregations, and professional associations and 

religious law councils for those rabbis trained in movement schools and working in 

affiliated congregations. The institutional framework of the denominational model is no 

accident. It is in this specific way that religion is protected by law in the United States, 

and in fact, as such, the only way in which religion is recognizable as religion.61 

                                                             
61 For a remarkable picture of the illegibility of religion, and specifically, religious authority outside the 
category of religious institutions, which are envisioned as having a monopoly on the interpretation of 
authoritative texts, see Winnifred Fallers Sullivan’s discussion in the final chapter “Free Religion” of her 
book The Impossibility of Religious Freedom.  
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 While the absence of female Orthodox rabbis is not unique to the United States, 

both the efforts to train and ordain women as Orthodox clergy, and the stakes of doing so 

are uniquely American.  In the denominational context, rabbinic work has become 

professionalized, and the term “rabbi” has come to refer to a job in the public sphere, as 

opposed to an academic distinction or a classification for those learned men who served 

the community through spiritual, most often textual labor.  Rashi--arguably the most 

prolific and most celebrated rabbinic commentator, whose words are consistently given 

pride of place on the Talmudic page, and are even printed in their own typeface to render 

them instantly recognizable—was a vintner. The Rambam, Maimonides, worked as a 

doctor. In Hassidic communities such as Lubavitch, which even in the United States, 

mostly operate outside of the denominational model, semicha is considered an 

educational standard that most men will reach, no matter what their eventual vocation.  

With the expectation that rabbinic work fell mostly outside of the responsibility to 

support one’s family, we can hardly be surprised at the assumption made by the 

community of our initial shtetl scene – that a rabbi should be bent over texts late into the 

night. In the United States, however, along with the institutional shape of protestant 

forms of religion came the influence of the protestant pastorate on the rabbinate, and 

eventually this, along with other economic considerations on the part of rabbinic schools 

such as Yeshiva University, the (Conservative) Jewish theological Seminary of America 

and the (Reform) Hebrew Union College altered the course of rabbinic education as well.  

While the idea of a standard semicha curriculum, consisting of a baseline of ritual 

halakhic knowledge one might expect a rabbi to have upon entering the service of a 
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community, has roots in pre-Emancipation Europe,62 under the influence of the Protestant 

Pastorate, rabbinical schools in America have steadily added curricula on pastoral 

counseling and other community-based skills needed to support a congregation as not just 

a posek , or legal decisor, but as professional caretaker of a community’s spiritual well-

being.  As educational institutions, they are explicitly cast as pre-professional in the same 

way as law school or medical school. 

 Yeshivat Maharat is not the first advanced women’s Talmud program, nor is it the 

first to teach women the semicha curriculum.  Although a generation ago, extremely few 

women had any access to or education in Talmud at all, there are now programs in Israel 

that train women in the tractates of Talmud most often taught in religious high schools, 

producing the next generation of Talmud teachers.  In the United States, the first 

advanced women’s Talmud program meant to “parallel rabbinic ordination”(Drisha 

website) was founded in 1992 and was known, until it stopped running in 2012, as the 

Drisha Scholars Circle.  What separates Yeshivat Maharat from these other institutions, 

however, is its explicit goal of 100% employment for its graduates, who will be ordained, 

as Orthodox clergy.  That Yeshivat Maharat has chosen to use the contemporary language 

of rabbinical school-as-vocational represents an important departure from its 

predecessors, who have couched their programs in the language of either academics or in 

a traditional rhetoric of what is known as Torah Lishma, or “Torah for its own sake.”  

One Saturday early in my stay in New York, I trekked over and up from Harlem 

to Washington Heights, where I had been invited for Shabbos lunch by an old friend I 

had met while studying in Jerusalem. One by one, he introduced me to his other guests, 

                                                             
62 (And the image of semicha itself as an unbroken chain of knowledge stretching back to Revelation at 
Sinai has roots that extend back as far as the rabbinic movement itself)  
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including a woman named Irit. He was especially excited to try the dessert she had 

brought, he said, now that she was a professional caterer.  He began to talk about the 

small kosher catering business she had started out of her home, but Irit interrupted him, 

snorting bitterly “only when my dreams of becoming the first female Orthodox rabbi 

didn’t come to fruition.”  Over the course of a very long lunch, what unfolded for me (for 

the other guests already knew this story, and would periodically interject on behalf of 

others they knew who had gone through similar ordeals) was that Irit had studied and 

worked at Drisha full time for five years, including three years in the Scholars Circle, had 

worked as a “congregational intern” but had found that her qualifications, her rabbinic 

training, did not, in the end qualify her for anything in particular. She expressed 

significant anger with Drisha, blaming the founder of the program for not “taking the 

next steps,” and explaining that she, that all of her cohort had always assumed that 

something would, in the end, come out of their studies. In the hyper-connected world of 

the Manhattan Modern Orthodox community, how could it not? But nothing happened.  

Some of the early scholars now teach at Drisha, and others, frustrated like Irit, ran out of 

patience and refused to set foot in the building ever again.   

While I could understand her anger, I was also a little bit confused at why it was 

so focused on Drisha itself. Having diligently read all the materials about and from my 

fieldsites, I knew (and didn’t everyone?) that Drisha never claimed to be anything but a 

Torah Lishma institution. Torah for its own sake.  So why would you expect anything 

from studying there? While I can’t pass judgment as to whether Irit was justified in her 

anger and alienation from Drisha, Torah Lishma is itself a rather intriguing concept.  As a 

time-honored ideology of Torah study – positing that Torah study is reward in itself – it 
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has quite a wide circulation (and might benefit from a historical study of its usage), but 

its practical ramifications are unclear.  How far does one take its meaning?  Should one 

not accept money for teaching the Torah that one has learned?  Certainly that is not a 

common interpretation. Should a sofer, or scribe not accept money for the laborious 

process of writing a Torah scroll?  That is also not in question. And this is not to mention 

the many sources that assert that Torah study is good not in itself, but because it leads to 

action. Alongside the principle of Torah Lishma there operates always the acknowledged 

truth that “ayn kemach, ayn Torah” without bread there is no Torah.  Therefore, in the 

American Jewish context where, as discussed above, community is indexed by 

institutions, and the ultimate value that can be placed on rabbinic study is the gathering of 

and recognition by these kinds of institutionally seated communities, the tendency of 

women’s institutions to fall back on a rhetoric of Torah l’shma effectively sets up 

something of a roadblock for women who have professional and institutional stakes on 

the line. 

Between classes in the kitchen at Drisha, I stand talking to Sarah, a Maharat 

student I have been studying with.  After a semester spent mostly working with Drisha 

students, I have now been attending Maharat classes full time for a few weeks.  Sarah has 

significant ties to Yeshiva University, and I have asked her about her choice to attend 

Yeshivat Maharat instead of GPATS, the graduate program in Advanced Talmudic 

Studies, which is a program run by YU that also teaches women (and only women) the 

smicha curriculum,63 and culminates in the awarding of a masters degree in Talmud. 

                                                             
63 Or did at the time. In the Spring of 2014, YU announced plans to seriously overhaul GPATS’s 
administration and curriculum. The new program is, on the one hand, no longer based on the smicha 
curriculum, but on the other, does address practical concerns of post-graduate employment in ways that a) 



 

 92 

 

After considering the question for a minute, she says, slowly, “well, I think GPATS has 

the same hashkafa as we do, but giving a Masters for learning this curriculum, I think, 

significantly undervalues the work we do.” But how, exactly, are the studies of a Maharat 

valued? What is it that they study and what is it that they get? The curriculum at Yeshivat 

Maharat, it is very much in line with both the Pastorally-inflected curricula of American 

rabbinic schools, and with its goal of 100% employment post-graduation.  From the 

arcane—thorough analyses of the financial ramifications of rogue cows for their owners, 

those who took an oath to watch them, and those who had perhaps already committed to 

buying them but had not yet paid—to the immanently and obviously practical—a 

discussion in the context of the laws of mourning about ways in which families with 

different levels of observance might be sensitively brought together in accordance with 

halakha, Jewish law that only some of them might know or respect—studies at Yeshivat 

Maharat are always oriented towards having a future with texts, a future in Orthodox 

Jewish leadership.  While the latter discussion of halakha has clear pastoral implications, 

Talmudic lerning such as the discussion of oaths in Baba Metzia above are treated as skill 

building for the smart but unskilled girls many of them (probably with excessive 

modesty) imagine themselves to be upon entering the Yeshiva.  Much like the discussion 

of a liberal arts education that has been put in terms of “learning to learn,” especially in 

cases where the practicality of a particular major is in question, these women are lerning 

to lern, that is, learning to spend time with texts, a practice of rabbinic work that they are 

hoping to need, both as spiritual exercise and as practical vocation in the 

denominationally structured American Jewish community.  

                                                             
it never had previously and b) take what are thought of as acceptable forms of “womens work” in the 
mainstream Orthodox community into account. 
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On the Daf: Textual Engagement, Marginalization, and Service in Feminist 

Orthodoxy 

 
It was an early Spring morning during my first full semester at the Drisha Institute 

for Jewish Education, and it was looking like a slow day. Several of us dotted the Beit 

Midrash, but without the steady hum of an organized class in session. Seated at a long 

table covered in piles of books that stood in defiance of taped-on notices to please put the 

books back on the shelves that lined the walls, I looked to the book holder at the center of 

the table, identical to the one on each of the tables in the Beit Midrash. Along with the 

Jastrow and Frank Talmud Dictionaries—references used world-wide to help students 

parse the Aramaic of the Talmudic works that form the backbone of an advanced Jewish 

education—and along with the equally ubiquitous slim manual now known as “Aiding 

Talmud Study,” famously changed from “Aids to Talmud Study” in the mid-80’s, and 

full of pull out charts laying out where and when the rabbis of the Talmud and 

commentaries lived, whose sons, students, teachers and rivals they were—each table was 

also equipped with a copy of The Book of Books.  

A large, paperback reference guide, The Book of Books was, as far as one could 

tell, native to the beit midrash at Drisha itself. In elaborating on the layout and 

organization of Drisha’s shelving system, The Book of Books seemed an endless list of 

rabbinic names, which I was now perusing. In what is a predominantly literary tradition, 

some rabbis have come to be known by the titles of their famous books (The Aish 

Kodesh, to cite a relatively recent example, Rabbi Kalonymous Kalman Shapira, also 

sometimes known as the Piaseczner Rebbe). Many other prolific rabbinic commentators 

are best known by titles that are, in fact, contractions composed of their initials, like 
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Rashi (Rabi Shlomo Itzhaki), Rambam (Rabbenu Moshe ben Maimon), Ramban (Rabbi 

Moshe ben Nachman,) or the Ralbag (Rabbi Levi ben Gershon). 

I looked up from the reference to Rena, the last remaining student from Drisha’s 

now-defunct Scholars Circle program. She had been allowed to stay on for her last year 

to complete the curriculum, which is modeled after Yeshiva University’s Semicha or 

ordination program for men, and graduate in Summer. She looked at me expectantly, 

perhaps anticipating being asked to help find a text on the shelves she had mined for the 

past several years of her education. Instead I asked her, gesturing towards the long 

columns of “R” entries on the page, “What would your rabbi name be?” It’s a bit of a 

silly question, since none of the commentators listed on the page ever had the opportunity 

to choose their own moniker, and since Scholar Circle graduates had historically never 

been granted titles at all. However, since they had begun sharing their beit midrash with 

the women of Yeshivat Maharat, the question of titles--which had always bubbled just 

below the surface for advanced Talmud scholars at Drisha, who were told to study Torah 

“lishma,” for it’s own sake, and then at most sent to dead-end “congregational intern 

positions” at particularly progressive congregations in the suburbs--was never far from 

anyone’s lips these days. After a moment of consideration, Rena answered me. 

“MOREDET,” she said. “Modern Orthodoxy Requires Dignity Every Time.” 

This mnemonic, of course, does more than merely play with the naming tradition 

that generally bears far less conceptual weight and bestows far more political authority. 

The requirement for “dignity” that Rena ascribes to Modern Orthodoxy itself highlights a 

major tension in Orthodox public ritual practice and its historically gendered character. 

Public Torah reading, reading aloud, to and for an assembled congregation, is the 
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centerpiece of any Shabbat or holiday synagogue service. And while traditional 

arguments over whether women can even touch a Torah scroll have mostly been laid to 

rest in communities affiliating as Modern Orthodox, the question of whether women may 

fulfill the communal obligation of publically reading from the Torah lies well “outside 

the Orthodox consensus”(JPost) and hinges on two separate, and in this case, seemingly 

competing concepts of dignity. Human dignity, Kevod HaBriot, is the dignity of each 

individual, which one suspects was the kind of dignity Rena meant to include in her 

would-be rabbinic moniker, and is the dignity that feminist-aligned rabbinic authorities 

like Daniel Sperber argue “should prevent the shaming of contemporary women, 

particularly in a community that has agreed for women to read”(Jpost). A more prevalent 

argument stemming from the Babylonian Talmud (mesechet megillah 23a) however, 

gives more weight to the concept of kevod hatzibur, the dignity of the congregation. 

Here, this is the community assembled for the reading. According to common (or 

traditional) interpretations of this ancient argument, the dignity of the congregation would 

be diminished if a woman were called to read because it would imply, or lend the 

appearance that there were no men present who possessed the requisite skills to perform 

this ritual function. 

While the problem of ritual competency is, in fact, a major concern in North 

American Jewish communities (although more so in non-Orthodox communities where 

rigorous Jewish education is far less commonplace), and does, as a consequence, impact 

the expected role of clergy, adding a public role that complicates arguments over female 

rabbinic leadership, there is not much to suggest that public ritual is a major job 

requirement for rabbis, who are, by the most minimal and traditional of definitions, 
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simply qualified halakhic decisors. A rabbinic education is, at bottom, a legal education. 

It follows that the aspect of women’s participation in Jewish life that I engaged with most 

consistently throughout my fieldwork was that of women’s scholarship, since textual 

mastery and Talmudic education are the proverbial keys to religious authority in 

Orthodox Jewish communities. Though the batei midrashim where this education takes 

place are far less public than the synagogue services that might come to mind when we 

try to imagine Jewish communal life, Jewish religious scholarship is no less ritualized, 

and in fact, no less central to Jewish life than are public Torah readings or lifecycle 

events. To whit, while the image of Jewish engagement with text that might come to 

mind most readily for many of us is that of the 13 year old bar mitzvah boy called to the 

Torah in front of his family and friends, the image most frequently brought up in the field 

was that of scholarship as one of three pillars supporting the world itself, the others being 

service and acts of lovingkindess64. One might feel justified in pausing from study only 

in order to build the other two, very necessary legs of this world-sustaining tripod, and 

even when sleeping, there is the helpful reassurance that somewhere on the other side of 

the world, Jews are studying by daylight. 

Unlike the Torah scroll, which is dressed, protected, celebrated and communally 

read, Talmud, the quintessential text of Jewish scholarship, was never meant to be written 

down. Also called Oral Torah, the Talmud gradually took its written form, following a 

decision to commit oral tradition to text, and therefore, more securely to communal 

memory. The complex structure of the Talmudic page bears traces of this history, 

ensuring that learning Talmud is both interpersonal and intertextual. Because of this, 

                                                             
64 Pirkei Avot 1:2 al shlosha dvarim ha olam omed: al ha Torah, al ha’avodah, v’al g’milut hasidim 
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Torah study (which is used as a blanket term for spending time with Jewish texts, mostly 

Talmud) is necessarily diverse and dynamic. To capture this, before turning to the layout 

of the page itself, I turn to a few scenes from the field. 

*** 

After hours of reviewing the text in partners or small groups in the beit midrash, 

or study hall, we headed to the classroom for shiur, the class itself where the assigned 

passages of Talmud would be elucidated.  That spring, I sat across from Shoshanah, the 

teacher, at the corner of the table, often sharing a text with whichever student sat next to 

me – the class crowded together intimately, using less than half of the large table space, 

and so our outsize leather volumes wouldn’t all fit if laid open on the table 

simultaneously.  Books open, with maybe seven of us in attendance, we would begin the 

ritualized process of checking connections and dial-ins. As we drew rudimentary 

diagrams of possible transactions involving cows that had been borrowed then stolen, or 

which had been rented only to then die in a swamp under a third-party watchman’s eye, 

these class sessions were all recorded for students’ later reference, and virtually attended 

by at least as many students via both a tele-conference line and OOVOO (which is like 

skype). Remote (at least for a portion of their studies), but in front of the same text, with 

their fingers similarly poised in the same spot on the page, ready to read aloud if called 

on, these students participated in one of the more recent iterations of a long Jewish 

tradition of textual community, and this was an accepted practice, with all the glitches 

that came along with it.  

Settling in on an April Thursday afternoon, I noticed a bit more table space in 

front of me than I had become accustomed to. Maybe I could open my own book today, I 
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thought, and not look on in my neighbor’s copy. Two spots over, I identified the reason 

for the extra space: An ipad. Laptops and ipads were common in the beit midrash, and 

even in the classroom, with students fielding instant messages from their remote 

counterparts – alerting them that the conference line was out, or asking which page we 

were on anyway, and suggesting the possibility that what if there had only been one cow, 

borrowed multiple times, and we were therefore truly counting transactions and not 

cows? But today Miri had brought her ipad and no text, no leather-bound, gold-embossed 

sefer. She had brought her ipad in place of a text, and that was a bit different. 

Connections secured, and my own copy of the tractate Bava Metzia in front of me, we 

were ready to begin. A conscientious student, Miri wasted no time in raising her hand and 

inquiring: “so, how important is it that we read from the sefer itself?” 

“Well…very” came the answer from Shoshana.  

“But you see, it’s not just the words here. I got this new app on my ipad, and it’s 

actually set up physically like a page of Talmud, so it’s like I’m ‘on the daf 65,’ even 

though I don’t have the book. Is that ok?”  Shoshana conceded that perhaps such an app - 

featuring the distinctive and purposefully complex page structure of the Talmud, where 

nesting Aramaic commentaries and intertextual dialogue radiated from the Hebrew verse 

and its initially canonized commentary at the center of the page – perhaps such an app 

was superior to a mere copy of the words, but no, it would not and could not replace the 

Book itself.  She indicated that, if nothing else, these women would need to be 

accustomed to handling and finding their place in these volumes in the Jewish communal 

leadership positions to which they aspired. What she didn’t articulate was the awe 

                                                             
65 “daf” referring specifically to a folio page of Talmud 
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commonly expressed in Jewish communities at a truly excellent Talmud scholar’s ability 

to open a volume of Talmud to any page at random, and know that page, feel at home and 

able to demonstrate expertise. It didn’t need to be said that such skills were born of 

decades of handling these Jewish texts, and that they, as women, would most likely 

struggle to catch up with this for the rest of their lives. So for the purposes of Talmud 

study, “on the daf” would have to mean really on the daf – reading from a page of a 

volume of Talmud.  

Since mid-century, Orthodox Jews in America have come to see engaging with 

religious texts as not only an essential, but actually the definitional activity of producing 

Jewish identity and partaking in Jewish culture. In his seminal critique of the rise of a 

new textual culture in American Orthodoxy, titled “Rupture and Reconstruction,” Haym 

Soloveitchik remarks: 

If I were asked to characterize in a phrase the change that religious Jewry has 
undergone in the past generation, I would say that it was the new and controlling 
role that texts now play in contemporary religious life. And in saying that, I open 
myself to an obvious question: What is new in this role? Has not traditional 
Jewish society always been regulated by the normative written word, the 
Halakhah? Have not scholars, for well over a millennium, pored over the Talmud 
and its codes to provide Jews with guidance in their daily round of observances? 
Is not Jewish religiosity proudly legalistic, and isn't exegesis its classic mode of 
expression? Was not "their portable homeland," their indwelling in their sacred 
texts, what sustained the Jewish people throughout its long exile? (321) 

To which, he writes,  

The answer is, of course, yes. However, as the Halakhah is a sweepingly 
comprehensive regula of daily life-covering not only prayer and divine service but 
equally food, drink, dress, sexual relations between man and wife, the rhythms of 
work and patterns of rest-it constitutes a way of life. And a way of life is not 
learned but rather absorbed. Its transmission is mimetic, imbibed from parents and 
friends, and patterned on conduct regularly observed in home and street, 
synagogue and school. 

Of this everyday and absorbed form of mimetic tradition Soloveitchik asks, and then 
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answers “Did these mimetic norms - the culturally prescriptive - conform with the legal 

ones? The answer is, at times, yes; at times no (321)” Soloveitchik is, himself, indexing a 

centuries-old debate on the fuzzy relation between halakha and minhag, law and custom, 

when he muses that, before this new “shift of authority to texts and their enshrinement as 

the sole source of authenticity,”(339) “Custom was a correlative datum of the halakhic 

system. And, on frequent occasions, the written word was reread in light of 

traditional behavior” (322). 

In this environment of textual ascendancy, the consumption and production of 

religious text comes to stand in for other forms of continuation and community, a 

phenomenon that raises the question of what it might mean for one’s place in the “chain 

of tradition” - now more than ever envisioned as an infinite radiation of commentary and 

engagement with the rabbis of the Talmud - to have one’s textual life as an American 

Orthodox Jew come under threat – that is, to have one’s access to the texts of the tradition 

cut off, or to produce a text in danger of not being communally consumed. The reality of 

living under this kind of threat characterizes the experience of the female Orthodox 

Talmud scholars among whom I studied during my dissertation fieldwork in New York 

City. Jewish women have historically not been given access to many of the primary texts 

of Jewish tradition, most notably the Talmud, whose volumes stand at the center of the 

culture of Jewish scholarship, and from whose pages are gleaned Jewish law and Jewish 

legal thought. Women hardly figure in the texts themselves, which were compiled by and 

for male rabbis over several centuries, and except for rare, apocryphal cases (such as that 

of Rashi, the Medieval French commentator who was said to have taught his daughters 

Talmud), have been barred from Talmud study. It is only in the past few decades that a 
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significant number of liberal Modern Orthodox communities in North America have 

introduced Talmud study for girls. However, this is still far from the norm. 

When I first met Sarit, she was completing her mechina66 year, or preparatory 

studies, for Yeshivat Maharat, the institution that would eventually ordain her as an 

Orthodox Jewish clergy member. As we sat at a long table in the beit midrash at the 

Drisha Institute, discussing Drisha’s new co-educational programming for college 

students, and the pride that the head rabbi had expressed in this new program as “the 

wave of the future,” she told me that she had grown up attending schools where girls 

were not taught Talmud, and that these schools still don’t teach girls Talmud, so a 

program like this, while deserving of the rabbi’s pride, only catered to a very specific 

“pocket” of the Orthodox community, and could not replace the women’s-only programs 

that Drisha still housed. “Women,” she explained “could reach 35 years old (she herself 

was significantly younger) without having studied Talmud, and this gave them a place 

that was not as intimidating.”  

In the current environment where textual transmission replaces familial or even 

communal mimesis as a religious authenticator, only those whose textual voice is 

produced, distributed and consumed by an Orthodox readership find any measure of 

religious legal authority available to them. One result of this new basis for authority has 

been an explosion in the production of Jewish legal texts, most of which would have been 

considered superfluous in a previous era. Over the past several decades, “the vast 

                                                             
66 The mechina year is a widespread practice of American rabbinical schools across the denominational 
spectrum.  If an applicant is deemed appropriate for the rabbinate, but lacking in certain pre-requisite 
textual skills, they will be accepted into an ordination program, with the additional stipulation of a 
preliminary, skill-building year.  In the liberal denominations, this happens most typically with candidates 
from less observant, less institutionally involved family backgrounds.  In Modern Orthodox Women’s 
Talmud programs, this is most often the result of gender segregated religious curricula with do not expose 
women to Talmud studies at all. 
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halakhic corpus [has been] scoured, new doctrines discovered and elicited, old ones given 

new prominence, and the results collated and published. Abruptly and within a 

generation, a rich literature of religious observance has been created, and - this should be 

underscored - it focuses on performances Jews have engaged in and articles they have 

used for thousands of years. (323) 

Much of this new production takes the form of physical texts, from gilded seforim 

to pamphlets sold out of basements in Boro Park. Even such quotidian texts as prayer 

books and cookbooks have been revamped under a new level of scrutiny, as Jeremy 

Stolow explains in Orthodox by Design, his study of the U.S. based ultra-Orthodox 

publishing house Artscroll. These texts have been re-edited, re-assembled, re-

commented, and re-bound in order to ultimately give them a new level of appeal and seal 

of authority. As Stolow’s work confirms, these efforts have been rewarded with a near 

monopoly on traditional Jewish prayerbook sales in the English-speaking world, 

extending well beyond groups that share any ideological kinship with the ultra-

conservative publishing house. 

However, not all of this new textual abundance is bound and paginated. The rise 

of new specialized technology such as the software produced by Bar Ilan University to 

aid in Jewish textual research has dramatically altered the production of current Jewish 

religious texts. The software distributed by the Bar Ilan Responsa Project, known as “Bar 

Ilan” for short, is a massive, searchable database of 3,000 years of Jewish texts. A simple 

search will yield all uses of a word or phrase or law in these texts in a fraction of a 

fraction of the time it would take to look them up manually – and in most cases, the range 

of texts pulled up will far exceed what any library or beit midrash can think of housing 
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on its shelves. These days, most batei midrash of a certain size have a computer set up 

(even if it is the only computer in the room) exclusively as a workstation to consult the 

Bar Ilan database.  The increasing use of this software has major implications for Jewish 

textual authority, not all of which have been fully worked out. The new (and extreme) 

diversification of sources it makes available to scholars who, previously, would turn to 

several key texts and opinions as authoritative when writing their own legal works, raises 

questions about communal norms of citation, scholarship, and tradition. Scholars must 

now continually decide if historically dominant sources should be re-cast in the light of 

the multiplicity of other voices of the tradition, or if, instead, the texts brought to light by 

the Bar Ilan previously remained obscure because they were minor to begin with. 

While both new technology and the general sense of a communal need to ritualize 

what were previously cultural norms, and to write them into tradition with rule-based 

precision have both tended to increase the variety of textual voices available to American 

Orthodox Jews, the female religious scholars with whom I worked were (and are) 

constantly under threat of both non-recognition and misrecognition. They are trained to 

become halakhic decisors, but their literary production, rather than straightforwardly 

adding to the textual culture of Orthodoxy as a “reassertion of difference” (332) from 

other denominational forms of American Judaism, risks not only not being picked up by 

Orthodoxy as authoritative, but also the very real possibility of being picked up instead 

by non-Orthodox sources.67 During my time in the field, the Rabbinical Council of 

America, the most influential professional organization of American Orthodox rabbis, 

                                                             
67 The latter is, of course, not a straightforwardly negative consequence. Open Orthodoxy, the movement 
behind Yeshivat Maharat, for example, is not only self-aware as a denomination among others, and 
therefore welcoming of interdenominational dialogue, but also thrives on the general principal that almost 
any exposure is good exposure. 
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threatened to revoke the founder of Yeshivat Maharat’s membership because of his work 

in ordaining women. They also refused membership to graduates of Open Orthodoxy’s 

rabbinical school, Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, which went on to form its own professional 

body for its graduates, the International Rabbinic Fellowship, which in turn voted against 

the inclusion of women from its ranks. The RCA issued repeated statements against the 

validity of women’s ordination, coming to yet another “resolution regarding Ordination 

of women” as recently as late 2015 forbidding any Orthodox institutions from hiring 

female rabbis, whether in title or function. By February 2017, the Orthodox Union, or 

OU, the larger umbrella organization that the RCA serves, felt compelled to issue a 

public statement to the same effect68 (The OU’s pronouncement has unleashed a much 

more public debate than the RCA statement did, and has inspired now notorious rebuttals 

such as “the OU should stick to tuna fish”69) A major intended purpose of these 

resolutions and others of their kind, which specify that not only are women not to 

publically lead congregations, but, more crucially, that they are not to rule on matters of 

religious law (forward, OU) is to prevent the communal consumption of these women’s 

textual work – stripping it of the communal authority they had hoped to earn through 

their time and effort in the Beit Midrash. 

Here, I wish to mention another recent development in Jewish textual 

engagement. For not only are there new and contested entrants onto the scene of 

Orthodox legal textual production, there are also new forms of rabbinic legal texts being 

                                                             
68 https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-
Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20
Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2ND
MS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0  
69 http://forward.com/news/362043/orthodox-union-adopts-policy-barring-women-clergy/  

https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
http://forward.com/news/362043/orthodox-union-adopts-policy-barring-women-clergy/
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introduced, with various degrees of success, amidst a complex web of traditional, 

technological, political and literary considerations. In the latter portion of my fieldwork, I 

found myself spending a few days each week in the offices of a major NGO supporter of 

Orthodox Women’s Talmud programs, an organization whose general mission was to 

promote Orthodox feminism – the definition of which appeared to be indefinitely 

deferred in the practical quest for a maximum number of supporters, and even a sort of 

“big tent” status.  I spent much of my time helping to clean out, organize, and catalogue 

their closets, which contained a fascinating archive of the organization’s production, 

involvement, and priorities over the course of the few decades since its founding.  I was 

also called on for some editing work, and in the particular case that follows, I found 

myself implicated in the “failed” production of a rabbinic text. 

After Jewish women’s education and leadership, one of the organization’s most 

important priorities was “ritual inclusion” for women. Accordingly, a continually hot 

topic over the past several years has been the halakhic and/or communal acceptability of 

“partnership minyans” – a particular format for communal prayer that strives for maximal 

inclusion of women within the letter of the law (and incidentally, often features women 

reading publically from the Torah). Many (or most) Orthodox communities register a 

level of discomfort with the practice, and still others specifically ban it, including 

Yeshiva University, the flagship institution of Modern Orthodoxy, which made news 

while I was in the field by announcing it would deny ordination to any members of its 

classes found to have participated in a partnership minyan. The organization was heavily 

involved in brokering discussions surrounding this practice, but did not take an official 

stance on partnership minyans, wishing to support both those who did find the practice 
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acceptably Orthodox, and those who did not. After a regularly scheduled staff meeting, 

spent largely on evaluating the success of various posts on social media, measured in 

“likes,” “shares,” and “interactions,” I was handed a document. A rabbi had sent a 60+ 

page pro-partnership minyan piece to the organization some time ago, hoping they might 

want to publish it. It needed, I was told, a lot of cleaning up, and no one had had time to 

take care of it yet. Once polished, the goal would be to help the rabbi find somewhere 

else (online) to publish the piece, and then to possibly provide a link to it somewhere on 

their own site.  The implication was that they liked the idea of making this opinion (or at 

least, a pro-partnership minyan opinion in general) available, but wouldn’t endorse it as 

their own.    

I did not know what to make of this piece. Having plenty of experience in reading 

both a variety of academic and rabbinic literary genres, I found myself unable to place the 

document, making it exceedingly difficult to evaluate. What should guide my 

expectations for this piece of writing? When a rabbi posts an opinion online because he 

wants to “put his opinion out there,” does he speak with the weight of tradition?  Is it a 

legal document if it has not been solicited?  Should such a piece be held to the standards 

and norms of rabbinic literature?  These were all new questions. The piece in question 

was neither responsa literature nor academic. It featured an entire, lengthy blog post 

copy-pasted from another rabbi’s website. While this would be more than questionable 

practice in academic writing, I wondered if maybe this should be more generously read as 

an updated extension of a rabbinic tradition of citing the teachings of other rabbi’s, who 

spoke in the name of other rabbis, who often spoke the words taught by their rabbis, and 

so on. Would it make sense to look at in this way? No one in the office could offer any 
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guidance on the matter. In several places, the author became sidetracked and made long 

tirades against other denominations, especially the Conservative movement. It seemed 

beside the point to me, since it did nothing to advance his argument, and since 

partnership minyan was an Orthodox matter alone, but I wondered if I should see this as 

some kind of obiter dicta? And further, while the organization was Orthodox, nothing I 

had seen of it would have led me to believe they would find violent ranting against liberal 

denominations to be tasteful or expedient. Given my research questions, I myself found it 

interesting, but I was surprised to find a lack of consensus on whether these multi-page 

sections should be edited out. In the end, the piece was shelved not because of any of this, 

but because it became “tarnished” having leaned heavily, to the tune of 50%, on the 

arguments of another rabbi, who may or may not have had a solid halakhic argument, but 

who was implicated in a major sex scandal before my time in the field was up70 leading 

us back to another classic discussion in Jewish tradition – from whom may we learn? 

Who is a Torah scholar? And by extension, who is a rabbi? For now, if this is to be 

judged from textual presence in the Jewish community, women still have a lot of catching 

up to do. 

*** 

“‘Yukel, we left our frustrated shores behind and embarked on your book’ 
‘You have not left the book since.’ 

 ‘You could not have.’ 
 ‘But sometimes the space between the lines is so large that you seem to tread on  

  new ground.’ 
‘The margins are so wide.’  
 
 The book chains us together.” (Jabes 72) 

 

While new media and technology have not been shied away from, and have found 

                                                             
70 This is discussed in chapter 4 
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what is sure to be a lasting place in the beit midrash, the sefer, the book as a printed 

object, remains at the center of Jewish religious scholarship and ritual life. For the 

thingliness of Jewish books—their value above and beyond either their materials or the 

content of the text written within them—remains one of their most striking properties. 

Upon entering the beit midrash at Drisha for the first time, during a stint of preliminary 

fieldwork, straightaway, I met an alumna of the program who stood gazing at the shelves 

and rushed to inform me “I put these books on these shelves with my own two hands” 

when Drisha had moved to its current location. Rather than gathering any volumes to 

read, she stood, visiting the books like the Benjaminian collector who revels in “a 

relationship to objects which does not emphasize their utilitarian value—that is, their 

usefulness—but studies and loves them as the scene, the stage of their fate”(Benjamin 

60). 

However, even at the heart of a beit midrash culture that cherishes the book as 

such, we also encounter textualism and even the book itself as a familiar, transcendent, 

and in fact, dominant metaphor of contemporary Jewish life. In a popular twice-weekly 

class on parshanut71 that I followed for a semester at Drisha, there were about 14 

students, half of whom were full-timers, and the other half of whom formed a 

multigenerational core group of women who had been studying a small section of the 

chumash and its commentaries together for several years. In a reversal of typical 

procedure, this class began with shiur and only afterwards, if there was time, did the 

students break into pairs or small groups to track down and analyze sources for 

themselves. On the day before Passover break, the teacher mused on the nature of the 

                                                             
71 Which means, perhaps tellingly, both “commentary” and “interpretation” 
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public, collective revelation at Sinai as a moment of nation-building, savoring the 

wordplay of medieval commentators who asked if the “sefer haBrit” the book of the 

covenant, is really (also) “sefer haBria B’nai Israel” the book of the creation of the 

Jewish people as such. After we had all reviewed the sources, she picked back up, 

tempering her earlier thesis and suggesting that in fact, maybe the constituent event is not 

the revelation itself – the receiving of the book—but rather, the way this memory is 

understood and told. “It’s how you tell your story!” She exclaimed, offering her 

conclusion as not only an elucidation of text, but also as personal advice. She sent the 

students on their way and off to prepare for their Passover Seders with the exhortation 

“Do not forget to investigate who you are. What is your Sefer? What is your Sippur? 

What is your Haggadah? [What is your book? What is your story? What is your telling?] 

That is what this holiday is about!” 

How indeed, do Jewish texts tell their stories? This kind of personalization of the 

idea of the book (“what is your sefer?) reminds one of Edmond Jabes’ Book of Questions, 

a prose poem populated by rabbinic commentators, where the narrator’s initial goal is  

“‘To be able to say ‘I am in the book. The book is my world, my country, my roof, and 

my riddle. The book is my breath and my rest’” (Jabes 31). But one wonders if 

participation in, or indeed service to Jewish tradition is, in fact, restful or comfortable. Is 

it a roof, a home to be inherited, or how is it projected through time?  We now look to the 

layout of the Talmudic page itself. 

“You dream of having a place in the book and, right away, you become a word 

shared by eyes and lips”(Jabes 29). So pronounces Reb Seni, one of a chorus of fictitious 

rabbis who populate Jabes’ multi-volume poem, telling of paginated peregrinations to 
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find hope (244), home, breath, and rest (31) in the book, while also identifying the 

writer’s “pen [as] the center of the white abyss where he hanged himself”(360). At the 

center of most pages of Talmud, however, the reader will find a Mishnah – a Hebrew 

paragraph or verse of redacted oral tradition, also known as Oral Torah, followed by the 

Gemara, a commentary on the Mishnah, written in Aramaic – around which, centuries of 

later Aramaic commentary have been gathered. Against the center margin of a print 

volume of Talmud, any student in the beit midrash can tell you, you will find the 

famous 12th century commentary of Rashi. Although other commentaries drift in 

position from page to page, disappearing and reappearing, the Rashi commentary, 

already distinct in its typography, rarely budges from its place nearest the binding. I 

was told repeatedly throughout my fieldwork in women’s Talmud programs in New 

York City, that this is so that, in case the book is burned (a very real consideration 

throughout history), Rashi has the greatest chance of survival, or at least will be the 

last to go. 

And so, although we begin reading the Talmudic page at its center, with the 

Mishnah, working our way outwards as we develop understanding (and likely, questions), 

the way we in fact enter the debates recorded in the text—the way we add to the text, and 

participate in this accretive tradition—is always necessarily at the margins. We might 

think of our “voices around the text”(Boyarin 1993) as adding marginalia ever closer to 

the edge of the page, or even of the page expanding to engulf our words of Torah, which 

are mythologically understood to have always already been given to us at Sinai. For 
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although we like to think of a chain of tradition, bringing to mind a somewhat more linear 

picture, Jewish texts grow outward, through radiating commentaries.72 

But just as “dignity” can take multiple forms, so may the space of the margin and 

the space/status of the marginalized. While all new commentary is added in the margins, 

when Orthodox Jewish women, whether or not they call themselves feminists,73 step 

forward and demand more active participation and leadership roles within their Orthodox 

communities, they engage a history, both personal and communal, of women being 

sidelined from the heart of Jewish textual life--often quite literally, through means such 

as the use of alternative texts in women’s education74 and the physical cordoning off of 

women in separate sections of synagogues, generally removed from the Torah service. 

“Women’s marginality” Susannah Heschel writes “lies at the heart of the rabbinic 

system. To be involved as a rabbinic Jew, for women, is to stand at the edges of Jewish 

life, not at its center.” (Heschel 133). It would seem a cruel trick to say that these kinds of 

margins are “where the action is” in the same way that the outside edge of the Talmudic 

page plays host to new ideas and commentaries. But neither is this space irrelevant or 

unrelated. It is indeed, a fertile space for growth. Recalling Sarit’s experience of growing 

up in a community where girls were not taught the Talmud that their male counterparts 

were, and of finding in Drisha a necessary space and opportunity to learn these texts and 

                                                             
72 To clarify, not only is the dominant metaphor of commentary as a chain of tradition not strictly linear in 
terms of time (as discussed in much greater depth in chapter 4), but also the very act of “commentary” is 
not one we must assume comes after our reading, our that our readings come prior to our commentary.  
The scenes of textual engagement described in this chapter are themselves acts of commentary. Michael 
Puett eloquently makes a similar point in the context of the Classical Chinese tradition in his recent essay 
“Texts and Commentary: The Early Tradition” 
73 It is worth discussing the use of the language of feminism in the field as the language at hand. This is not 
to say that these women are not, in fact, feminists, but that for them, the language of feminism indexes a 
unique set of issues facing Orthodox Jewish women. See also Blue Greenberg book  On Women and 
Judaism: The View from Tradition. 
74 The practice of women reading the zena u’rena, for example in Europe, instead of classical Hebrew texts  
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develop her skills, we see that this particular margin formed the ground in which 

women’s Talmud programs grew and developed into the institutions they are today. 

This growth, however, is unsurprisingly contested. Most rabbinic commentary is 

dialogic in nature. The rabbis of the Talmud, in giving their commentaries, are put in 

conversation with each other across time and space. The content of these conversations is 

usually some form of disagreement, and most Talmud scholars express a certain pride in 

the fact that the Jewish textual tradition preserves both sides of an argument, even in 

cases where it is eventually determined that the halakha agrees with one side or the other. 

The other argument is never pushed off the page. In the case of women’s marginalization 

in Orthodox communities, however, what seems to be at stake in the dialogue, is whether 

they should be granted a place on the page at all, whether their commentaries will also be 

preserved.  

Further, when an individual Jew, or a Jewish Organization or institution offers 

support for those Orthodox women who want to bring the communal conversation out to 

their marginal space, it seems that in attempting to bring women into Orthodoxy’s 

ongoing conversation, if not into its center, these individuals, organizations and 

institutions also set themselves on the margins of Orthodoxy, if not outside its bounds. It 

is in this way that a longtime Orthodox rabbi had his membership in the Rabbinical 

council of America threatened because he is ordaining women as clergy. It is for this 

reason that Yeshivat Maharat had to rent space at the Drisha Institute on the Upper West 

Side rather than occupy its original space in the Bronx, because learning in Riverdale 

would mean learning alongside the men of Yeshivat Chovevei Torah, whose semicha or 

ordination would be seen as cheapened and their job prospects dimmed if it were 
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suspected that their school was co-educational. It is for this reason that papers print 

opinion pieces removing a whole movement from conversation “There is nothing 

Orthodox about Open Orthodoxy75” with a large picture of the women of Yeshivat 

Maharat in the background. And it is for this reason that the Orthodox Union feels called 

upon to assemble a panel to clarify that Orthodox affiliated congregations should not 

employ women as clergy in title or in deed.76 

So make no mistake, the margins are a dangerous place to be, but even this 

margin, as a contested space of growth, is indeed where the action is. While not all 

margins are equally wide, and women’s marginalization is not to be simply equated to the 

marginal space occupied by medieval Talmudic commentary, or even by old men 

learning the same texts and offering their voices around said texts down on the Lower 

East Side, this difference is one of productive tension than of contradiction. 

Unlike Sarit, Malka had grown up in that pocket of Modern Orthodoxy that gave 

girls access to Talmud studies. However, it hadn’t always appealed to her, and she 

vividly recalled being so nervous before a 7th grade gemara test that she became 

physically ill. Unlike the rule-following discussed in classes for practical halakha, the 

skills required for discussing Chumash (Bible), Rashi, translation, etc., all of which she 

had taken in stride, she now looked back and marveled that the difference in Talmud was 

                                                             
75 (see chapter 4) 

76 Interestingly, the OU’s statement also works to re-establish threatened limits of not only who may enter 
into this conversation, but also how, and through which genres halachah is manifested in the world. They 
write: “Halacha and halachic advocacy do not belong to the purview of circulated petitions, op-ed pieces or 
Facebook posts. Religious practice must, rather, be the product of a halachic weltanschauung, as elucidated 
by our mesorah [tradition] and the careful, systematic explication of Torah and Torah values by renowned 
halachic authorities, applying time honored methods of halachic analysis developed over the millennia, and 
accepted over the millennia.”(OU statement)  
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that “gemara challenges you to ask really bad ass questions! [You read it and think] 

‘how does that rabbi even exist’” Obviously enthused now, she had found this to be a 

“turnoff” at the time. After feeling called to serve her Jewish community and deciding to 

do so by taking her place as Jewish Clergy, she had come back to these texts and 

concentrated on building her skills in deciphering the Talmudic text through work both 

with her father over the Summers and in the Beit Midrash here in New York. Listening to 

Malka recount the evolution of her Talmud studies, I understood that she felt she had not 

only gained the textual skills necessary to enter into conversation with the rabbis of the 

Talmud, but also that she experienced entering this conversation as the result of growth 

that allowed her to see herself as both “bad ass” and someone who “challenges the text” 

herself.  

 Lest we forget, there is the persistent notion that marginalization, or even 

alienation is the most Jewish of all positions. A common theme in both history and 

literature, the Jew as perpetual (and peripatetic) outsider has a moment in this 

conversation. Although Jews have often been sequestered as a minority at the whim of 

those in power, Jewish alienation has roots in its own texts and traditions as well. 

Rabbinic Judaism is itself an innovation created in the aftermath of the Destruction of the 

Temple and subsequent exile, and its core texts, rituals and laws are self-consciously only 

substitutes and stop-gaps for ancient cultic rituals and a future messianic era that will not 

only revive those rituals but will also do away with the need for laws and the texts and 

authority needed to maintain them. That said, the everyday rituals of text study, prayer, 

and the rabbinic structures of authority that maintain Jewish social worlds have become a 

way of life over scores of hundreds of years, and over that time, even the popular 
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imagination of the “world to come” has taken the shape of a beit midrash, a celestial 

academy where texts remain central. As feminist scholar Susannah Heschel reminds us 

“[E]xile has so overtaken the religious imagination that redemption may no longer be 

desired. Exile has become a value unto itself, a mode of spiritual existence, the authentic 

way of being a Jew, whether the Jew needing redemption be man or woman.” She opines 

that “a similar problem exists in feminist theory as a whole.” (Heschel 136) 

 When I first met Eva, she was studying at a table in the kitchen at Drisha. I had 

walked in to get a drink with some of the women from the Parshanut class, which had just 

let out. The woman sitting at the center of the small room pointed to a word in the text in 

front of her, soliciting opinions as to how best to pronounce it. “I’m Polish,” she said, by 

way of explanation. I gave my opinion, but assured her that others would probably be 

better qualified to answer, and we fell into conversation. She had only recently arrived in 

town (which is why I hadn’t recognized her), but was enrolled as a full-time third year 

student at Yeshivat Maharat. Because the Yeshiva was still undergoing the long process 

of receiving accreditation as a post-graduate educational institution, she was ineligible for 

a student visa, and had to learn remotely for part of the year, skyping in to class sessions 

when the connections worked, and joined her classmates in New York for the other part 

of the year on a more easily obtained tourist visa. 

 She told me about growing up dyslexic and Jewish in Poland, and always feeling 

different or isolated because of those two things, and about becoming involved in the 

Jewish community in Poland, which she hadn’t grown up in, and eventually taking a 

larger role in its leadership. Just as she found the center of this marginal community, and 

found herself at the beating heart of its conversation, she suddenly knew that in order to 
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better serve it, she had to leave, if only for a while. She had spent time studying at several 

institutions of Jewish learning in Israel over the years before coming to New York, 

where, aside from the tensions she feels in being one of very few non-American students, 

she made the decision to learn by herself most days, rather than with a partner, because 

she felt she must learn differently than others. And while of course, everyone faces their 

own backgrounds and differences, experiencing both marginalization and Jewishness in 

their own way, it has been rightfully pointed out that simply by being by being 

themselves, women are further marginalized, and that as a result, “Jewish women have 

encountered the conflicts of modernity, secularism, and tradition in uniquely female 

ways.”  However alienated a man like Kafka, who so famously felt simultaneously 

separated by, but distant from the Judaism he inherited from his father77, “he could (and 

did) study at a rabbinical seminary; the doors of classical Judaism were fully open to him. 

Women’s entry into this world, on whatever level, remains blocked, even today, by the 

obstacles of male-controlled texts, authorities, and institutions. Women’s alienation 

verges in fact on physical exile.” (Heschel 132).  

 The idea of self-othering is certainly one at play in the reality that at least one 

margin of Orthodoxy in the United States may in fact, be a border. While textual 

arguments are very much the ground on which the arguments over Orthodox women’s 

semicha take place, with rabbinic scholars reading female Talmud scholars alternately 

into and out of the same texts that these women study on a daily basis, expanding and 

contracting the margins of the page, an underlying, and not entirely separate argument 

that recurs and is acknowledged from time to time in this debate is that the question of 

                                                             
77 (Although technically, from his mother) 
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Orthodox female rabbis is a “sociological problem,” or that “the community just isn’t 

ready” for them (and this last is also countered using similar terms). A primary factor in 

this lack of readiness is the fact that lack of female clergy is commonly perceived to be a 

“bordering issue.” As only one group among several formal Jewish denominations in the 

United States, all of which are rigidly and separately institutionalized, Modern Orthodoxy 

most visibly and most easily differentiates itself at a policy level as the denomination that 

does not have female rabbis. While at a practical, congregational, or lay level, the 

lifestyles of Orthodox and Conservative Jews in America tend to look quite different, at a 

policy and leadership level, and at the heart of the institutions in New York that control 

these policies, Conservative Judaism is a halakhic movement, just like Modern 

Orthodoxy. But since 1985, the Conservative movement has ordained women as rabbis. 

Even at the time, it was noted that the fact of conservative female rabbis had 

singlehandedly set back the cause of Orthodox female ordination by decades. When 

female rabbinic scholars attempt to add commentary to the Talmudic conversations of 

Orthodoxy, specifically, they push to expand the margins of a page that exists not in a 

vacuum, but rather on a continuum of other types of pages. This is why they risk not only 

lack of recognition, of falling off the page, but also misrecognition, of being pushed onto 

a page that they feel doesn’t represent them and the communities of which they feel a 

part. The presence of the denominational spectrum unique to the US, while in some 

senses providing the diversity and marketplace of ideas valued by the necessarily 

voluntary participants of modern religion, may also act to limit the expansiveness of 

traditional margins by creating newly rigid borders. While the growth and development 

of women’s Talmud programs is one of the more robust ongoing efforts we have seen 
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pushing at this margin, the border at the so-called religious “left” of Orthodoxy has been 

littered, in the past few decades, with less than successful attempts to expand its 

proverbial page.78 

 So, while still facing an uncertain textual future—do Orthodox female Talmud 

scholars have a future in texts?  At the margins of which page?—every successful and 

inevitably contested milestone they reach is celebrated not only as a personal step 

forward for the marginalized, but also as a service to Modern Orthodoxy as a whole. 

Every advance made at the margins of the movement is portrayed as an expansion that 

grows Orthodox society. There have now been four graduating classes of women from 

Yeshivat Maharat, and while I have attended three of these Ordination ceremonies, I 

would like to end by pointing back to a few moments from the school’s inaugural 

graduation. During this carefully orchestrated event, which was livestreamed around the 

world, the leadership of the Yeshiva welcomed its new graduates with speeches that 

celebrated their achievements, the import of the graduation as a moment in history, and 

the positive communal impact their achievement at this moment and in the future was 

expected to have. The choices of texts the school’s leadership chose to reference in their 

speeches are illustrative. While calling upon each of the graduates, one of the founders of 

the yeshiva repeated the familiar words of shir hashirim the Song of Songs, again and 

again. “Hashmini et Kolech,” he said. “Let me hear your voice” for “your voice is 

sweet,” to which he added, “your voice as a posek  [halakhic decisor] is sweet”(Avi 

                                                             
78 These include Eidah, a failed progressive organization in this space, former generations of Drisha 
students, many of whom moved to Israel, as well as those like Irit, the caterer, and some (including 
historian of Orthodoxy Joel Chaines) might include YCT here as well, given its graduates’ failure to access 
either the professional organizations of mainstream Orthodoxy, as well as congregational jobs, for the most 
part. 
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Weiss), emphasizing the voices of the marginalized themselves, which may heretofore 

have been absent, but which were now definitively brought into conversation, at that 

margin. These women all had jobs lined up serving Orthodox communities as clergy. 

Another leader of the Yeshiva spoke about a moment in history with no specific Jewish 

connection, the Paris debut of Igor Stravinski’s Rite of Spring, which had taken place 

almost exactly 100 years before, and which was so poorly received that fist fights broke 

out in the audience. He felt there was a lesson to be learned from it: 

“Stravinski’s music and Nijinski’s choreography were watershed moments 
in the history of ballet. At the time people were literally brought to blows 
with one another because they did not like what they saw and heard, it is 
only with the benefit of history that we are able to look back and 
appreciate the brilliance of this opera and thank them for introducing to 
the world a new way of thinking about dance, movement and music…One 
hundred years ago who could have imagined that we would be standing 
here today celebrating the ordination as clergy of three Orthodox women 
by an Orthodox institution. It is only with the wisdom of history that we 
are able to look back and appreciate the brilliance of those whose 
shoulders we stand upon today. Today, we are all part of history. The time 
has come.” (J. Fox) 

 
But finally, there were the constant, small references to the Talmudic story recounted in 

Brachot 28a that emphasized the point that in expanding the margins, in removing 

barriers to entering the beit midrash, whether they be barriers of gender or less well-

defined, the community is impacted positively, and the tradition is grown moving 

outwards and forwards. At this final (or perhaps bottom) margin, I leave off at the center 

of the Talmudic page, with this story. 

Following a disagreement between Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Yehoshua 
about the fixed (or not fixed) nature of the evening prayer (ma’ariv) 
during which Rabban Gamliel has used his position of power as the Nasi, 
the head of the Talmudic academy, to shame his fellow rabbi, the rabbis of 
the beit midrash decide that they need to appoint a new nasi. Rabban 
Gamliel is removed from his position and a very young replacement is 
found – Rabbi Elazar ben Azaryah. We then learn that on the day that 



 

 120 

 

Gamliel was deposed, they removed the guard from the door of the beit 
midrash and allowed all the talmidim, the students, to enter. This is news 
to us, the reader. We didn’t know that there was a bouncer at the door, but 
it seems there was, in order to enforce Rabban Gamliel’s policy that a 
student may not enter unless his “inside matched his outside.” And on that 
day, the students came pouring into the beit midrash. Some say that 400 
benches were added to accommodate the additional students, and some 
say that 700 benches were added. And the Talmud tells us that Mesechet 
Eduyot was formulated on that day (That is an entire tractate of the 
Talmud), and that, further, “every law was explained that day, with 
nothing left in doubt.” Finally, we also learn that even the deposed Rabban 
Gamliel, who had, in the interval, become concerned and pained that 
perhaps he had withheld Torah from Israel, attended the session that day 
and learned. 
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Shivim Panim: Textual Interpretation and Crisis 

This final chapter will focus on the several layers of crisis that weave together to 

create the texture of everyday life that both animates and frustrates the institutions where 

I completed my fieldwork. At one level, programs training women as Orthodox clergy 

are broadcast as a crisis for Orthodoxy, representing an Orthodoxy undone, or 

unrecognizable, while at other levels, the search for clarity of message, and the debate 

over whether the programs and their students must have a unified goal lend an air of 

crisis to everyday life in these scholarly communities, whose members are in turn called 

upon to broker communal conversations on larger (or “newsworthy”) crises in the 

Modern Orthodox community. Throughout, we pay close attention to how such a texture 

of crisis – both smaller and larger, interpersonal and institutional – not only coexists with, 

but in fact relates to, or may even inhere in the practice and tradition of textual 

interpretation and the ideal of open textuality. 

 By “crisis” in this chapter, we refer not necessarily to the negative sense of a 

disaster or a catastrophe, but rather to the historical and medical sense of the term, as a 

turning point or a watershed moment. The crisis of everyday life in a women’s Talmud 

institution as I experienced it in the field, is replete with critical moments that carry the 

potential weight of both individual futures – economic, social, spiritual – and the future 

of Orthodoxy, imagined as party to an ongoing sacred revelation through an endless chain 

of reading and textual interpretation. 

As each of these several layers of crisis are stitched together through the everyday 

practice of reading and interpreting Jewish texts,79 I find Veena Das’s characterization of 

                                                             
79 While Jewish reading practices and textual engagement are considered a part of the sacred chain of 
tradition, extending back to the giving of the Torah at Sinai and into an indefinite future in an ongoing 
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everyday life as “evented” (Das 2007) a fitting one. Further, given the multiple registers 

of these crises and how they intertwine, I find particularly helpful, the way Das, in more 

recent work, has engaged with the idea of the “quasi event” as laid out in Da Cole and 

Humphrey (2012) as able “to capture (as on a camera) the small ways that the everyday 

can be turned slightly around, and that these small things can morph into catastrophic and 

critical events”(Das 2015, 12). As Das notes, “In their introduction to a special issue on 

the themes of contingency, morality, and anticipation in everyday life, Giovanni da Col 

and Caroline Humphrey (2012)… distinguish such ‘quasi events’ from large historical 

events that are clearly marked ruptures” (18-19). This is especially pertinent in the case 

of the crises that characterize not only the conflicts and decisions internal to institutions 

at the margins (or frontiers) of the American Orthodox Jewish community, but also the 

more public controversies that surround them, which, while holding the potential to shape 

or alter the experience of Orthodox Judaism for many, do not constitute a rupture, and in 

fact, hold a recognizable place in what is ultimately a tradition of dialogue and dissent. 

To make this distinction, however, is not to minimize the importance, or even the danger 

of these everyday crises. For as Das points out in the case of illness in low-income 

neighborhoods in Delhi, but in a manner quite fitting for life and relationships in the beit 

midrash, “like witchcraft, illness too might be seen as “normal events” or quasi events 

that make aspects of the everyday that were otherwise hidden come to light or reorient 

                                                             
revelation, this is certainly not to say that the practices themselves are in any way ahistorical. While there 
are and have been a variety of popular methods of Jewish textual learning, the institutions where I 
completed my fieldwork all engage in a similar style of learning and teaching Talmud and Jewish texts. 
This method is based on the analytical style called the “Brisker method,” after Reb Chaim Soloveitchik of 
Brisk who is credited with its inception. It was brought to the United states and its Orthodox institutions by 
his son, rabbi Moshe Soloveitchik, who became the Rosh Yeshiva or head of YU’s rabbinical seminary, 
REITS in 1929. It can only have been further popularized, or even naturalized among the American 
Modern Orthodox community by Moshe’s highly influential son, Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik, who is 
referred to in the community simply as “the Rav.” 
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relationships – I have characterized this aspect of uncertainty and contingency as the 

lining of everyday life with a shadow of skepticism. The circumstances under which such 

doubts become world-annihilating doubts as in the cases of madness or 

possession…testify to the lethal potential of the everyday”(19). 

The crisis most immediate in my fieldwork, that almost came to define the field 

itself, was externally apparent: Women’s Talmud programs – all women’s Talmud 

programs to some extent, but most particularly and dramatically a program like Yeshivat 

Maharat, which has stated from its inception its explicit goal of training and securing 

employment for women as Orthodox clergy – are widely broadcast as a crisis for Jewish 

Orthodoxy as a whole, or at least as the public symbol of such a crisis. From the moment 

when Sarah Hurwitz took on the title of Maharat on March 22nd 2009 and subsequently 

announced the founding of Yeshivat Maharat, to the present moment, in June 2017 when 

the school has just graduated its fifth class of female Orthodox clergy and Hurwitz has 

been named the Yeshiva’s inaugural President, news of each step in its progression as an 

institution has elicited negative public responses from mainstream Orthodox and Modern 

Orthodox institutions, authorities, and pundits.  Its institutional history has been marked, 

step for step, with both practical exclusions80 and “statements” or policies rejecting its 

claims of belonging to Orthodoxy, and all interpretations that would grant its students a 

role or title as authoritative interpreters of the Jewish legal tradition or fit leaders for 

Orthodox congregations.81  As early as 2010, in the early days of Yeshivat Maharat, a 

                                                             
80 These exclusions have been from both physical spaces, and from membership in professional bodies, as 
discussed in Chapter Two. 
81 To name a few, The Rabbinical Council of America’s “2010 Convention Resolution: Women’s 
Communal Roles in Orthodox Jewish Life” (http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105554), issued in 
the aftermath of Hurwitz’s title change from “Maharat” to Rabba in early 2010 and the opening of yeshivat 
Maharat in late 2009;  

http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105554
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stream of scholarship examining and re-examining textual debates over women’s Jewish 

leadership began, as Torah scholars around the world took to their books (and some to the 

lectern) to add their interpretation to the discussion.  While a much-used phrase “shivim 

panim la-Torah”  (the seventy faces of Torah)82 seems to encourage a plurality of 

interpretations and indeed, is often used to foster a lively discussion amongst learners and 

interpreters of Jewish texts, we pause at this early moment on the front of the textual 

debate surrounding the “crisis” of women’s semicha, and turn to the following extended 

thought experiment that dwells not only on how one scholar engages with and interprets 

traditional texts (which are, as we will see, themselves interpretations), but also on a of 

the potential limit in our engagement with competing interpretations. 

*** 

Orthodoxy, Reading and Revelation 

In 2010, I began preliminary fieldwork in educational institutions in Manhattan 

where women who identify as Modern Orthodox Jews undertake the intensive, 

postgraduate study of the specific sections of Talmud and Jewish law (halakha) 

commonly understood to make up a basic preparation for the Orthodox rabbinate83. 

                                                             
The Rabbinical Council of America’s 2013 “Statement Regarding Recent Developments at Yeshivat 
Maharat” (http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105753), issued in the lead up to Yehivat Maharat’s 
first graduation /semicha ceremony; 
The Rabbinical Council of America’s 2015 “statement Concerning Women Rabbis” 
(http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105835); and   
The Orthodox Union’s February 2017 Statement barring women clergy (https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-
Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20
Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2ND
MS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0).   
82 The phrase is first seen in the 12th century Numbers Rabbah 13:15-16. In the field it is used in the same 
general vein as “everyone has their own Torah,” that is, that at the moment of revelation, everyone present 
witnessed a different facet of the whole. It provides a good mythological basis for differences of opinions, 
perspectives, and interpretations, but it is not without its limits. 
83 And so we begin again.  Just as Genesis so famously provides multiple accounts of the creation, I find 
myself explaining my beginnings again, perhaps offering a new interpretation, or offering my own 
multiplicity up for Levi-Straussian examination. 

http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105753
http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105835
https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
https://www.ou.org/assets/OU-Statement.pdf?utm_source=SilverpopMailing&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Letter%20from%20Allen%20to%20Press%20(1)&utm_content=&spMailingID=14182066&spUserID=MzU1NjAyNzA2NDMS1&spJobID=923053401&spReportId=OTIzMDUzNDAxS0
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Currently accepted interpretations of that same halakha, however, prevent women from 

claiming rabbinic authority in Orthodox communal and institutional settings, pushing 

female scholars with rabbinic aspirations to the margins of Orthodoxy—a difficult place 

to find oneself, given that the nature or definition of Orthodoxy itself is already far from 

clear, especially in the context of American Jewish denominationalism.  The women I 

met in the field who are studying to become rabbis, who wish to retain the label of 

“Orthodox” want to remain within the bounds of the broader American Orthodox 

community for a multitude of reason, but more than anything else, because they 

understand orthodox communities to be those which respect and live by divinely given 

halakha—the very object to which they have dedicated so much scholarly attention.  

“Orthodoxy,” in this context, then seems to hinge on a set of reading practices: For the 

women, this is the day-to-day experience of reading Talmud and Halakha, which they 

understand to constitute the process of becoming rabbinic figures.  For them as well as 

for other commentators, readers of halakha and other scripture, the reading practices of 

Orthodoxy are also predicated on the idea of Revelation as a historical chain of textual 

interpretation.   

As a step toward exploring the idea of Orthodoxy as a set of reading practices, let 

us concentrate specifically on the latter idea—the imagination of a chain of 

interpretation--in order to question what it can tell us about the time of interpretation.  

Considering readings of the Rambam, or Maimonides (a major figure in Jewish textual 

tradition) in which interpretation is imagined to be contained by a textual context that is 

always already past, I interrogate the ways in which this historicized imagination of 

interpretation mediates the reader’s relation to the text and to the interpretations (read as 
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prior readings) he or she reads therein. Through this experiment, I suggest that not only 

does “reading take no measures against the erosion of time”(Decerteau 174), but that, in 

fact, strategies of readership can be largely temporal in nature. Examining two 

deconstructive readings of Maimonidean texts—one legal, and one philosophical—in an 

exploration of the temporal strategies of readership, I consider the question of “when was 

interpretation?” 

 One reason why I find it compelling to investigate Orthodoxy as a set of reading 

practices, lies in the deep and extremely tense theological entanglement of readership and 

Revelation in many streams of Jewish tradition.  This particular relationship is what puts 

into question the eventedness of Revelation (as one moment at Sinai ritually 

commemorated through the force of liturgical words) versus its ongoing nature (as a 

“discussion or dialectic remain[ing] open to its readers, who are only worthy of the name 

if they enter into it on their own account”(Levinas 198)).  Even beyond this, and within 

an argument for an ongoing revelation, differently nuanced views of reading in relation to 

the assumed meaning-making of revelation may lend different temporal qualities to the 

idea of interpretation itself.  This tension is visible in Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas’ 

discussion of “Revelation in Jewish Tradition.”  Here, Levinas describes reading 

(scripture) first as a “search for [this] buried meaning and for one which lies deeper still, 

contained within the first”(194), indicating that the meaning is already contained, or 

“buried” within the text itself, to be drawn out, or “unburied” by the interpreting reader.  

However, this same reader is then declared “in his own fashion, a scribe”(194) a creator 
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in his own right.  Is the creation of the scribe/reader/listener84 a creation of meaning?  

Levinas clarifies that he is “suggesting that the totality of truth is made out of the 

contributions of a multiplicity of people: the uniqueness of each act of listening carries 

the secret of the text [and here we can indeed substitute reading for listening]; the voice 

of Revelation, in precisely the inflection lent by each person’s ear, is necessary for the 

truth of the Whole”(195).  For Levinas, then, the stakes of reading are nothing less than 

truth itself, and yet there remains an unresolved tension: is meaning already in the text, to 

be discovered by the reader through interpretation?  Or is textual meaning in fact created 

in that very act of interpretation, by the reader?  Whether as a revelation to the self of a 

meaning already revealed, or as a creation of new meaning, Levinas writes that from the 

standpoint of practice, “the highest action in the practice of the [Biblical] prescriptions, 

the prescription of prescriptions which equals all of them, is the actual study of the 

(written or oral) Law”(201).  

 From the philosophy of The Guide to the Perplexed to the encyclopedic legal 

scholarship of the Mishneh Torah, the works of 12th century rabbi Moses ben Maimon—

otherwise known as the Eagle of Cordoba, Maimonides, or, most often in Jewish circles 

simply the Rambam—are some of the most widely read and highly esteemed Jewish 

texts.  His is often regarded as an authoritative voice in Jewish legal scholarship, as well 

as a philosophical voice of Aristotelian reason suitable for presentation (or 

representation) in contexts that are not explicitly or exclusively Jewish.  As examples (if 

not exemplars) of a textual tradition widely considered both dialogic and hermeneutic, 

                                                             
84 In the context of scripture, recitation, listening and reading out of physical texts are often all referred to 
as “reading,” linked to the Semitic verbal root QR. For a thorough overview of this, see James Baker, “The 
Presence of the Name: Reading Scripture in an Indonesian Village” in The Ethnography of Reading. 
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the Rambam’s texts present themselves as a part of an unbroken chain of interpretation 

stretching from the mythic moment at Sinai, to the moment of readership.85 Hopefully 

our previous discussion of the nuances this position may take, and the theological 

tensions at stake in readership will help to shed some light on what is meant by this 

(classic) rabbinic presentation.  One could imagine that this long chain of interpretation 

(wherever in this chain we might locate meaning or truth) might theoretically continue 

indefinitely from there.  In practice--the practice of the study of the Law to which 

Levinas alludes—this is not always the case.  As a past reader or interpreter of scripture 

who has retained enormous authority and cultural weight for Orthodox Jews, the 

Rambam presents us with an interesting case where this is not necessarily the case.  Let 

us see how one current halakhic decisor, influential in the movement for Women’s’ 

rabbinic ordination, reads Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah. 

*** 

“Why the Rambam was Wrong…For Our Time” 

 Poised to begin his provocatively titled speech “Why the Rambam was Wrong: 

Women in Leadership,” Rabbi Daniel Sperber faced a crowd of hundreds in an 

                                                             
85 For an iconic example, see Maimonides’ introduction to the Mishneh Torah (1-45) in which the 
statement “All the commandments that were given to Moshe at Sinai were given together with their 
interpretation…(1) begins a long genealogy of transmission leading to an ambitious statement of purpose 
for the work itself worth quoting at some length: 

This is so that all the rules should be accessible to the small and to the  
great in the rules of each and every commandment and in the rules of the legislations of 
the sages and prophets:  in short, so that a person should need no other work in the World 
in the rules of any of the laws of Israel; but that this work would collect the entire Oral 
Law, including the positive legislations, the customs, and the negative legislations 
enacted from the time of Moshe Our Teacher until the writing of the Talmud, as the 
Geonim interpreted it for us in all of the works of commentary they wrote after the 
Talmud.  Thus, I have called this work the [Complete] Restatement of the [Oral] Law 
(Mishneh Torah), for a person reads the Written Law first and then reads this work, and 
knows from it the entire Oral Law, without needing to read any other book between them 
(42) 
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overflowing auditorium at Columbia University on the occasion of the 2010 Conference 

of the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance (JOFA). “Why is Rambam wrong for our 

time?” he asked, already ceding ground (or time).  “Normally an Orthodox person feels 

bound, feels almost shackled by the Rambam.  It’s very difficult to say the Rambam was 

wrong.  But on this particular issue of Jewish Orthodox women in leadership roles, the 

Rambam seems to have been wrong…at least certainly for our time”(Sperber 2010a).  

 So what was the Rambam actually so wrong about?  Speaking in the context of 

the push for women’s orthodox rabbinic ordination, Sperber clarified this best in a written 

follow-up wherein he stated “It is well-known that Maimonides rules in Hilkhot 

melakhim 1:5, that to ‘all positions of authority in Israel one appoints only men.’ And 

clearly a rabbinic position is one which carries with it considerable authority”(Sperber 

2010b 8). In considering how to read this well-known maimonidean position from the 

section of the Mishneh Torah known as Hilkhot melakhim (literally the laws of kings), 

Sperber seemed to weigh his feelings of being “shackled” to the Rambam against the fact 

that he could not (re-enact/re-inhabit / reconstitute) his influential predecessor’s reading.  

He mused:     

  So the Rambam's statement seems to run contrary to historical facts,  
  to biblical sources, to archeological sources, to historical sources in  
  the medieval period, and I think also to common sense.  So how do we  
  deal with this situation where we have a statement by somebody who  
  is very intelligent indeed, and who is considered the premier posek 86  
  for all generations (bear in mind that most of the Shulchan Aruch87  is  
  based on the Rambam). How do we deal with this situation?  
  (Sperber 2010a) 
 

                                                             
86 A posek  is a halakhic decisor, one who makes influential decisions in Jewish law. 
87 The Shulchan Aruch is an especially influential code of law written by Rabbi Yosef Caro in the 16th 
century. 
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Indeed, as he himself attempted to “deal with this situation,” he told us of the frustrations 

of other readers who had come between Maimonides and himself.  These readers, “the 

rabbis,” he said, 

  found it difficult to come to terms with this [the Rambam’s] statement.  
  They pointed out that it was in contradiction to all contemporary  
  Rishonim—the Rashi, the Ramban, Rashbam, Ritva, etc.88 and they  
  gave a list to show that this view of the Rambam is in dire  
  contradistinction to all these major Rishonim and therefore they are  
  capable of saying it’s a rejected halakha. But still they were  
  uncomfortable, so they tried to find some other way out of dealing  
  with this Rambam’s statement in order to be less  
  disrespectful…”(Sperber 2010a) 
 
After much, frustrated consideration of possible sources for the Rambam’s statement, the 

strategy these rabbis employed, as Sperber went on to explain, was to point to an 

extremely specific context in which the Rambam’s statement could have been both 

intelligible and inapplicable.  This would be the case where the “positions of authority” 

unavailable to women referred specifically to appointments made by the Sanhedrin, a 

court of 71 elders which made its last binding decision in the year 358.   

 Rabbi Sperber commented then, that in engaging in this specific reading of the 

Rambam, an Orthodox reader, 

in order to circumvent the situation in which he has to say that the 
Rambam is wrong, he’s saying that maybe even though we don’t have a 
source, or we don’t know the source, the Rambam was speaking of a very 
specific situation…. 
 

In this way he was able to maintain a respectful relationship to Maimonides as an 

authoritative reader and interpreter of scripture by going back on his initial statement that 

“the Rambam was wrong.”  He concluded: “These various arguments have had the effect 

of totally marginalizing the Rambam’s statement, making them irrelevant to the present 

                                                             
88 All famous rabbinic commentators 
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day.  We haven’t contradicted the Rambam.  Were not saying he’s wrong but he’s wrong 

for our day”(Sperber 2010a). 

 But what does it mean for Maimonides, as an interpreter of Scripture, to be 

“wrong for our day”?  To what use does Rabbi Sperber put time, in his reading context 

into the Rambam’s text?  Perhaps this statement deserves a closer look.    

 To put Rabbi Sperber’s reading of the Rambam in a bit of its own context, it is 

worth noting that within the first few minutes of his speech on the Rambam, he 

announced to his audience his goal as a halakhist, of “deconstructing halakha and 

reconstructing it in a completely egalitarian framework”(Sperber 2010a).  While the idea 

of an egalitarian framework for a halakhic Judaism--what Sperber would call 

orthodoxy—has clear bearing on the specific context of the debate over women’s 

ordination, as well as broader debates over women’s education and ritual inclusion in 

orthodox society, I would like to (take up) the provocative first half of his goal, which 

makes the second one possible.  What might we gain from looking at Sperber’s reading 

of the Rambam as “wrong for our time” as a move towards a deconstruction of halakha?  

 The extraction of law from scriptural texts is traditionally viewed, and generally 

assumed to be a hermeneutic endeavor.  What becomes of this assumption if we hold it in 

suspension and look at texts such as the Rambam’s and those of his readers, with an eye 

towards deconstruction?  It may help us at this point to look to another recent reading of 

Maimonides--Gil Anidjar’s work on the Rambam’s Moreh Nevukhim, or Guide to the 

Perplexed.  While Sperber’s talk addresses deconstruction as an explicit goal, Anidjar’s 

work shows us more of the workings of deconstruction in the ways it has been taken up 

in literary and cultural studies. 



 

 132 

 

*** 

Textual Event, Genre and Meaning 

 The Rambam’s Guide to the Perplexed, unlike his Hebrew composition of the 

Mishneh Torah with its socially comprehensive goals (see footnote 85), is an ambitious 

and notoriously perplexing philosophical treatise in Judeo-Arabic, written from the 

author’s post-Spanish home in Egypt, for the culturally elite audience that might have 

consumed such work (hardly the perplexed at all. Or were they?).  Anidjar’s reading of 

The Guide forms a large section of a broader work on the scholarly creation of Al-

Andalus as what he calls a “textual event,” or “a rhetorical event to be read”(7) and of 

1492 (the year of the Spanish Expulsion) as a paradigm for the eschaton (3-7).  As he 

looks both to the Guide itself, as well as to past readings of the work such as Leo 

Strauss’s, Anidjar develops an impressive series of questions to ask of texts as events in 

language, which I feel could be taken even further in the future.  His questions are: “How 

does [language] relate to the place of its occurrence? If language is, and also fails to be, 

the place of its occurrence, its taking place, how does this affect reading? What kind of 

events are texts?”(65) As a way into these probing questions, and taking them very much 

to heart, I would like to take a simple working concept of genre as a starting point for a 

discussion of how Anidjar goes about his reading, and how it eventually may help us to 

better understand Rabbi Sperber’s project and method for a deconstruction of halakha. 

 What does the idea of genre do for a reading of The Guide? Genre is, above all 

else, a text’s place among texts—what we might call its textual context.  Anidjar’s 

question then, is aptly put: “the question of the place of the Guide’s language,” he writes, 

is “into what other group of texts, into what practices of language, does it find or lose its 
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place?”(15).  Context, he claims, is the text’s taking place, and textual context is the most 

important of all if we hold--as Anidjar does--that texts make (and also fail to make) their 

own contexts, and form their own readers.  Reading al-Andalus, for example, is a 

disruption of the possibility of ‘external’ context. Instead of looking to a particular 

history or geography for the context in which language locates itself (62), we can see 

reading, defined as “no more, but also no less than the attention to language that 

Maimonides’ text, the very occurrence of its language, still requires”(45) as the 

establishment of the text as an event in language, giving rise to its own taking place and 

its own context.  Anidjar takes this further in the case of the Guide in a way that is 

particularly interesting in light of our concern with Sperber’s deconstructed law, and even 

Levinas’s allusion to the study of law as the “prescription of prescriptions”(Levinas 201).  

That is, he writes of reading the Rambam’s philosophical text as the place and the taking 

place of the law, suggesting that “Maimonides’ text, possibly offering itself as a figure of 

encounter that refers us to reading, also indicates, for us, the interruptions and difficulties 

of… reading the figure of a law of reading, a law that here constitutes the occurrence of 

its language, its place and taking place”(29). 

 Directly taking up a Derridean argument,89 Anidjar both addresses what a text 

does, and its relation to the social.  Of this he writes: 

  The argument here is therefore not to void the text of all social  
  meaning, nor to argue that texts simply exist ‘outside’ of a context.   
  Rather, it is to interrogate not only the passage (the translation) from  
  inside to outside, but the very terms of that polarity, and to observe  
  that a text cannot only ‘break with any given context’ but can also  
  ‘engender infinitely new contexts in an absolutely nonsaturatable  
  fashion”(34) 
 

                                                             
89 See Derrida’s “Signature Event Context” in Margins of Philosophy 
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And of the sociality of the text, he claims that “the text is both always already social, 

which is to say that ‘the theoretical distinction between the social is difficult, if not 

impossible to sustain,’ and, at the same time, it is no longer or not yet social, by virtue of 

the translation that is the ‘plausible disjunction,’ which Maimonides describes as an aural 

and written ‘encounter’”(35).  In fact, in contrast to Leo Strauss’ well-known reading of 

the Rambam, which takes language to be a mediator between social groups (32-33), 

Anidjar maintains that it is the  text itself that produces readers and reading communities, 

rather than presupposing them. “The perplexed,” he writes, “are those to whom language 

occurs as an unsettling event, in which there are too many signs to follow, and where one 

does not know whether or not one is addressed by words that have more than one 

signification, even if there is, as one could perhaps still say, ‘one’ dalala and ‘one’ 

matal”(38)…“There are no perplexed ones without the dalala [The Guide]”(39). 

 Having established the importance of the idea of genre as the text’s place among 

texts, where texts form their own contexts and their readers, we move on to some of the 

specific genres Anidjar tackles in his reading of The Guide to the Perplexed in order to 

pursue questions of how a text takes place, and when a text takes place (or more 

accurately, to determine a picture of the time of reading). In the course of his reading of 

the Guide, Anidjar writes specifically about the work as a dialogue (between Arab and 

Jew)(18-19); as a translation ( “[the] taking place of the text as an unsettling and 

displacing (cf. the etymological meaning of ‘trans-lation’)”) (14, 16); as Midrash, or 

parable (23-24, 48), and as poetry (45-46).  

 The common thread that unites these genres, that emerges over the course of the 

treatment of the Rambam’s text, is that in these textual contexts, Anidjar sees language as 
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happening in a way that is either aside from or resistant to, but always without 

interpretation. “The question of translation,” he writes, is one that is “over and against, or 

more precisely, aside from the question of interpretation”(16). Midrash (parable) is also 

aside from or resistant to the hermeneutic endeavor, precisely because of the exemplarity 

that defines it as the example of the example (or perhaps we can think of it as a 

performative).  The midrash forms its own textual context and exemplifies itself, 

according to scholars such as Daniel Boyarin, who is cited extensively on the matter in 

Anidjar’s text.  For Anidjar, Maimonides’ treatment (or exemplarity) of midrash 

“decontextualizes [it] because it alters its signifying function and situates it within a 

discursive frame within which “meaning,” precisely, is not necessarily any more the 

primary focus. As Maimonides writes, midrashic texts do not follow hermeneutical 

modes of readings, they ‘are not meant to bring out the meaning of the text,’ and, like the 

dalala [the Guide], they may therefore stand aside from hermeneutics”(48).  And finally, 

we arrive at the poetic genre.  While the Rambam’s Guide is not what we would normally 

think of as poetry, Anidjar writes that “’our place in al-Andalus,’ this unstable occurrence 

of a place that is not one, the taking place of language that does not necessarily lead one 

to a new meaning or to a new place of knowledge, implies a relation of and to language 

in which other linguistic events, namely, midrashic discourses (derashot) now have ‘the 

status of poetical conceits’”(45) and that therefore, “it is possible, then, that these 

“conceits” are of an order that is other than understanding, that they partake of a place 

where understanding would perhaps find a different limit90”(46). 

                                                             
90 I would like to point out that scholars, especially in recent efforts at an anthropology of Christianity have 
astutely noted the particular contingencies and prejudices that go into meaning-making. While 
unfortunately, their subject matter is beyond the scope of this paper, I find Engelke and Tomlinson’s 
collection on The Limits of Meaning to be particularly relevant and helpful.  For example, we may apply 
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 In discussing textual events as occurrences in language that are non-hermeneutic 

in nature (and specifically, Rambam’s Guide), Anidjar invokes Ronell’s phrase “‘a 

resistance to signification’” to characterize what is 

  not simply a multiplicity of meanings, but an irreducibility of the  
  text(s) to interpretation. As the text is articulated into an instance of a  
  law of signification (a law that Boyarin makes clear, is not simply  
  external to its instantiation), it maintains—that is to say, it is and  
  constitutes, at the same time—an unavoidable opacity, a resistance to  
  signification”(27)  
 
By seeing the resistance to signification as irreducibility of texts to interpretation, he 

comments on reading as an act of understanding as well, noting that “It is not impossible, 

then that not-understanding, indeed a resistance to understanding and to signification, is 

constitutive of the language that there is”(42).   

 I find these comments on reading particularly interesting when compared to the 

comments of a writer like DeCerteau, whose project on consumption as production as it 

relates to strategies of readership aims to disrupt “the binomial set writing-reading”(168) 

not only by demonstrating the link between reading and writing, but also by questioning 

the “barrier constituting the text as a sort of island that no reader can ever reach” (171).  

Like Anidjar, he recognizes “It is clear…that one cannot maintain the division separating 

the readable text (a book, image, etc.) from the act of reading”(DeCerteau 170). Unlike 

                                                             
the following to our discussion of reading: “Meaning is a cultural product that emerges interactively and 
partially; thus, audience members necessarily share in meaning-making endeavors”(Tomlinson 134). 
Anticipating our discussion of time, these works are also helpful in giving a picture of meaning perpetually 
deferred: “The Christian problematic of meaning…is posed in the most widely relevant terms in the 
apocalyptic narrative…The apocalyptic narrative forces the issue of the meaningless of ordinary time, not 
only promising that at some point the future will become unstuck from the causal grip of the present, but 
also by asserting that history—both personal and impersonal—has a telos: the meaning of individual acts 
and the lives they amount to, and the meaning of the world itself, will find their ultimate specification at the 
end of time”(limits of Meaning 216).  We might compare this vision of eschaton as meaning-making to 
Derrida’s more finite (if still teleological) gloss on the subject in his last interview with Le Monde. 
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Anidjar, he ties the productivity of readership to meaning-making, writing “Whether it is 

a question of newspapers or Proust, the text has a meaning only though its readers”(170).  

In fact, while for Anidjar, “poetical conceits” are of an order “other than 

understanding,”(46)--the location of an intensive relation to language---poetry, for 

DeCerteau, is the unsanctioned, inherently partial creativity of reading.  Here we can see 

how a textual reading like Strauss’s, which (unlike Anidjar’s) assumes an external social 

context for reading, might play out.  DeCerteau writes: 

“Reading is thus situated at a point where social stratification (class 
relationships) and poetic operations (the practitioner’s constructions of a 
text) intersect: a social hierarchization seeks to make the reader conform 
to the “information” distributed by an elite (or semi-elite); reading 
operations manipulate the reader by insinuating their inventiveness into 
the cracks in a cultural orthodoxy…making reading into an unknown out 
of which emerge, on the one hand, only the experience of literate readers 
(theatricalized and dominating), and on the other, rare and partial, like 
bubbles rising from the depths of the water, the indices of a common 
poetics”(172).  
 

*** 
 

The Time of the Text, the Time of Interpretation 

 On the question of time, however—of when the text takes place, DeCerteau and 

Anidjar’s readings are very much in line with each other.  DeCerteau writes of reading 

that it “takes no measures against the erosion of time (one forgets oneself and also 

forgets), it does not keep what it acquires, or it does so poorly, and each of the places 

through which it passes is a repetition of the lost paradise”(174).  Reading the Rambam’s 

Guide to the Perplexed, Anidjar speaks to the scholarly “fascination with ends and 

contexts [like al-Andalus] that have always already disappeared”(3) and writes of 

language as not only creating its own context, but also as always failing to do so 

completely other than at its ends.  It is for this reason that “the end is the place and taking 
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place of al-Andalus”(57) which “is the phenomenon of its disappearance, that appears 

only insofar as it has already disappeared”(61). “Ends,” writes Anidjar, are “what govern 

and separate communities (Jews, Arabs, Christians), genres (Kabbalah, literature, 

philosophy), and texts from contexts”(6).  Thus we can see “al-Andalus is a rhetorical 

event to be read”(7) because it is an event in “ language that maintains but also negotiates 

and disrupts the localizations and divisions established by the end”(7). 

 To summarize and continue, in this reading of the Rambam, we see text as always 

in the past because it always makes but fails to completely make its own context.  Genre 

allows us to see text in a textual context, but for Anidjar, it seems that only certain 

genres, such as the midrashic and the poetic, resist interpretation.  For Sperber, however, 

in his reading of the Rambam in the service of his project to deconstruct halakha, it 

seemed possible that it was interpretation itself that was seen at its ends/in the past. 

Although we cannot be sure, perhaps this is the point at which law or halakha collapses 

into poetry (as a genre resistant to interpretation), or perhaps it is a condition of 

interpretation itself.   

 Earlier we saw Rabbi Sperber place Maimonides’ interpretation in a specific 

(past) temporal context in order to maintain a respectful relationship with him as an 

authoritative interpreter of scripture and law.  Of his own (present) project, he merely 

alluded to it as a “deconstruction of halakha.” If Anidjar’s text, inspired by Derridean, or 

deconstructive readings, is any indication, Sperber’s deconstructive relationship with 

halakha as text in the present may or may not be interpretive in nature.   How might we 

investigate this?  Since we know how he reads the Rambam as a past reader and 

interpreter of the law, I suggest that we begin by looking to the same speech at the 2010 
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JOFA conference, “Why the Rambam was Wrong,” for references to contemporary 

readings of the halakha, and how Sperber treats those present alternative readings.   

 About forty minutes into his speech on the Rambam, Sperber, taking his 

audience’s identification with Modern Orthodoxy for granted, began to discuss the 

halakhic endeavors of other groups of Orthodox Jews:  

we have been hijacked by right-wing Orthodoxy, and it’s time that we 
liberated ourselves” (Applause) “and had the courage to state very clearly 
and unequivocally, that Modern Orthodoxy, with the ability to be 
innovative in halakha, and to confront contemporary sociological 
problems and find halakhic solutions within the parameters of traditional 
normative halakha, this is true Judaism, as opposed to the…skewered 
position of the ultra-Orthodox.  As long as they don’t attack us, they can 
do what they want. As soon as thy try to deligitimate us, we should join 
the fray and show and prove that the true legitimacy lies with us and not 
with them.  This is the true way of halakha, the true way of Judaism, and 
we should have the courage and the unity of purpose to give clear 
expression to this…So what Im arguing is not a feminist position. I do not 
regard myself as a feminist even though I have seven girls (laughter). I 
consider myself a halakhist. And I think that the message that we give is 
the message of true halakha. …” (Sperber 2010a)  

 
Here we see that for Sperber, and presumably for his appreciative audience, while the 

Rambam’s reading was an interpretation, to be located in the past, especially in a moment 

of disagreement, those who read differently in the present are not accorded the same 

treatment.  While reading the Rambam means accessing the interpretive chain of 

revelation, and thus, safeguarding the “truth,” the “true halakha,” and “legitimacy” with 

which he read the law, reading the positions of “right-wing Orthodoxy,” or “the ultra-

Orthodox” is an experience of and an exertion of the force, rather than the interpretive 

meaning of language.  To read present readings is to stake a claim to power and to guard 

against a potential “attack” or deligitimization by others.  It is in the present then, rather 

than in his reading of Maimonides, that Sperber locates a non-interpretive reading of the 
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text.  In fact, in a written piece in a Modern Orthodox Journal from Tishrei 5771 he 

follows his arguments about the Rambam on this same matter (hilkhot melachim and 

women in leadership) with the explanation “In the above discussion I have not in any 

way deconstructed classical halakhah, nor have I ignored or rejected the views of 

dominant authorities”(Sperber 2010b).  With regards to another contemporary’s views on 

the matter of women’s ordination, he writes something that confirms what we have 

already surmised about time and the text in rabbi Sperber’s halakhic discourse: 

 I was also treated to Rabbi Nethaniel Helfgot's fine discussion on the  
 subject. He believes that “the major issue here is ultimately (not)  
 halakhic. Rather it touches more on very emotional, sociological and  
 political self-definitions regarding what have been perceived for 30- 
 40 years as “bounding” issues between Orthodox and non-Orthodox  
 movements. However, he further states that “taking into account the  
 practical sociological communal realities, a move perceived as  
 ordaining women at the moment is premature” I have the deepest  
 respect for R. Helfgot and his reasoning, but I still venture to reply: [im  
 lo achshav, imatai?] —"If not now, when?" (Sperber 2010b) 

 

That is, where the present is concerned, Sperber sees language—in the form of verbally 

granting semicha or ordination—as performative, rather than interpretive.  It is an action 

to be taken, and in the words of the sage Hillel, “if not now, when?”.  Helfgot’s readings 

do not, in his eyes, hinge on interpretation as a continuation of revelation.  Truth and 

meaning are not at stake for him, in present readings, only action.  So while Sperber’s 

securing of the Rambam’s interpretation in the past is in fact, a move to “marginalize” his 

halakha so as not to impede present action, it is also a marginalization in the true 

Derridean sense of the margin itself being central, and putting into question the totality of 

the text--or in this case, revelatory truth—in a way that present, and therefore more 

obviously central readings, cannot. 
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 Although ends, as the context that text creates as its own occurrence, may serve to 

divide both communities and genres, in order to review where we have been and to see 

where we are going, I would like to visualize a potential way through the following 

question:  Where (or when) do the pictures presented by other in this schema? 

Halakhic Poetic 

Portrayed as a hermeneutic endeavor Portrayed as “aside from hermeneutics” 

• Imagined as situated in time / context used to 
maintain relationality between readers over 
time 

• Seen as not extending into our time 
• (with the corollary that those who read 

otherwise in our time are not engaged in 
legitimate interpretive exercise) 

• Creates own context / relation to the reader 
• This happens at its ends 

• If what happens in the present is not interpretation, but rather, de- or re-construction, and ultimately, 
a reading for force rather than for meaning, might not interpretation as portrayed in the context of a 
picture of halakha, also always take place at its ends? 

 

Interpretation as Odradek? 
 
 If these readings of Rambam show us a view of the textual event as past in one 

case, and interpretation itself as past in the other, perhaps it is worth looking briefly to 

one more figure in this consideration of interpretation and time.  Kafka, as an author and 

as a literary figure, has been taken up in the name of intensive, rather than interpretive or 

even meaningful language.  For this reason, I find it worthwhile to consider what bearing 

this has on the concept of time in readings of his work, as well as in his work itself. 

 In relation to tradition (including but not exclusively Jewish textual traditions) 

recent ethnographers have written of Kafka as challenging notions of linear time, 

“Refusing rigid identifications between tradition and place, treating space and time in the 

same phrase, he knows that a world can disappear in the village just when its echo is 

heard in Prague”(Boyarin 98), but of also dwelling in loss, even having overcome the 
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metaphor of roots.  Anthropologist Jonathan Boyarin writes, “This dwelling in loss, 

rather than in a richly detailed space reconstituted through memory, is another term for 

what Deleuze and Guattari (1986) call ‘deterritorialization.’ This deterritorialization is 

not just limited to the sociological fact of migration, not just the experience of being 

uprooted, but an overcoming of the fixation on the metaphor of roots. Their analysis 

suggests that Kafka, having shed any expectations either of organic identification as a 

Jew or of fitting with the non-Jewish German literary world, was freed to outline not just 

a ‘minor literature,’ as they call it, but more precisely a minor ethnography”(97).  A 

closer look at Deleuze and Guattari’s text on Kafka shows us a vision of “minor 

literature” that gives the modern reader a means by which to enter into Kafka’s work 

without being weighted down by the old categories of genres, types, modes, and 

style…These categories would imply that the reader’s task is at bottom to interpret 

Kafka’s writing, whether the interpretation take the form of parabolism, negative 

theology, allegory, symbolism, “correspondences,” and so on” (xiv).  In fact, the idea 

discussed in the book’s introduction, of a theory of reading method over (hermeneutic) 

truth, effectively turns the Gadamerian project in hermeneutics on its head. “[T]he 

art…that Kafka tried to introduce is effectively no longer an art that proposes to ‘express’ 

(a meaning), to ‘represent (a thing, a being), or to ‘imitate’ (a nature).  It is rather a 

method (of writing)”(xvii).  Language as deterritorialized, as Deleuze and Guattari claim 

Kafka’s to be, “is arid, [and so we are told] make it vibrate with new intensity. Oppose a 

purely intensive use of language to all symbolic or even significant or simply signifying 

usages of it”(19) as Kafka does. But what has this to do with time?  As Boyarin noted in 

his comments on Kafka challenging time, in minor literature such as Kafka’s, write 
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Deleuze and Guattari, “the thing and other things are no longer anything but intensities 

overrun by deterritorialized sound or words that are following their lines of escape”(22). 

That is, in intensive language, Kafka writes of interminable and reversible becoming, 

rather than of time-bound resemblance or resembling, signifying or representing.   

 All of the readings we have discussed in this experiment, of the Rambam and 

otherwise, show the absence of, or even resistance to interpretation as accompanied by a 

picture of time, and of the time of reading.  While Anidjar’s deconstructive work 

examines the text as creating a context for itself in the past, at its ends or disappearance, 

Sperber’s deconstructive project seems to leave interpretation and meaning as resources 

to be tapped only from the past, while language in the present is experienced and exerted 

as force and action.  Readings of Kafka that hold his work as aside from meaning also 

display a particular attitude towards time.  The attraction of an endless, but reversible 

becoming in the absence of meaning may speak to an ambivalence towards both meaning 

and time that I find good to think with.  Thus, in conclusion, in asking where our 

preliminary investigation of Orthodoxy as a set of reading practices has led us, I turn to 

Kafka’s writing itself, and to the curious image of the Odradek.  Is interpretation an 

Odradek?  

 In his short story “The Cares of a Family Man,” Franz Kafka writes of a small 

creature that calls itself “Odradek,” when asked by the family man under whose staircase 

he sometimes dwells. The family man sometimes imagines Odradek as a remnant of the 

past, only to then reject that imagination.  

One is tempted to believe that the creature once had some sort of 
intelligible shape and is now only a broken-down remnant. Yet this does 
not seem to be the case; at least there is no sign of it; nowhere is there an 
unfinished or unbroken surface to suggest anything of the kind; the whole 
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thing looks senseless enough, but in its own way perfectly finished.  In 
any case, closer scrutiny is impossible, since Odradek is extraordinarily 
nimble and can never be laid hold of (428) 

 
At other times, however, he imagines, and worries that Odradek will live on 
indefinitely91: 
 

I ask myself, to no purpose, what is likely to happen to him? Can he 
possibly die? Anything that dies has had some kind of aim in life, some 
kind of activity, which has worn out; but that does not apply to Odradek. 
Am I to suppose, then, that he will always be rolling down the stairs, with 
ends of thread trailing after him, right before the feet of my children, and 
my children’s children? He does no harm to anyone that one can see; but 
the idea that he is likely to survive me I find almost painful. (429) 

 
We began by asking “when was interpretation?” a question that already reflects the 

readings I encountered in my fieldwork as exemplified in Daniel Sperber’s reading of the 

Rambam.  We end with a more ambiguous question that may more inclusively reflect the 

ambivalence encountered in these several readings of time and interpretation.  Is 

interpretation some kind of an Odradek, imagined as a remnant of the past, but 

threatening (apparently) worrisomely to outlive us all? 

*** 

 The crisis of Orthodox women’s (institutional) ordination, and of women’s 

Talmud programs that prepare women for such an ordination, and of congregations and 

communities that are willing to hire female Orthodox rabbis is framed as a halakhic 

problem, or a matter of Jewish law in the experiment above (and in most arguments on 

the subject), and therefore, as a problem that can be solved through textual 

                                                             
91 Slovoj Zizek reads Odradek as an example of a “partial object,” precisely because of its “kind of mock-
Hegelian nightmarish ‘bad infinity’.” Reading together the two aspects of the “Kafkan Thing”—that it is 
“either transcendent, forever eluding our grasp (the Law, the Castle), or a ridiculous object into which the 
subject is metamorphosed, and which we can never get rid of (like Gregor Samsa, who changes into an 
insect”—he ultimately reads Odradek as jouissance, “that which we can never reach, attain, and that which 
we can never get rid of”(Zizek 115)  
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interpretation.92  What then, does Rabbi Helfgot, as cited by Rabi Sperber mean by 

“practical sociological communal realities,” making this the wrong time for Ordaining 

female Orthodox rabbis, or by the common refrain that “socially,” Orthodoxy is “not 

ready” for female rabbis?  

 While, as Helfgot also alludes to, the issue of women’s Ordination has been a 

“bounding” issue for Modern Orthodoxy ever since the ordination of the first 

Conservative female rabbi (Sally Priestland) – with the absence of female rabbis one of 

the last visible, official markers of Orthodox difference – it is remarkable to see a matter 

of Jewish law discussed as so cleanly separated from textual interpretation. For it is clear 

that textual practices are social in nature, both in the sociality around the text and in the 

social consequences of an authoritative textual analysis.  

 It may be, however, that women’s Ordination, as a border issue with Conservative 

Judaism, is here not only considered by some to be its own crisis for Orthodoxy, but that 

it acts as the most visible sign, and the most dramatic image at hand, for a larger attack at 

work.  Some of the criticisms of Yeshivat Maharat are more focused on a critique of 

Open Orthodoxy as a whole, than on women’s ordination in particular.  That is not to say 

that these critiques approve of or support the idea or reality of female Orthodox rabbis, 

but merely to explain that the arguments behind these critiques are not necessarily rooted 

in a textual interpretation of the problem of women’s semicha, but rather in Jewish social 

and institutional divisions that are rooted not only in the interpretation of Jewish texts, 

but also in the American religious landscape. That is to say, these are sometimes 

expressions of roadblocks or boundaries set up by the fact of so much American Jewish 

                                                             
92 All the more so in this post-World War Two era of an ever-increasing reliance on textual authority, rather 
than a mimetic tradition. 
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life unfolding on the denominational landscape or spectrum. By establishing formal 

institutional differences between Jewish groups, the American denominational system has 

made some lines harder to cross and remain within one’s professed denomination. There 

always lingers in the background, or on the margins, the threat of misrecognition, because 

it is, after all, so much easier to assume that a policy that resembles a bordering group’s 

should belong to that group, rather than exist as an aspirational space for the growth of 

your own movement. Thus, if in many instances, the Orthodox Jewish groups’ problem 

with women’s semicha is about remaining distinct from Conservative Jews, an institution 

that identifies as Orthodox, but embraces policy that could be justified textually, in an  

Orthodox manner, but which, on the ground, is a policy that already exists in the 

Conservative movement, the denominational landscape disincentivizes the growth or 

expansion of Orthodoxy because it’s a space already occupied by another denomination.  

And of course denominations overlap in many ways, but ideally, to their practitioners and 

policymakers alike, there is something that sets them apart. This is not a personal 

question, but a structural one.  

  And so, in addition to direct critiques and marginalization over the question of 

women’s Ordination in Orthodox Judaism in the United States, Yeshivat Maharat also 

took the brunt of Orthodox criticism of Open Orthodoxy as a whole. It is unclear what the 

future of the movement will be (whether it will, in the end, constitute a full-fledged 

denomination, or at some point re-settle back into Modern Orthodoxy), it has attracted 

significant criticism from other streams of Orthodoxy, both Modern (denominational) and 

other groups that do not fit the denominational mold, but upon friendly relations with and 

approval from whom denominational Modern Orthodoxy seems to rely for “Orthodox” 
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authentication.  One particularly violent critique, David Rosenthal’s 2016 book Why 

Open Orthodoxy Is Not Orthodox, indeed, charges Open Orthodoxy not only with being 

“a mere variant of the Reform and Conservative movements,”(28) but [presumably as 

such, but more so, because it claims to be otherwise] that it poses a threat to American 

Judaism as a whole.  

 There is no confusion in his book that Rosenthal very clearly objects not only to 

women’s ordination, but to Open Orthodoxy as a whole movement, beginning from when 

rabbi Avi Weiss first publically set down his vision for Open Orthodoxy twenty years ago 

(Weiss 1997). The Rosh Yeshiva of Baltimore’s Ner Israel Rabbinical College and one of 

Rosenthal’s teachers, writes in the forward to the book, of Open Orthodoxy as 

“reject[ing] the basic tenets of Jewish fath,”(12) and as “a spurious movement which 

threatens to engulf American Jewry with a sea of counterfeit Judaism”(14).  He praises 

the book, writing that anyone who reads it will be “compelled…to recognize that Open 

Orthodoxy is a dissident movement no different from Conservative and Reform Judaism, 

and one which lulled the American public into accepting it as an authentic Torah 

voice”(14). The crisis of women’s Ordination is certainly included in this volume, but is 

never confused for the main object of critique.   

 When Rabbi Asher Lopatin succeeded Rabbi Avi Weiss as head of Yeshivat 

Chovevei Torah in October 20013, however, the media storm that followed showcased 

just how blurred the lines could become between a critique of Open Orthodoxy as a 

whole, and of Yeshivat Maharat and the question of Orthodox female clergy as its 

synechdotal stand-in.  In the weeks following Lopatin’s installation, which featured, as 

the press unfailingly noted, more non-Orthodox rabbis (Reform, Conservative, or 
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otherwise) than Orthodox – supposedly reflecting the broad Orthodox world’s lack of 

support for the school, for the movement it propped up, and for Lopatin. In fact, the 

symposium that preceded the installation, on the topic of “Training Rabbis for a New 

Generation”93 looked, by its speakers, more like a reunion of the panel at Congregation 

Beth Elohim discussed in chapter one, than anything else.  

 Even before the installation, The Jewish Week had tellingly described their 

coverage of Lopatin and YCT as “Stepping into the Orthodox Wars,”94 while the Jewish 

Telegraphic Agency described Lopatin as “Shrugging at Censure.”95 By October 23rd, 

Rabbi Lopatin felt pressured enough by the negative responses around him that he 

penned and published a manifesto “Orthodox and Here to Stay” with the headline “No 

one has the authority to write someone out of Orthodoxy.”96 In the week following this 

opinion piece, the response from Open Orthodoxy’s detractors came swiftly and 

publically, with members of the Rabbinical Council of America, Modern Orthodoxy’s 

professional rabbinical body pointing out that it was not only “Ultra Orthodoxy,” as 

Lopatin had implied, but rather all of Orthodoxy, that doubted Open Orthodoxy’s 

belonging. A list of self-described “mainstream” Orthodox rabbis urged “Open 

Orthodoxy’s leaders…[to] consider how they themselves have plunged ahead, again and 

again, across the border that divides Orthodoxy from neo conservativism” and asked 

“Why are they surprised to find themselves on the wrong side of the dividing line?” 

                                                             
93 http://forward.com/opinion/185346/asher-lopatin-set-as-modern-orthodox-bridge/ 
94 http://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/stepping-into-the-orthodox-wars/ 
95 http://www.jta.org/2013/09/30/life-religion/shrugging-at-censure-choveveis-asher-lopatin-articulates-
vision-for-open-orthodoxy 
96 http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.553902 

http://forward.com/opinion/185346/asher-lopatin-set-as-modern-orthodox-bridge/
http://jewishweek.timesofisrael.com/stepping-into-the-orthodox-wars/
http://www.jta.org/2013/09/30/life-religion/shrugging-at-censure-choveveis-asher-lopatin-articulates-vision-for-open-orthodoxy
http://www.jta.org/2013/09/30/life-religion/shrugging-at-censure-choveveis-asher-lopatin-articulates-vision-for-open-orthodoxy
http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.553902
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leaving Lopatin feeling, as he put it in an interview for The Forward “a little roughed 

up.”97 

 While most of these articles did not go into details about what it was that made 

them consider Open Orthodoxy so distinctly unorthodox, a piece written not in the name 

of the RCA and Modern Orthodoxy, but by Rabbi Avi Shafran, the Director of Public 

Affairs for the Agudath Israel of America (in fact what might be more described as an 

incredibly influential Ultra-Orthodox organization) did not need to. The Opinion piece 

published in Haaretz on October 28th 2013 entitled “Be Honest: Open Orthodoxy is Not 

Orthodoxy” with the headline: “having adulterated orthodoxy’s essence, Open Orthodoxy 

should append itself to the Conservative movement that shares its ideals, rather than 

misrepresenting itself as Orthodox”98 was strongly worded but not uncharacteristic of any 

of the pieces circulating that week. When the premier American Jewish Publication, The 

Forward simultaneously ran the piece, with slight modifications, however, under the title 

“Open Orthodoxy is Not Really Orthodox At All,” the paper (most likely through an 

editorial decision) made a statement more specific than the articles and opinion pieces 

themselves. It may be that The Forward “said what everyone was thinking,” but what 

was remarkable was that they did it without a single extra word. Under the stark, white 

lettering of the title, of the accusation that “Open Orthodoxy is not really Orthodoxy at 

all” lay a giant, eye catching picture of Yeshivat Maharat’s first graduating class, three 

very recognizable women standing smilingly clutching their certificates next to Rabba 

Sarah Hurwitz at the semicha ceremony that had taken place a few months before.99 

                                                             
97 http://forward.com/news/186116/asher-lopatin-gets-less-than-warm-welcome-from-ort/ 
98 http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.554835 
99 http://forward.com/opinion/186369/open-orthodoxy-is-not-really-orthodox-at-all/ 
 

http://forward.com/news/186116/asher-lopatin-gets-less-than-warm-welcome-from-ort/
http://www.haaretz.com/opinion/.premium-1.554835
http://forward.com/opinion/186369/open-orthodoxy-is-not-really-orthodox-at-all/
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*** 

And it was in the aftermath of that week of small-scale media frenzy, and of the 

huddled sharing and comparing of notes on each of these articles as they came out, 

among the women with whom I had been spending my days -- who knew that they were 

soon to stand under that same banner and publically face that same accusation in perhaps 

a more intense way than they had already as students – that the second layer of crisis that 

animates the everyday of these institutions came to a head for me, personally. As external 

controversy swirled around the yeshiva with renewed vigor, I found myself at the eye of a 

quiet storm that, while at the time I found challenging, in its aftermath, opened up for me 

some of the internal crises that animated the everyday of the institution as an atmosphere 

within the community. 

Everyone at Yeshivat Maharat was clearly upset by the use of the school’s picture 

in the Forward article and the clear message it sent. Classes continued as usual for the 

remainder of that week, but the mood was grim, punctuated mainly by the sharing and 

scrutiny of ever more of the articles and opinion pieces, and I was glad when Friday 

afternoon came with the promise of a weekend when I would maybe slip away from the 

city. Soon after I had left the beit midrash and the yeshiva, however, and less than three 

days after that picture had begun to circulate under the banner of “Not really Orthodoxy 

at all,” I received an unusual email. The subject line, “hi there” was innocuous enough, 

but I knew there had to be a problem. 

  we need to chat. 
  can we talk on Monday morning? 
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This came from the Rosh Yeshiva, a man I had seen almost daily over the course of my 

fieldwork to this point, but from whom I had never before received an email. I had a 

terrible feeling about this, but I could see no other reasonable alternative but to respond: 

   
Hi, 

  Sure, of course. 
 
My initial thoughts, through the panic that consumed the first part of that weekend, were 

that I was going to be kicked out of this fieldsite, where repeatedly I had been assured a 

welcome for as long as I wanted. I thought back on my actions, how I had consistently 

checked in, not committing to the Spring semester in case I found that by then I had worn 

out my welcome. I thought of a few students who had been adamant with me that I 

should stay as long as possible, because they felt that my telling the story of the Yeshiva 

was important. And yet in my gut, I knew this was then end, and I connected it to the 

current intensification of the external crisis – of the Yeshiva’s renewed “image” problem.  

I was correct about one thing, and I may never know about the rest. Being kicked 

out of a major fieldsite was neither as dramatic as I had supposed it might be, nor was it 

research-ending, but it was messy in a way that I could not have anticipated. By the 

following Monday morning, after advice from a faculty member at my own institution 

who had experienced the messiness of the field himself, on how to continue my fieldwork 

after my experience at Yeshivat Maharat came to an end.  I took the subway down to the 

Upper West Side prepared to have my chat and leave. After all of the weekend’s 

anticipation, I dreaded the event itself, but felt ready for its aftermath, and wondered what 

I’d do for the rest of the day.  As it turned out, I sat in class and in the beit midrash all 

day.   
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 I made sure to arrive on time, or even early for my meeting, and was greeted with 

a prayer service taking place in the beit midrash, a rare, but not unheard of occurrence 

reserved for special occasions like a new month or during certain times of year. The Rosh 

Yeshiva was not there yet, but a Maharat student told me how much she loved my dress.  

I thanked her, but felt generally suspicious, wondering if she knew what was about to 

unfold.  However, by the time the Rosh did arrive, and we went into an empty classroom 

to talk, he looked more uncomfortable than I felt. He hemmed and hawed for so long that 

eventually I broke the silence with possibly the least savvy question I could have asked at 

the time. “Are you going to kick me out?” 

 “Well, I really want to be careful about how I do this, because we all really  
like you and we would love it if maybe you would consider joining us  
officially. We could talk about the application process… 
… 
… 
but, yes, it’s been decided that this won’t be continuing.” 

 “This?” 
 “This. Yes” 
 
He seemed embarrassed to be reneging the permission he’d granted, and assured me that 

of course I could still come for appointments and interviews with the students and 

faculty, but I would not be attending full time as I had been. He laid out a plan where 

Wednesday would be my last day. I would attend classes as usual that day and the next, 

and then on Wednesday morning, there would be a field trip, which would include a 

breakfast where everyone “would say how much they loved [me]” and that would be it. 

 When I went back out to the beit midrash, uncomfortable rather than cut loose, no 

one mentioned anything about my leaving.  Neither did anyone mention anything about 

the field trip Wednesday, so by the end of Tuesday afternoon Tanakh class, I asked my 
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chevruta what was happening the following morning and she answered: “We’re visiting a 

hospice.” 

 I needed no further sign was needed that there would, in fact, be no official 

goodbye, so I took the opportunity to say goodbye to at least her right there.  She seemed 

unsurprised, and also urged me to apply and come back as a student.   

 While Mimi, my chevruta, told me that the decision for me to stop coming in full 

time came “from higher up, probably the board,” and that it had probably been under 

consideration for some time by then, I had been told by the Rosh Yeshiva that it was for 

the students,  “who felt sad that I was part of their community, but also not completely a 

part of it.” In the months that followed, I never did get a definitive answer as to the 

reason why I had been asked to stop my full time work at the yeshiva. Everyone wanted 

to pass the buck, as it were, but I always assumed, in the back of my mind, that the 

decision had to have been related to the one thing that had not been mentioned: the 

uncanny timing of what appeared to be a sudden decision in the immediate aftermath of 

what could have only been considered a PR nightmare.  I assumed that fortifications were 

being made – that for once, the approach was the less exposure to outsiders, the better. 

While this may or may not have been the case, a lengthy interview with Sarit 

several months later, following her graduation, recast my departure, with its messiness 

and the explanations I had been given for it, in the light of not only larger external 

politics and media, but also to the everyday operations of  

the organization. I had studied Talmud with Sarit the Spring semester of the year before. 

Unfailingly kind, and a brilliant, but hard working student, I had been disappointed to 

learn that she would be continuing her studies long distance from across the country that 
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Fall. Her move was a good one though, as it went hand in hand with some personal 

success for herself and her family, and she had been able to finish up and come back to 

New York to attend her semicha ceremony.  When we met the day after, in a café in 

Brooklyn, she asked me how the school year had been at Maharat, and I let her know 

what had happened, how I had been asked to stop coming in November.  I was genuinely 

surprised that she did not know about it already, but she exclaimed repeatedly that she 

had had no idea.  On the other hand, she said, it was in some ways a perfect example of 

how the school operated.  Over the course of an interview very much in the vein of her 

initial remark (“now that I’ve graduated, I can say what I want,”), she elaborated that 

every single student she knew of, including herself, “had been in [my] position” during 

her time there.  While there was clearly a distinction to be made between myself and the 

others – I was much more easy to dismiss than an enrolled student – what she meant was 

that everyone there had been approached at one time or another and told of requests for 

change, or complains from others who were never identified. So while she had not known 

of my departure, the way it happened was no shock to her at all. Confrontations among 

and between the students and faculty were constant, she said, but always indirect and 

never claimed, delivered in private and through a third party. There was no trust, Sarit 

explained, between the students.  

 She told me that in the first year of the Yeshiva, there had been a student there 

who had been adamant that she would be “the first female Orthodox rabbi.” She had 

informed the press of this on several occasions, Sarit said, much to the horror of many of 

the girl’s classmates, who “would never have dreamt of using that title,” and who felt 

betrayed, because the felt that then they would also be portrayed in the same light as their 
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classmate.  “I can’t take back her words, you know?” This particular student had been 

asked to leave, “it was clearly not a good fit for her” Sarit said by way of explanation, 

“but all of us [students] have a lot of that baggage of not trusting each other and how we 

will portray what it is that we do here, that reflects on us all.”   

 Sarit had always seemed to me, the perfect poster woman for the yeshiva, but now 

it seemed that she had merely been showing a great deal of restraint (and perhaps that in 

itself did make her a good spokesperson for the institution).  While the question of title is 

only one example, it is a fitting one.  Between of the somewhat open ended or still-

uncertain nature of Open Orthodoxy, and what roles Orthodox women might secure for 

themselves as Orthodox clergy, Yeshivat Maharat was operating in several respects 

without a clear unity of purpose. It was unclear if one was really needed. With the 

explicit goal of 100% employment for its graduates, the institution encouraged each 

student to develop individual careers as Orthodox Jewish women in the field of “religious 

clergy,” and so it needed to allow them to define those careers individually, in the 

absence of a robust staffing model like that of the Conservative movement, shown earlier. 

But the other side of this freedom was a distinct distrust, or at least skepticism of others 

within the school, which seeped into the everyday fabric of life there.   

 We understand that the question of title was not the only cause of an 

atmosphere of personal crisis and distrust at the school. One must consider as a starting 

point, the atmosphere of distrust in which the school was already operating, as it occupied 

space in the back of the beit midrash at Drisha during its first several years, including the 

years of my fieldwork.  Not completely obscured by the unspoken rules that, for the most 

part, Drisha and Maharat students did not interact most of the time, was a history of 
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cannibalism among women’s Talmud programs.  During my time in the field, I heard 

many accounts of women switching between Talmud programs, from Drisha to Maharat, 

and from YU’s GPATS to Drisha or to Maharat.  Many of the Maharat students with 

whom I worked had studied at Drisha in the past, but relations were still strained.  

Between the time of my preliminary fieldwork and the beginning of full time research, 

the original high level women’s Talmud program in the United States, the Drisha 

Scholars Circle, was shut down, and by my last semester of fieldwork, Drisha had 

announced to its fulltime students that this would be the last year for full-time programs. 

In this context, there was little question as to the origins of some of the hostility and 

resentment that permeated the programs. On more than one occasion, when Drisha 

students saw a special guest come in, only to head directly back to classroom two to 

speak with Maharat students, there were plenty of murmurings of “Maharaja” in the beit 

midrash. 

While Yeshivat Maharat moved its operations to Riverdale in the Fall of 2016, 

and while its graduates are now, in 2017 using a variety of titles in their professional 

lives, including “Maharat,” “rabba,” “rabbanit,” and “director of education,” one suspects 

that other sticky subjects continue to stud the everyday with small lumps of suspicion like 

raisins kneaded into a loaf of challah. 

*** 

On a third and final level, we note the way that students at Yeshivat Maharat, as 

well as a few advanced, Orthodox students or faculty at Drisha were called upon, 

particularly by other liberal or feminist Orthodox organizations including my third 

fieldsite, as experts in brokering conversations about controversial topics perceived as 
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crises in the Orthodox community.  During my time in the field, these crises arose with 

some regularity.  A news item would come up such as when, just ahead of graduation 

season, Yeshiva University announced that it would deny semicha to any of its REITS 

students who were found to have ever participated in a partnership minyan, or when, 

facing budget cuts, YU first threatened to cut, and then drastically altered their own 

women’s Talmud program GPATS, or when a prominent Modern Orthodox rabbi in the 

DC area was found to have been systematically spying on the women whose conversions 

he was overseeing, as they prepared themselves for immersion in the mikveh.  Each time, 

these events, or quasi-events made their way into the professional rhetoric of aspiring 

female clergy, as they were asked to comment on panels, or to lead webinars, or to 

comment for Jewish news sources. And when this happened, it seemed that the women 

were always able to re-read or re-interpret these heretofore external crises as inflecting 

the narratives they were already telling in their own circles about the need for Open 

Orthodoxy, or for a different kind of rabbinical education, of a need for a different 

relationship between denominational institutions and rabbis, and of course, the need for 

female clergy 

Between these three levels, then, it seems that the atmosphere of crisis that 

permeates the women’s Talmud programs where I did my fieldwork, does indeed both 

animate and frustrate the everyday operations of the institutions by broadcasting them 

externally as a crisis for Orthodoxy; by charging the everyday which is already 

professionally uncertain for these women, with an interpersonal skepticism which is itself 

influenced by the first level of crisis, but which takes on a quotidian nature in the form of 

both a future self and of peers who are unknowable because they are still, and always 
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becoming; and also by taking in and naturalizing larger crises, making them part of the 

same lumpy everyday narrative being told by aspiring female Orthodox clergy.  It is a 

basic, though by no means universally accepted tenet among interpreters of Jewish texts 

that “there is no before and after in Torah,” and while we might interpret this as a nod to 

messianic time, or as a prod to intensive, rather than hermeneutic reading, or as both, it is 

clearly the case that, like Sperber’s approach to Maimonides, the women in these 

programs read the texts of the tradition required of them to earn Ordination and interpret 

the interpretations of the sages with perhaps less skepticism than they do their everyday 

lives. 
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Conclusion 

In ethnographically attending to the everyday practices of communities of female 

Talmud scholars on the Upper West Side, and the institutions that support them, this 

dissertation has sought to disrupt the picture of Jewish textual interpretation and to lend 

specificity to both Jewish reading practices and the so-called “women’s semicha debate” 

in the American Modern Orthodox community. Additionally, it seeks to impress upon the 

reader that to enter into the rabbinate is, in the US, framed as part of a distinctive journey 

tied to State-recognized Jewish Religious institutions. Our examination of this distinctly 

American, institutional experience of denominational Judaism may then help to open up 

the taken-for granted and too-often politicized notion of the “Judeo-Christian.” 

An argument that runs through this dissertation is that while the Orthodox Jewish 

women who are the main interlocutors of my dissertation are firmly rooted in the 

contemporary American Jewish experience, and the words that they use to express their 

aspirations for being admitted to the rabbinate may be those of “feminism”— how these 

words are made meaningful in relation to the specificity of what is at stake for them 

stands in a diagonal relation to feminism in the US.  So while it is accurate to say that 

they are feminists (Greenberg 1981), we cannot take the meaning of feminism as a given.  

Secondly, we might also interrogate what it means to speak of Judaism as a  “religion”. I 

do not contest that Judaism in America is predominantly experienced as a religion,100 or 

that, more to the point, its institutions certainly receive protection in the politico-jural 

domain under the category of “religion but I contend that it is important to pay attention 

                                                             
100 For a well considered take on modern Judaism, that does not take “religion” for granted, see Batnitzki, 
Leora. How Judaism Became a religion: An Introduction to Modern Jewish Thought.  
   Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011 
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to and ask what is specific to the experiences of women in these scholarly communities 

that we place under such terms as feminism and religion?  The limitations of feminism as 

it applies to the experiences of these women are perhaps more obvious, because of the 

difficulties feminisms has had with recognizing intersectionality, as well as the fact that 

many Orthodox Jewish women who might be highly educated in their everyday lives, but 

feel sidelined in shul and in their Jewish education, face a struggle in identifying their 

own issues as “feminist” issues.  It is even more difficult to think of the limitations of the 

idea of “religion” itself, that I contend, is put into question in the course of these 

women’s Jewish experiences. 

As part of a denominational system—the hallmark of American religion—the 

institutions of Jewish learning where I completed my fieldwork are shaped not only by 

Jewish traditions of textual debate, but also, profoundly, by protestant technologies of 

secularization. In Protestant America, the State recognizes religion as a protected 

category, and religious freedoms as protected freedoms. But in applying the doctrines of 

religious freedom the State comes to settle on what is recognizable to it as the expression 

of religion. Sometimes this means settling on its institutional dimension or manifestation, 

and at other times it means being able to distinguish what counts as a “religious “ belief 

versus say, a “philosophical belief.101” Thus the affording of freedoms to the interrelated 

                                                             
101 While the formal discussion of U.S. law and the historical limitations of its ability to recognize religion 
in this dissertation relies on the 2004 Florida RFRA case Warner v. City of Boca Raton, in concluding, I 
would like to give a more explicit indication of the longer timeline of these slippages. Although it has 
attempted to create standards to differentiate religious beliefs and actions from similar nonreligious beliefs, 
the Supreme Court has never articulated a formal definition for religion. Given the diversity of Americans’ 
religious experience since the Constitution was created, a single comprehensive definition has proved 
elusive. The court has vacillated in its understanding of religion and religious expression, expanding its 
language from the 1890 case of Davis v. Beason to the conscientious objector cases as United States v. 
Seeger and Welsh v. United States (1965 and 1970, respectively), only to contract it once more by the 1972 
landmark case Wisconsin v. Yoder. While, for example, the Court ruled that even religious practices such as 
ritual animal slaughter, that a majority might find distasteful, are to be protected as the free exercise of 
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institutions for congregations and clergy comes to be equated with the right to practice 

one’s religion, but a consequence is that law comes to clearly circumscribe the religious 

in terms of its public expressions, assuming that religion can be defined through a 

differentiation of spheres alone. In either case, the law assumes and even “insists,” that 

religious institutions and beliefs can be distinguished from other institutions and beliefs.  

As Talal Asad has famously shown, such assumptions can come to define religion as a 

universal category as was the case in Clifford Geertz’s attempt to define religion. As 

Asad points out, Geertz assumes “that religion has an autonomous essence—not to be 

confused with the essence of science, or of politics, or of common sense—(which) invites 

us to define religion (like any essence) as a transhistorical and transcultural 

phenomenon.”(Asad 1993: 28) 

It should be noted that in this same essay “Religion as an Anthropological 

Category,” Asad’s work set the groundwork for, specific criticisms of American 

denominationalism such as Amesbury’s (2009), who argued that denominationalism, as a 

specifically Protestant tool of secularization, cannot be readily extended to a multi-

religious platform. Precisely, Asad argued “that there cannot be a universal definition of 

religion, not only because its constituent elements and relationships are historically 

specific, but because that definition is itself the historical product of discursive 

                                                             
religion (Lukumi Babalu Aye v. City of Hialeah,1993), within the past year, Native American Water 
Protectors were largely unable to gain legal traction in framing their objections to the Dakota Access 
Pipeline as a violation of their religious freedom, because this churchless expression of religion was  
unrecognizable to the American government. For a fascinating study of American law’s approach to 
religion and the geographic landscape in particular, see Howe, Nicolas. Landscapes of the Secular: Law, 
Religion, and American Sacred Space. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016. 
For a broader look at the legal conundrum of recognizing and regulating religion in the United States, see 
Cookson, Catharine. Regulating Religion: The Courts and the Free Exercise Clause. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001. 
 



 

 162 

 

processes” (Asad 1993: 29). In his argument against Geertz, Asad is not, taking issue 

with only one particular anthropologist, or with anthropology as a discipline, but rather, 

attempting to correct a foundational assumption of Western religion, and in fact, of its 

con-constitutive partner, Western secular society. As he writes:  

Geertz’s treatment of religious belief, which lies at the core of his 
conception of religion, is a modern, privatized Christian one because and 
to the extent that it emphasizes the priority of belief as a state of mind 
rather than as constituting activity in the world: ‘the basic axiom 
underlying what we may perhaps call ‘the religious perspective’ is 
everywhere the same: he who would know must first believe.’(110)(Asad 
1993: 47) 

 
As we have seen throughout this dissertation, however, while secularism is a powerful 

force, and constitutes the conditions under which individuals in modernity engage with 

religion as such,102 the part of secularization theory popularly known as the privatization 

thesis has not come to pass. While the institutional schema of denominational religion 

helps to separate out the religious “sphere,” or the “site” of religion in American lives, 

not only does specific religious experience leak beyond institutional borders (an 

evangelical neighbor giving testimony), but also these institutions are sites of public 

action in the world, rather than of private belief.  

The practices of Jewish textual interpretation, and the everyday struggles of the 

men and women who study Jewish texts, are real, communal actions in the world, with 

accompanying real consequences in the world that extend far beyond what we might 

imagine as the “religious” sphere, strictly defined. The women with whom I worked 

study texts in company both immediate – in their chevrutas and teachers and rabbis – and 

                                                             
102 See Taylor’s “optionality,” as discussed in Chapter Two of this dissertation. 
Taylor, Charles.  A Secular Age.  Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007 
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more remote – whether in the form of rabbis across the country or across the ocean who 

wish to dictate the limits of interpretation or the terms of a scholar’s or an institutions’ or 

a community’s identity, or in the form of rabbis across the sands of time, whose words a 

Torah scholar engages with every time they pick up a Jewish text.  That relation, 

however, as we have seen not only in the thought experiment in chapter four, but 

throughout the text, is never merely linear.  Whether we envision a chain of tradition as 

coiled, as whipped through the air, piercing our notions of temporality with messianic 

time as Benjamin did, or as cyclical, as communal Torah reading itself is, it is never 

linear, and it is never encountered, received, or transmitted as a solitary endeavor.   

Textual interpretation in the Jewish tradition, including the American Jewish 

denominational tradition followed closely throughout this dissertation, is a communal 

endeavor, and yes, dialogical in nature. Both the rabbis of the Talmud and the woman 

across the table from you in the beit midrash may disagree with your reading. However, 

to connect this state of affairs to the tradition itself is not at all to dismiss it as “nothing 

new,” nor is it to relegate it to purely theoretical abstractions. Our interpretation of texts, 

of traditions, as well as our sometimes skeptical everyday assessments of our peers in 

reading hold very real consequences. On most days in the beit midrash the women with 

whom I worked in the field felt as if their very futures as fulfilled members of a 

community, and as productive members of society, depended on both their own readings, 

and on the readings of those with whom they disagreed. 

With stakes so high, or rather so lasting and so broad, the vital question thus 

becomes, how does one prove or come to know, as a reader, and as an interpreter (for we 

know they are not necessarily one and the same) that your conflict or disagreement is 
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b’shem shamayim, for the sake of heaven (like those of beit Hillel and beit Shammai)? To 

be tempted to make the distinction between an intellectual argument in the beit midrash 

and a practical one that has clear economic and social ramifications, is not only to 

underestimate the important impact religious doctrine has on American lives, but in fact, 

to ignore a clear textual history of just how much such debates have always mattered not 

only as intellectual debates but as ways of acting.103 

*** 

“Anthropology, or at least interpretive anthropology, is a science whose progress is 
marked less by a perfection of consensus than by a refinement of debate. What gets better 
is the precision with which we vex each other.” (Clifford Geertz, “Thick Description”) 
 

While a key intervention this dissertation makes is into the anthropological 

literature on the Book, exposing the importance of its immanent thingliness (Brown 

2001), rather than only its transcendent textuality, one cannot forget the longstanding 

professed ambivalence of Jewish culture to Books – from the moment of “Oral” Torah 

being written down as an emergency measure to protect memory, to painful histories of 

women’s exclusion from key sacred texts. In this regard, it is perhaps useful to turn to 

Abraham Joshua Heschel, an important figure in American Judaism, a refugee, and 

himself an Orthodox Jew with strong institutional attachments to JTS, the Conservative 

seminary. While he stressed the importance of “spending time with texts” (e.g. sitting, 

physically, in the presence of an open page) as the primary component of a Jewish 

education in many places, in his popular 1951 work The Sabbath, Heschel highlighted the 

idea that time is sanctified in Judaism, rather than space, and by extension, things. He 

                                                             
103 We might think of the stakes relayed in a midrash like the famous “Oven of Akhnai” (Bava Metzia 59a-
b) that brings out God’s fury at the injustice against a good man. For a modern discussion, see Rubenstein, 
Jeffrey. Rabbinic Stories. Mahwah: Paulist Press, 2002. 
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writes: “In technical civilization, we expend time to gain space. To enhance our power in 

the world of space is our main objective. Yet to have more does not mean to be more. 

The power we attain in the world of space terminates abruptly at the borderline of time. 

But time is the heart of existence” (3). Heschel goes on to elaborate that “Judaism is a 

religion of time aiming at the sanctification of time…. The Sabbaths are our great 

cathedrals; and our Holy of Holies is a shrine that neither the Romans nor the Germans 

were able to burn; a shrine that even apostasy cannot easily obliterate: the Day of 

Atonement”(8).  

Heschel does, ultimately, reintroduce the idea of the thing, recognizing the 

interdependence of time and space, and the things that fill it, writing “ Time and space are 

interrelated. To overlook either of them is to be partially blind. What we plead against is 

man’s unconditional surrender to space, his enslavement to things. We must not forget 

that it is not a thing that lends significance to a moment; it is the moment that lends 

significance to things”(Heschel 1951: 6). And what the Talmud itself records is 

ultimately a debate, between rabbis, across both time and space. What the women I 

worked with in the field want, above all is to enter into that conversation or debate.  

This dissertation, however, speaks not only to reading practices, or to the place of 

the book in Jewish culture writ large (or on the shelves of the beit midrash).  I hope I 

might be allowed to recapitulate the range of themes we have covered before I give a 

concluding comment on the challenge to produce an ethnography of Jewish life from one 

vantage position. In chapter One, “The ‘Jewish Journey: Narrating the Denominational 

Self,” we focused on the experience of denominationalism at an individual level, through 

the mode of narration my interlocutors called their “Jewish Journey,” which they used to 
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give account of themselves as denominational subjects.  The denominational Jew may be 

engaged in Torah study, but she speaks of herself primarily as a Jew among others, with 

specific institutional affiliations past and present, which have led her to her current place, 

but which, despite any intuition of a “calling” to serve, could have just as easily led her to 

other affiliations. 

With chapter Two, “Eduyot: American Women’s Talmud Programs in Context,” 

the dissertation zoomed out from these individual narratives to allow a broader historical 

look at Jewish Institutional religion in America, the influence of the protestant 

technology of denominationalism, and the ways it is engrained in American culture 

legally and socially. The chapter went on to discuss how this has shaped the American 

rabbinate--the American idea of what a rabbi does and in what contexts, as well as 

rabbinic education and how it has responded to these ideas in combination with 

recuperated and recombined threads of Jewish tradition that may have once been 

disparate.  The chapter went on to address how gender is factored into and experienced in 

these institutions, conditioning the questions of women’s scholarship, leadership, and 

Orthodoxy, as well as how these institutions come to shape individual Jewish 

experiences, including the experience of a call to serve.  

 The third chapter, “On the Daf: Textual Engagement, Marginalization, and Service 

in Feminist Orthodoxy” then once again delved ethnographically into the experience of 

women moving through these religious institutions. It examined what their education 

consists of, and, through the examination of scenes of textual engagement and 

commentary, asked how one enters into a (commentatorial) tradition from the margins -- 

in an institutional space, as a woman, as a student, as a teacher, through engagement with 
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texts and with technology.  

 While the dominant metaphor of the third chapter was spatial—of finding one’s 

place on the page, in an ever-expanding margin—the fourth chapter, “Shivim Panim: 

Textual Interpretation and Crisis,” employed a thought experiment to pay particular 

attention the role of time in textual interpretation, as it focused on several layers of crisis 

that both animate and frustrate women’s Talmud institutions.  At one level, programs 

training women as Orthodox clergy are broadcast as a crisis for Orthodoxy, representing 

an Orthodoxy undone, or unrecognizable, while at other levels, the search for clarity of 

message, and the debate over whether the programs and their students must have a 

unified goal lend an air of crisis to everyday life in these scholarly communities, whose 

members in turn are called on to broker communal conversations on larger 

(“newsworthy”) crises in Orthodoxy. We considered how such crisis coexists with and 

relates to the practice and tradition of textual interpretation and the ideal of open 

textuality. 

 It is precisely in emplacing these reading practices, and in speaking of a Jewish 

culture in a very specific way, as rooted to the legal and social practices of a particular 

place and time, even as the texts in hand engage readers in debates across time and space, 

that this work responds to Jonathan Boyarin’s 1991 Provocation to think about “Jewish 

Ethnography,” and what “the question of the book” means for both (a) Jewish culture, 

and, (b) the ethnographic enterprise as a whole. 

 In his original essay, Boyarin makes a critique of Anthropology’s implicit Christian 

biases and the Christian textual tradition underlying ethnography. While he hopes to 

explain “why Jews have until quite recently been marginal as subjects of ethnographic 
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study,”(52) he also hopes to suggest that the Jewish textual traditions that he sees 

“resurfacing within postmodern theory” might “help to demystify and invigorate the 

contemporary practice of anthropology by revealing a particular manifestation of the link 

between knowledge and power”(52).  While Boyarin’s critique is valid, his hoped-for 

study of “Jews” may be too broad, while his targeting of “ethnography” may give up too 

easily at the fraught intersections of time and space. 

 To explain: Boyarin writes of the practice of ethnographic othering, writing that 

anthropology as a discipline denies history to certain groups by spatalizing them, or in the 

words of Fabian, “pinning them to a map.”  He claims that this is doubly exclusionary of 

“Jewry” because Jews, as a diasporic group cannot be located on a map, and therefore 

“the dynamics of Jewish identity are inconsistent with ethnographic spatialism”(61), and 

because of a “tension between “local identity and historical memory”(62).  While this 

idea of a double exclusion helps to illustrate, as does Heschel, that the spatial and the 

temporal cannot be easily parsed, it denies Jewish cultures the real and specific places 

that they surely occupy in broader society, and also denies the ethnographer the chance to 

try to work through any tensions in time, history and memory encountered in the field, 

which Jews themselves are working out in their everyday lives.  Neither aspect of this 

supposed double exclusion is a valid reason for exclusion from ethnography, and it is this 

recuperation that this study hopes to make, with the help of the “positive considerations” 

for a Jewish ethnography that Boyarin goes on to suggest in the same essay.   

 While “Jewry” as a whole may not have a place on a map, specific Jewish cultures, 

such as American Modern (or Open) Orthodox Women’s Talmud programs in the 2010’s 

on the Upper West Side of New York City certainly have both a very specific place, 
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including practices with disparate, but trackable geographic origins, and a historical 

memory104 that is both tense and local. The practices examined therein extend through 

both time and space. And it is, in the end, Boyarin’s own suggestion for a form of 

ethnography that highlights the place of textuality in Jewish cultures (as opposed to the 

fraught Christian relationships to the book/Book that have influenced ethnography at 

large) that helps us to include, rather than exclude these cultures. Among his “positive 

considerations for the creation of a distinctive Jewish ethnography,” Boyarin highlights 

what he calls “integral aspects of both Jewish cultural dynamics and postmodern thought 

about writing. Among these are textuality as an aspect of cultural practice; time, loss, and 

dislocation as inevitable determinants of culture; and the ceaseless traffic between oral 

and written modes of communication. All of these phenomena are exploited and resisted 

in the continuous work of reconstructing Jewishness”(63).  

While I am wary of collapsing the idea of anthropological debate, and the rabbinic 

debate recorded in the Talmud, for example, or the communal, denominational debates in 

which female Talmud scholars currently find themselves embroiled, I find Boyarin’s 

suggestion that in this new model of Jewish ethnography, like in the Talmud, “fragments 

rather than wholes are the most urgent matter”(64) and questioning is privileged over 

answers, extremely productive, and have taken it on board as a guide both for style and 

                                                             
104 In relating memory, which Boyarin chooses to highlight, to history in the context of my field sites, I am 
most aided by the writing of Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, who writes of Jewish memory that “we may safely 
assume, for example, that what was “remembered” had little or nothing to do with historical knowledge in 
any sense that we would assign to such a phrase…The memories articulated in dirges of great poetic power 
were elemental and moving, but phrased in modes that simply bypass our notions of “knowing 
history.”(Yerushalmi 43). Furthering the link or analogy that we see begin to emerge between 
memory/history and intensive/interpretive reading practices, Yerushalmi continues: “For whatever 
memories were unleashed by the commemorative rituals and liturgies were surely not a matter of 
intellection, but of evocation and identification”(Yerushalmi 44). 
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content105 throughout. I remain intrigued by Boyarin’s concern “to explore the lessons for 

ethnography in the Jewish interpretive model of multiple and diffuse authority, of 

dialogue with and through a narrative, textual source whose potential meanings are never 

exhausted, and hence never fixed. Narrative—about Jews especially perhaps, but also 

narrative in general as a human faculty—keeps alive the “Jewish question”(74-5) (which 

is never just about Jews). I take special note of the resonance of this concern with the 

questions of narrative, authority, and interpretation at the heart of this dissertation, and 

can only hope I have done it, and them, a measure of justice. 

*** 

Impacts  

 By examining the effects of denominationalism on the social paths of aspirations 

and innovations within a minority religious tradition, this project reconsiders classic 

Weberian questions about the rationalization of religion. Not only does it reconsider 

whether Weberian rationalization and the social formations of Troeltsche’s churches and 

sects are most usefully seen as protestant phenomena (Weber 1958, Troeltsche 1956), but 

it also move away from the assumption that processes of rationalization such as 

denominationalism simply denote either secularization or protestantization. Through its 

investigative focus on American Jewish denominationalism, and the ways in which it 

simultaneously promises and poses a threat to innovation, this ethnographic study of 

women aspiring to claim new religious authority within the bounds of American 

Orthodoxy advances anthropological theories of modern religion in the public sphere. 

                                                             
105 “This midrashic, dialogic play of interpretations within the bounds of an implicit ethical framework is a 
model for a kind of Jewish ethnography that would not only be the ethnography of Jews. The approach I 
am proposing is Jewish not only in content but in form as well”(74).  
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 Bringing together anthropological literatures on tradition and text, and bringing those 

to bear on the ethnography of the emergent women’s scholarly communities in American 

Modern Orthodox Judaism, this study focuses on more than the legal, or linguistic 

aspects of a religious tradition as it is embedded in the American Public sphere. 

Attending to the tensions between inheritance and newness generated in the transmission 

of tradition, it examines tradition as part of modernity, rather than portraying tradition as 

static and opposed to modernity (Das 1995). It also takes seriously the interaction 

between a legal and textual education and the more numinous spirituality that runs 

through it (Cover 1995, Foucault 2007, James 1997 [1902])106 while attending to the 

cultivation of spiritual leadership as an alternative claim to authority within a tradition 

and an education that is primarily legal in content.107 This both contributes to an 

emergent scholarship on the question of spirituality in America and ethnographically 

enriches scholarship on the anthropological question of aspiration for the future 

(Appadurai 2003, Khan 2012) through its further consideration of these female Talmudic 

scholar’s hopes versus expectations for themselves and for their community (Crapanzano 

2003, Taylor 2004).  

 Finally, this research investigates women’s practices of piety and struggles to 

stake a recognized claim to religious authority as enacting aspirations for both individuals 

and communities. This extends a conversation between the very differently oriented 

literatures on women’s practices of and education in piety, and women’s struggles for 

religious ordination. In attending to the tension, limitations, and possibilities an 

                                                             
106 Sometimes literally, as a curricular aim, as we’ve seen 
107 In this sense, the goals and aims of the “women’s semicha debate” in the United States are both 
specified and enabled by the particular, pastorally inflected education and job of the American rabbi. 
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institutional space such as a school offers the women who move through it attempting to 

simultaneously cultivate pious practices and to change the terrain of leadership within 

American Orthodox Judaism, this study also contributes to anthropology’s 

methodological approach to the study of women and religion in relation to a community 

which has not received sustained attention in anthropological research. 
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Appendix A 
 

RCA Statement Regarding Recent Developments at Yeshivat Maharat 
May 7, 2013 -- In light of the recent announcement that Yeshivat Maharat will celebrate 
the ”ordination as clergy” of its first three graduates, and in response to the institution’s 
claim that it “is changing the communal landscape by actualizing the potential of Orthodox 
women as rabbinic leaders,” the Rabbinical Council of America reasserts its position as 
articulated in its resolution of April 27, 2010, that: 
 
"In light of the opportunity created by advanced women's learning, the Rabbinical Council 
of America encourages a diversity of halachically and communally appropriate 
professional opportunities for learned, committed women, in the service of our collective 
mission to preserve and transmit our heritage. Due to our aforesaid commitment to sacred 
continuity, however, we cannot accept either the ordination of women or the recognition 
of women as members of the Orthodox rabbinate, regardless of the title." 
 
The RCA views this event as a violation of our mesorah (tradition) and regrets that the 
leadership of the school has chosen a path that contradicts the norms of our community.  
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.rabbis.org/news/article.cfm?id=105554
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Appendix B 
 

Yeshivat Mahara”t 
 

Bs”d 
 

Jane Doe 
 

A student of Yeshivat Maharat who has toiled in the study of our holy sources for many 
years, is steeped in learning Torah, Talmud and many areas of Jewish Law under the 
tutelage of Rabbinic Decisors, and she was examined in the following specific subjects: 
Shabbat, issur v’heter, Nidda, mourning, and has been found competent in Talmud, the 
Medieval authorities, the Tur, Beit Yosef, Shulchan Aruch and its attendant commentaries 
as well as the ruling of contemporary scholars. She has also been found competent in 
determining halakhic issues in accordance with tradition, and is prepared to answer 
questions in these areas with sensitivity and rational thinking. She is filled with the fear 
of Heaven, a love of Torah, a love of Israel and a love of all people. 
 
In view of the above we declare that she has been found worthy and granted authority 
to teach and determine Halakhic rulings for the Jewish people 
and has been ordained as a: 
 

Spiritual Leader and Decisor of Jewish Law 
 
Behold Jane Doe has been found to be worthy and experienced in communal 
leadership to establish and to lead communities in Israel, and to officiate at life cycle 
events and spiritual and personal pastoral counseling; and is so also to give decisions on 
matters of Jewish Law and teach Torah in public, inspiring individuals and communities 
and drawing them close to the Holy Blessed One, to the Torah and to the Mitzvot. 
 
May God be with her 
We the Undersigned 
 
 
__________________________                                  _____________________________ 
Rabbi Daniel Sperber, Posek                                        Rabbi Jeffrey S. Fox, Rosh Yeshiva 
 

 
____________________________ 

Rabbi Avi Weiss, Founder 
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