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HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES IN
CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

SERIES 3: 34 - WOMEN AND SIFREI TORAH - PART 2
OU ISRAEL/BEIT KENESSET HANASI - FALL 2025

* In Part 1 we saw some of the foundational halachic principles concerning contact with Sifrei Torah:

- that the Sefer should be moved as little as possible and only where its own kavod is enhanced.

- that people should move to greet the Torah and not vice versa

- that the Sefer Torah is NOT susceptible to tuma and therefore any person who is tamei, including a women in nidda is permitted to
hold the Sefer and to read from it.

- nevertheless, many communities, especially but not exclusively Ashkenazi, have throughout history (at least for 1000 years but
probably more) maintained customs according to which women in nidda did not touch Sifrei Torah, go to the synagogue or, in some
cases even daven or make berachot. While the fundamental halacha is not like these customs, the Rema records that women in his
time did not come to the synagogue when actually menstruating and did not look at the writing in the Torah during hagba’a.

- an exception to this custom was the Yamim Noraim (and similar public occasions such as a family wedding) when such women would
be permitted to come to the synagogue in it would cause ‘/&zavon gadol - great sadness for them not to come. This exception was also
based on the talmudic precedent of giving ‘nachat ruach’ to women and enabling them to take part in events which they very much
wanted to be part of, where such participation was technically permitted although usually not done.

- it was also clear that the custom not to come to shul was only when actually menstruating and not during the 7 clean days, even
though the woman was no less tamei until she went to the mikve.

- the above-mentioned exceptions suggested to some commentators that the underlying issue may not have been tuma per se but the
challenges to personal hygiene in those times caused by menstruation.

* In this shiur we will look briefly at the question of handing the Sefer Torah to women to take through the women’s section of the shul
on its journey from and back to the aron kodesh. We will also examine in more depth the often divisive issue of women dancing with
the Sefer Torah on Simchat Torah?.

A] TAKING THE SEFER TORAH AROUND THE WOMEN'S SECTION

* Some communities have adopted a practice of passing the Sefer Torah into the women’s section so that it can be carried around that
section by awoman2and other women can kiss it as the men do. Itis then past back to the men to proceed with Keriyat haTorah.

* This raises a number of halachic and hashkafic questions including (i) unnecessary movement of the Sefer Torah; and (i) touching of
the Sefer Torah by women, some of whom may be niddot.
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Rav Wosner discusses bringing the Sifrei Torah into the Ezrat Nashim on Simchat Torah so that the women could kiss
them. Although he seems to acknowledges that this is permitted m’ikar hadin, and he also cites the precedent of
innovating in some areas to bring nachat ruach to the women, he does not feel this is appropriate. He is concerned for

the issue of women in nidda touching the Torah and also the possibility that women may be improperly dressed, causing
a lack of kavod haTorah.

1. For a detailed and informative article on this see https://www.deracheha.org/dancing-with-torah/; some of the contemporary sources on this sheet were taken from that article.

See also R. Gill Student’s article on this at https://www.torahmusings.com/2014/10/women-torah-scrolls/ .

2. Fora man to walk into and around the women’s section would call into question the relevance and halachic validity of the mechitza separating men and women.
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R. Yitzchak Zilberstein is prepared to give a very limited heter to carrying the Sefer Torah around the men’s section so
that the women can reach over and kiss it. He is not, however, prepared to have the Sefer passed over the mechitza and
is also concerned at the possibility of a negative impact on the decorum and modesty in the shul.

977’2 DMN DN"N) DIN-NPAN NNNN->IID DI NN NDIDN-NA 932 ONOXIN NNN NNNYI NIXY OPNYI NI 3.
901990 DI PWID NDII-NMAY NOID-MPAN DIIDIN DIWIN DIVINM

252 'py 1y LOISH PYV N7 29 D23 yon
Rav David Sasson reports that in Baghdad women would be able to kiss the Sefer Torah on certain holidays.
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Unconnected to the specific issue of women and the Sefer Torah, Rav Mosheh Lichtenstein, in a eulogy for his father, R.
Aharon Lichtenstein, highlights the emotional connection of the Jew to the Sefer Torah.

5. The mehitsah of our new shul in Riverdale is built in such a way that when the Torah is carried through the men's section. it is
virtually impossible for the women to kiss it. .... A group of women asked that the Torah be cared through the ezrat nashim.
They were sincere, sensitive people whose request was deep and real. Since it was felt that it would be immodest for the
Hazzan to walk through the women's "domain," it was decided that after the Torah is taken through the men's area, that it be
transferred to a woman who would then carry the Torah through the women's section. As expected, the decision promoted
much discussion. The intensity of the debate was indicative of the seriousness of the issue and the earnestness of those
deliberating the matter. A few women who had never been accustomed to this procedure were upset. Women who were
excited by their involvement had difficulty understanding the feelings of those women who were hesitant or even loathe to
come near the Torah. The penning of this essay is in part prompted by the need for all involved to clearly understand the
halakhic concerns related to this matter.

R. Avi Weiss, Women and Sifrei Torah, Tradition 20(2), Summer 1982, p118 (fn 40)

6. Can the Torah be passed into the women’s section at shul?
This question is essentially communal, and its ramifications for the community’s identity, cohesion, and avodat Hashem play
a major part in any decision. Arriving at a balanced decision entails consultation with a local religious authority who is in
position to judge what will be of most spiritual benefit to the specific community. In cases like these, communal customs and
norms can have greater halachic weight than written sources. ....
.... Jews are duty bound to show a sefer Torah honor when it passes by (Yoreh De’a 282), though one can debate whether
deliberately trotting the Torah scroll around the synagogue is the greatest show of respect to it (Yalkut Yosef Keri'at Ha-Torah 134:
Hotza'at Ve-hagbahat Ha-Torah 10). Given that most communities try to enable as many male congregants as possible to come
close to the Torah during the processional, there is no strict halachic reason to deny women the opportunity to come close to
the Torah. This sort of closeness to the Torah can be spiritually significant.
In some synagogues, the male carrier of the Torah deliberately passes next to the mechitza or the entrance of the women'’s
section so that woman who desire to touch and kiss the Torah have the opportunity to do so.
Ultimately, as stated above, whether the Torah should be carried through the women'’s section (and how to manage it) is a
communal decision that depends on the nature, character, and customs of the community. If a community does reach a
decision to pass the Torah through the women’s section, it is preferable for reasons of modesty for a woman to carry the Torah
through a woman’s section rather than have a man march through it. Also, the logistics of passing the Torah should be treated
with sensitivity (one possibility might be to place the Torah down first), so as to minimize mixing between genders in
synagogue and to avoid touching.

https://www.deracheha.org/answers/passing-torah-to-women/
To download more source sheets and audio shiurim visit www.rabbimanning.com




5785 - )10 DNIAN  rabbi@rabbimanning.com 3 “'oa

B] DANCING WITH THE SEFER TORAH ON SIMCHAT TORAH - ORIGINS OF THE CUSTOM
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The exceptional simcha of Succot in the Temple was accompanied by spirited dancing each night at the Simchat Beit
HaShoeva. But the dancing was reserved for the leaders of the community,; other people watched and enjoyed. There is
also no reference to the dancing involving Sifrei Torah, which is to be expected since the celebration of Simchat Torah on
2nd date Shemini Atzeret came far later.
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The Rabbis prohibited dancing on Yom Tov as a rabbinic gezeira in case someone picked up and tuned/fashioned a
musical instrument.
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The Geonim record that, by their time, the custom of Simchat Torah had developed and dancing for the mitzva was
specifically allowed as an exception to the regular prohibition on Yom Tov’.
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The Rema (16th century Poland) notes that the custom had evolved to take out all the Sifrei Torah and sing praises of the
Torah. In some places the custom was to process around the bima with the Torah as a zecher to the hakafot in the
Temple. There is still no specific reference here to dancing WITH the Sifrei Torah.

* The custom to dance 7 full circuits around the Sefer Torah is attributed to the Ari z’l (16th century) as a kabbalistic custom
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Yet the Chida (18th century Italy) quotes in the name of the Rashash - a leading kabbalist of his time - that the Torah
would be held by a senior member of the congregation while others danced.
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3. The prohibition is a shevut deshevut - double rabbinic prohibition since YT2 is rabbinic. As such it would normally be permitted for a mitzva.
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Sefer Chemdat Yamim® records that the kabbalistic custom in his time was for the Torah Sages of the community to hold
the scrolls while the ‘ovdei Hashem’ danced wildly in front of them and other people look on.
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R. Ya’akov Elyashar (Sefardic Chief Rabbi in Eretz Yisrael in the late 19th century) reports that the Rav in Bucharest
tried to stop the Sifrei Torah being passed around and carried by the regular people and children in the shul as this was
leading to a reduction in kavod haTorah.

C] WOMEN'S DANCING WITH THE TORAH
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There is a general imperative to maximize simcha on Simchat Torah, of course only in an appropriate, halachically
permiitted and hashkafically authentic manner.
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The women of 17th century Worms would to dance in honor of the Torah late on the afternoon of Shemini Atzeret.
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The issue of women dancing and celebrating on Simchat Torah is not controversial. Here, R. Avraham Yosef clearly rules
that the women should be included in the dancing and clapping. The problem arises when the women wish to do this with
Sifrei Torah.

C1] CONCERNS OF NIDDA
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The Mechaber rules that those who are tamei are permitted to daven, learn and go to shul. The Rema adds that,
although this is indeed the strict halacha, the custom in his time was for women during their actual days menstruation not
to go to shul or even to daven or say berachot at all. However, during her 7 clean days there was no custom to be strict.
The Rema also quotes the psak of the Terumat Hadeshen to be lenient for all women during the Yamim Noraim, since to
prevent them access to the shul on such days would cause ‘great sadness’ - 2yT) ANV,

4. Chemdat Yamim was a compilation of laws and customs concerning Shabbat and the festivals, based mostly on the teachings of the Arizal and his students. Its author is anonymous
and it was first printed by R. Yisrael Algazi in Izmir in 1731. It quickly became popular among Sefardic communities but the anonymity of the author led to suspicions that it make be
a Sabbatean text and this was the position of R. Ya’akov Emden. Certain sections of the book do seem to support this possibility, including songs spelling the acrostic ‘Natan
HaAzati’! Professor Moshe Fogel (Hebrew University) follows the view of Avraham Yaari that the sources are not Sabbatean, whereas Boaz Huss (Ben Gurion University) follows the
view of Gershon Scholem and his student Isaiah Tishby, who wrote four articles arguing that the book consisted of Sabbatean sources. Nevertheless, the book was later quoted by
many commentators, especially in the world of Chassidut. It has been suggested that the author was R. Binyamin HaLevi (1580-1671) who studied under the talmidim of the Arizal.
For more on this see:
- https://web.archive.org/web/20100621045335/
- http://shturem.net/index.php?section=blog_new&article_id=165&lang=hebrew
- https://library.osu.edu/projects/hebrew-lexicon/hbe/hbe00714.php
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18. .... Another aspect of the problem, which although it is not connected specifically to Simchat Torah and to the hakafot, is still
directly connected to the question of what should be the practical custom in this matter [of women dancing with the Torah]. |
mean the halacha brought in Shulchan Aruch OC 88, which relates to women in certain circumstances [ie nidda] regarding
visiting synagogue and the Sefer Torah, etc... “for it will be a great anguish for them when everyone gathers but they stand
outside.” One should note that the question there deals with entering the synagogue; even then, anguish is not enough [to
permit it], but only ‘great anguish.” We see from this that in such matters, especially regarding the Sefer Torah, we have no
power or authority to create new customs... and certainly not to permit holding hakafot with a Sefer Torah [for women].

Rav Menachem Mendel Schneerson, letter to Rav Shlomo Riskin, 13 Kislev 1976

* We saw in Part 1 that is concern has been voiced for over a thousand years and has been taken very seriously by poskim. However,
there are a number of reasonss why it may not be as relevant to the specific issue of women dancing with the Sefer Torah:

(i) The Rema brings two opinions - permissive and restrictive - and rules that the halacha follows the permissive position but
the custom in 16th century Poland follows the restrictive view. First, it is clear that this is not the minhag today in most
communities in which all women come to shulé. Second, the restrictive view also prohibits women from praying, saying
berachot, etc. It is very clear that this is NOT accepted in any community today, so can one element of this position be
separated and preserved when the others are not?

(i) The concern of nidda related only to the women actually carrying or touching the Sefer, not to those dancing around them.

(iii) The Rema rules that the restrictive position only applies to women who are actually menstruating. It does not apply to
younger women who have not begun menstruating or post-menopausal women who have stopped. It also does not apply to
women who are in their 7 clean days prior to mikve or who are currently tahorot. As such, the concern is with a very small
proportion of women. Should all women be told that they cannot dance with the Sefer because of this small percentage for
whom it is a potential problem? Or should the women for whom it is a concern be trusted to avoid carrying the actual Torah?
At women’s hakafot, most women do not touch the Sefer and it should be possible for women to avoid that if nidda is relevant
without drawing attention to themselves.

(iv) The Rema is lenient on the Yamim Noraim and similar occasions (later poskim include to family semachot) when large
numbers of women come to shul. Simchat Torah would seem to fall into that category today. The reason for this leniency is
that there will be ‘great anguish’ for women who are excluded from shul. Is this objectively or subjectively defined? If some
women say that they do feel this way is it for others to say they do not? On the other hand, no one is being excluded from shul
so would this leniency apply to women who feel excluded from an activity within shul? Since the underlying justification is
also build on the precedent of bring ‘nachat ruach’ to women (based on the talmudic precedent of allowing women to do
semicha on a korban - also an activity within the Temple), it would seem that this consideration should apply to women’s
hakafot.

(v) According to those views that entire issue may relate to personal hygiene and not to halachic issues of tuma, the concern is
minimal today.

(vi) To what extent does the position of the Rema and Ashkenazi custom relate to Sefardic communities?

C2] CONCERNS OF KAVOD HATORAH
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R. Ya’akov Ariel, formerly Chief Rabbi of Ramat Gan, was opposed to any extending of what he saw as problematic
custom of men to dance WITH, rather than AROUND, the Sefer Torah. He therefore recommended that women dance
around the Torah and not with it.

5. See https://dafaleph.com/home/2016/10/20/0on-women-dancing-with-a-torah-scroll-on-simchat-torah-an-analysis-of-an-often-misused-rema for more on this.
6. This is attested to by the Mishna Berura (88:7).
7. See the full response at https://www.yeshiva.org.il/ask/1197
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R. Nachum Rabinowitz® proposes a similar solution - that the women should dance around a woman holding the Torah -
and hopes that this more proper minhag will also spread to the men!

C3] CONCERNS OF CHANGING THE SYNAGOGUE CUSTOM
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Rav Hershel Schachter opposed women’s hakafot with a Sefer Torah and women’s tefilla groups since these represented
a significant shift in minhag Yisrael. This is something about which (in light of pressure from the Reform and
Conservative movements) most 20th century poskim were very concerned, particular in the area of synagogue practice.
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Rav Yosef Zvi Rimon reports that Rav Aharon Lichtenstein did NOT permit women’s hakafot with a Sefer in the shul. If

there were a place for these, he felt it was potentially appropriate in the Midrasha'’.
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In the continuation of his teshuva (above) R. Rabinowitz writes that there is no problem in principle with women dancing
with a Sefer Torah'' if proper kavod haTorah is respected. However, the custom in a shul cannot and must not be
changed unless the majority of the kehillah and the rav of the community approve.

24, An associated issue, although technically totally different, is the permissibility of women dancing in the synagogue with Torah
scrolls during hakafot on Simhat Torah. This practice has been opposed by all contemporary rabbinic authorities. My revered
teacher, Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveichik, told me that he opposed this practice when questioned by synagogues in Brookline,
Massachusetts, and New York City. The basis for this ruling, he told me, is that the Talmud in Berakhot [63a] which says that just as
there is an etiquette that regulates one’s behaviour when visiting someone else’s home, so too there is a tradition that regulates
behaviour in the synagogue. Thus, for example, eating in the synagogue is not permitted. An element of proper synagogue
behaviour, such as the prohibition against eating in the synagogue, is explicated in legal detail by the Talmud and by subsequent
codes of Jewish law. The same applies to the introduction of innovations which our ancestors considered to be in conflict with the
feeling of respect and awe owed to the synagogue. Proper synagogue behaviour is determined by practice and tradition. Since it
has been the age-old practice of synagogues that women do not dance with Torah scrolls during hakafot, the introduction of this
practice would be a violation of synagogue etiquette.

R. Moshe Meiselman, Jewish Woman in Jewish Law (New York, 1978), p. 146

8. See his full teshuva at http://www.ybm.org.il/Admin/uploaddata/LessonsFiles/Pdf/9592.pdf

This is cited on https://www.deracheha.org/dancing-with-torah/ as a personal response to the Deracheha editor, presumably Rabbanit Laurie Novick

10. As to the actually position of R. Aharon Lichtenstein concerning women’s hakafot in Migdal Oz, Rav Yosef Zvi Rimon says that he permitted dancing with Torah scrolls in the
midrasha after consulting with Rabbi Lichtenstein. According to him, Rabbi Lichtenstein permitted this only in the midrasha and not in a synagogue in the community. (R. Zev
Weitman, current Rav of Alon Shevut, writes that he does not understand the distinction between midrasha and the women's section in the synagogue). Rav Lichtenstein's daughter
- Rabbanit Esti Rosenberg, who is Rosh Midrasha of Migdal Oz, relates that when there was talk about bringing a Torah scroll into the midrasha, her father said there is no
prohibition for girls to dance with Torah scrolls although, even so, he recommended not to do this. Therefore, at that Torah dedication ten years ago in Midreshet Migdal Oz the girls
did not dance with Torah scrolls. However, at a later Torah dedication in Migdal Oz after R. Lichtenstein had passed away, the matter was discussed again, and it was decided by the
current Rosh Yeshiva at Har Etzion and by Rabbanit Esti (both of whom knew Rav Lichtenstein's position ten years earlier) to change from his recommendation and rely on his
halakhic psak and allow the women to dance with a Torah scroll, which is what was done. The Midrasha also now hold hakafot for the women with Sifrei Torah.

11. R. Rabinowitz noted above the manner in which he recommended the women’s dancing to be set up - with women dancing around a senior woman holding the Torah.
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* This is widely acknowledged to have been the position of Rav Solovetichik'2 and is reflected in the psak of many of his talmidim.
 The Lubavitcher Rebbe was also very clear in his 1976 letter to R. Shlomo Riskin (see above) that we have no power or authority to
innovate in synagogue practice. He also distinguishes between what could be acceptable in a private home as opposed in public in
shul.13

25. I think that women’s dancing with a sefer Torah in the women’s section is desirable today. Twenty to thirty years ago it was not
desirable. The reason for this is twofold: Changes in prayer custom and synagogue standards need to occur in a gradual, and
not revolutionary, fashion. As additional changes have occurred in women’s participation and involvement in synagogue, this
change adds on to a broader process and fits the current reality in a way that | sense did not exist twenty to thirty years ago.
My catchphrase: “Evolution and not revolution” is very correct here. Furthermore, | feel that the advances that have occurred
in this time period in women’s Talmud Torah also make this change necessary. As long as the connection to Torah increases
each year, so does the justification and expectation to dance with a sefer Torah on Simchat Torah. | would say this change is
necessary even without this point, but this point certainly increases the justification for it. Additionally, dancing with a sefer
Torah is not just a privilege but a challenge. If women expect to dance with a sefer [on Simchat Torah], it will also lead to
expectations of occupying themselves with Torah over the course of the year.

R. Mosheh Lichtenstein, Responsum to Deracheha'

* The concern not to innovate synagogue practice clearly became more pronounced in the 19th and 20th centuries with the rise of the
Reform and Conservative movement and the radical changes that they introduced, including in synagogue practice.

* However, it is ironic that this should be specifically raised concerning changes on Simchat Torah, when the entire practice on this day
arose as a result of new and innovative (post talmudic) synagogue practices: ending/beginning the Torah on this day (7/8th century),
hakafot ( 16th century), dancing (17th century), dancing in front of the Torah (18th century), dancing with the Torah (20th century).

26. ... We have also answered our second question, as to whether we are permitted to create new minhagimthat were not known
to previous generations. There is no doubt that new customs that were not known before, and were instituted because of the
social and educational changes that have taken place, are not contrary to the minhagimof previous generations. .....

One may well illustrate the point with the help of two responsa in the work of my teacher, Gaon R. Yehiel Ya’akov Weinberg, of
blesses memory. In on of the responsa ... he discusses the question of whether it is permissible, in order to eliminate the
pain caused by circumcision, to administer some form of anesthetic .... In another responsum he discusses the question of
the Bat Mitzva celebration for girls ....

In both responsa the problem is the same; i.e. is one permitted to introduce new minhagimthat were not practiced before? In
the first question he reaches the conclusion that no anesthetics may be given to eliminate the pain of circumcision. He
argues that the possibility of administering a drug to enable a person to endure the circumcision painlessly existed even in
talmudic times. Yet it was not done. Therefore it should not be done today either. He concludes with the words: Minhag
Yisrael Torah hi ....

As to the second question, he fully supports the introduction of the Bat Mitzvah celebration ..... The difference between the
two cases is clear. In the first case, there has been no change whatever in the conditions of the times. The problem has
always existed. The possibility of eliminating the pain by means of some drug .... has always been available. Yet the rabbis
did not make use of it. That means that they were against it ..... As for Bat Mitzvah, the nonpracticing of it in former times did
not establish a minhag .... Today, however, conditions have changed. The Bat Mitzvah celebration does not abolish
anything; it does not antagonize any minfiag: 1t has a meaningful function in the context of Torah observance.

R. Eliezer Berkovits, Jewish Women in Time and Torah, pp 79-81

C4] CONCERN FOR BROADER META-HALACHIC AND HASHKAFIC ISSUES

* Halacha is NOT the sole determinant as to whether something is practically permitted, let alone desirable. Halachic values,
meta-halachic considerations (such as the push for stringency or leniency), and hashkafic sensitivities are also relevant.
« By definition, these values are less clear and are open to interpretation and manipulation.

12. Rabbi Meiselman is known to have a more conservative view of his uncle’s positions than most of the Rav’s talmidim and is sometimes accused of misrepresenting those positions.
Nevertheless, this quotation also appeared in 1978 in a book forming part of R. Norman Lamm’s Library of Jewish Law and Ethics. Although R. Lamm explicitly states in his foreword
that he did not agree with everything in this book, the inclusion of this quotation in the volume indicates that R. Lamm considered it to be accurate.

13. See a detailed analysis by R. Baruch Oberlander of R. Schneersohn’s letter at http://www.haoros.com/Archive/index.asp?cat=11&haoro=7&kovetz=902

14. See https://www.deracheha.org/dancing-with-torah/ for the original Hebrew. See also the psak of the Beit Hillel movement at https://beithillel.org.il/ 1845-2/
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How perilous is the path that tears down the old foundations, that shatters the structures of order in the name of some needed repair. For once such
a custom spreads, the brazen of spirit, the empty and the reckless, will rush in through the breach, pretending to bear a vision, while laying hands on
all that is whole, all that has been sanctified and received. And thus, God forbid, the purity sought, the purity that walks in the way of Torah, may be
cast aside, swept away by the folly of the rash and the clamor of the unleared who thrust themselves to the front.

Rav Kook spells out the dangers of shattering the foundations of Jewish tradition in order to achieve some perceived
need for repair. Many will join in breaking down the traditions of the past and few will be willing or able to build the
future.

SV NN M OT DY DPNND DY DY INIV INONN MOVINN TN ITHYY DNTIPN MNT DY OIT) ON¥Novwd 28,
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210 D2 D DY 05N DN YT DY D19 .DVWN WITP DY HINHI WA NPDNI PINY D NN NPNIY OON

SNV DD NN DMITA DMDD YN MION DI DY DYTmY D27 DY NPIDY ,NPD D¥I9NNND NTN NN
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When we break, for the sake of Heaven, through the barriers of former generations that stood against the spread of wisdom in Israel, we kindle the
Messiah's light - called ben Partzi (breacher of boundaries). And through suffering all the threats, humiliations and dishonor that come from simple
God-fearing Jews, we merit the level of ‘yechidah’, as one merits through actual self-sacrifice for sanctification of the Name. Through these sufferings
we atone for the entire world, and the generation's sins transform to merits, and many advocates arise for all Israel's sages, to vindicate through
their merit all of Israel.

But here Rav Kook sees an important role of the breaching of boundaries which have held the Jewish people back in the
past, provided these are undertaken for the sake of Heaven.

DVWY NYON N MNN DYDY DINMONND DN DX ,MNN NN NN IY N7 NI YTNT DX NIMND NDN 92T0 DYYND .. 29.
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The Seridei Eish, in his landmark teshuva on Bat Mitzva, rules that, ultimately, the onus in upon those (men or women)
seeking to change a minhag to show that their motivation is positive and driven by kavod Shamayim and not by secular
politicized ideas, such as egalitarianism, feminism and the application of ‘equal rights’ to ritual issues.

* Clearly, different people have differing motivations and agendas. Individuals may themselves have mixed motivations. How are we
to assess these? Are we consulting sufficiently with people to discuss and assess their motivations? And when they declare these
surely we should default to trusting and believing them rather than assuming that they are lying or confused.

30. The discussion regarding women'’s tefilla groups has regrettably focused excessively on technical issues and legalities. It has
been framed by limited halakhic queries such as: may the participants forgo tefilla be-tsibbur to attend these groups? May
menstruant women touch sifrei Torah? Undoubtedly such technical perspectives and narrow questions are necessary to
ensure our compliance with all minutiae of halakha. Torah, however, consists not only of halakhic details, but also of halakhic
values. Unfortunately the latter have been neglected in the discussion concerning women'’s tefilla groups. When halakha is
fragmented and truncated in such a fashion, it can be neither interpreted nor implemented correctly. The approach of Rav
Soloveitchik zt”I differed. The Rav’s consistent opposition to women’s tefilla groups was dictated by halakhic values, not
halakhic details.

"Halakhic Values and Halakhic Decisions: Rav Soloveitchik's Pesak Regarding Women's Prayer Groups" Rav Meyer
Twersky Tradition, 32:3 Spring 1998 - see http://www.torahweb.org/torah/special/2003/rtwe_wtg.html#fn10
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31. In sum, halakha is a two-tiered system consisting of concrete, particularized commandments governing our actions as well as
abstract, general imperatives governing the matrix of our actions. Some abstract imperatives focus exclusively on the elan of a
specific mitsva; e.g., the commandment Shabbaton ensures the spiritual character of Shabbat. Others are all-encompassing,
establishing universal values and standards of conduct; e.g. kedoshim te-hiyu. The Torah legislates not only actions, but also
de’ot (ethical-moral-religious-intellectual dispositions). It prescribes ritual but also establishes boundaries for the
concomitant religious experience.

ibid
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Rav Dov Lior ruled that women’s hakafot with a Sefer are prohibited. His reasoning is :(i) this was never the custom and
a new custom should not now be innovated, (ii) women are not commanded in the mitzva of learning Torah in the same
way as men and therefore should not be celebrating that connection in the same way; (iii) the push for this innovation is
coming from feminist and egalitarian agendas to blur distinctions between men and women. From a Torah perspective,
these distinctions are essential and attempts to undermine them are deeply destructive to Judaism.
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In this 1976 teshuva, Rav Moshe Feinstein firmly rejects feminist egalitarian agendas as pushing against the natural
essential roles of men and women and also rejecting the unchanging Torah from God. This teshuva does NOT address
the specific issue of women’s hakafot.

* Many commentators who are open in principle to broader roles for women in public and synagogue life nevertheless caution that the
Torah approach on these issues should be evolutionary and not revolutionary and that we should err on the side of conservatism when
making sweeping changes to minhag?e.

D] CONCLUSIONS?

* This is a relatively halachically simple, but hashkafically complex issue. It is also emotive and divisive.
 The main halachic issue is that of kavod haTorah. Given that what we do now with the Sifrei Torah on Simchat Torah is problematic,
should we extend that problem to a whole new arena of dancing for women?

15. https://www.yeshiva.org.il/ask/379
16. See in particular R. Chaim Navon in Chapter 4 of his Gesher Bnot Ya’akov, a book dedicated to a thoughtful analysis of the changing roles of women in Orthodox society. (An earlier
version of that essay is aviailable at https://bmj.org.il/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/22.4.Navon_.pdf) R. Navon argues for a conservative approach to societal change, based
in part on the thinking of Edmund Burk following the French Revolution. He bring a number of examples of evolutionary change which, over time, have made a significant impact on
minhag Yisrael without revolutionary upheaval, such as women’s greater involvement at funerals and the changes in women'’s Torah education over the last 150 years. | would add
to these the significant changes in the place of Charedi women in the workplace, especially in Israel.
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* On the other hand, to raise this as an issue only for women’s hakafot and not for the men seems hypocritical and unreasonable.
Could this be an opportunity to ‘reign in’ the men’s dancing and introduce something more appropriate for both men and women?
There could be real resistance to this from men who would see it as undermining current minhag.

* Major hashkafic issues/values involved here include:

FOR HAKAFOT - the importance of including and connecting women to Torah and community life - ‘nachat ruach lenashim’.
- the importance of avoiding the feeling of ‘itzavon gadol’ at exclusion from significant religious ceremonies.
- the dangers of constantly refusing changes and the real possibility that some women will ultimately feel
alienated and leave the Orthodox community or push for changes which really do present significant
halachic challenges (such as egalitarian/partnership services).

AGAINSTHAKAFOT - the perceived blurring of lines with non-Orthodox movements, especially through changes to the
synagogue service.
- the concern that this represents a slippery slope which will lead to more problematic halachic changes.
- the concern that the request for innovation is rooted in a liberal, egalitarian, rights-based approach
emerging from a secular perspective which is antithetical to Torah.

GENERAL - the extent to which this issue causes machloket in the community
- the extent to which this issue causes the erosion of the authority of the Rav of the community”.

* Some women also have strong feelings8 about Simchat Torah based on their past experiences. These include:

- a sense that the celebration of Simchat Torah is a ‘men’s club’ from which women feel sidelined. This is increased by the excessive
consumption of alcohol in some communities.

- while lengthy hakafot take place the women can either stand and watch, talk to their friends or stay at home. Few people find these to
be religiously uplifting?e.

- a sense that men are controlling women’s access to Torah, at the same time as failing to recognize the real changes that woman have
made over the last decades in deepening their knowledge of and connection to Torah learning.

* For two interesting personal accounts of these issues, see:
- Sarah Rudolph - Simchas Torah and Women, Torah Musings (2017)2°
- Batya Gold (a pseudonym) - Dancing on the Edge, Jewish Action (1999)

34, ...Holding the scroll, that, to my mind, is secondary. The real point is that we have an equal right to rejoice in our sacred
heritage. Nobody is making us chat; ultimately, no one is stopping us from dancing. If it's a men’s holiday, that is because we
let it be....On Simchat Torah, | dance for the concept of Torah, not the object. | dance for myself and my love of Torah study. |
dance for the joy of the completed cycle of reading, and | dance for the joy of beginning all over again. | dance because | will
shortly have tears in my eyes, like | do every year, as I listen to the account of Moses’ death in the last few verses of the Torah. |
dance because | will shortly be awed, as | am every year, when we begin again and read, “And it was evening, and it was
morning, one day.” The very beginning of everything; something, where there had been nothing.

Sarah Rudolph, 'Simchat Torah Doesn't Have to be a Men's Holiday'

* In practice, all of these factors must be weighed judicially by the community and its rabbinic and lay leadership. The correct call will
differ from community to community and must take account of the nature of the community22

17. Of course the ultimate halachic/hashkafic decision must be that of the Rav. On the other hand, the community chooses (and can unchoose!) the Rav.

18. These are sentiments that | have heard from women.

19. Some communities which do not have women’s hakafot have introduces a special shiur for women during the men’s hakafot. This is a positive innovation although will not be
appreciated by some nor acceptable to others.

20. ttps //www. torahmusmgs com[2017[10(5|mchas torah women/. Her earlier pieces can be found at

and

21. https: eW|shact|on com/opinion/dancing-edge,

22. For an interesting case-study, see https://www.alonshvut.org.il/objDoc.asp?PID=623590&0I1D=623608. This is a full account by the Rav of Alon Shevut, R. Zev Weitman - a
senior and respected posek and also Rav of Tenuva - of the robust debate within Alon Shevut on this issue in 2017. The community was vocally divided on the issue, with groups of
men and women strongly for and against. (The community did not divide by gender on this and there were many women who were strongly opposed and men who were in favor.
There was a more noticeable split Israeli vs Chutznik, with more Israelis taking a conservative position against innovation. But there were notable exceptions to this too.) As R.
Weitman outlines in his essay, a significant group of women wanted women’s hakafot with a Sefer Torah in the shul building. R. Yosef Zvi Rimon, Rav of the ‘New Shul’ (but not of the
Yishuv) was opposed to this but was prepared to allow two women’s hakafot at an outside location. R, Weitman was elected as Rav of Alon Shevut and was asked about this during
the election process. He was prepared to allow, and even encourage, women'’s hakafot and eventually a comprise was reached whereby women’s hakafot take place without a Sefer
Torah in the Ezrat Nashim of the shul and separately for two hakafot with a Sefer Torah in the Social Hall under the shul which is technically owned by the Yishuv. Now, in Alon Shevut
there is a roughly equal 3-way split of women during hakafot - 1/3 in the main shul watching the men, 1/3 in the Ezrat Nashim for women’s dancing without a Sefer, and 1/3 in the
Social Hall for women’s dancing with a Sefer. A further question came up relating to the request by a smaller group of women for women’s leyning on Simchat Torah. Rav Rimon was
firmly opposed to this. Rav Weitman explains in his essay why he does NOT oppose this in principle although, in deference to Rav Rimon and other Rabbanim of the community,
women leining does not take place in the shul building.
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