
Handout:  Women and Scholarship in Jewish 

Tradition 

Facilitated by Susan Wyner 

1. An Introduction:  Cheryl Tallan and Emily Taitz in 
“Learned Women in Traditional Judaism”, 
Encyclopedia of Jewish Women found on the 

Jewish Womens Archives website. https://jwa.org 

“The long-standing idea that women are either not fit to 
be educated or do not need to be educated has deep 

roots in Jewish history. Beginning with the Hebrew Bible, 
the primacy of men is a given and women’s status is 
closely related to their childbearing function. There are, 
however, some exceptions.   

a. Both Deborah and Huldah were prophets and 
therefore presumably knowledgeable in the law.  

b. The matriarchs, although not equal to their 
husbands, displayed assertive behavior and did not 

hesitate to manipulate events to fit their own 
interpretations of God’s will. 

“Deuteronomy, the latest of the five books of the 
Pentateuch, states that a man must teach the law of God 
to his banekha (Deut. 6:8). In the original Hebrew, a 
language that has no neuter nouns, this word can be read 
in two ways: “You shall teach it to your children,” 
assuming the word encompasses both male and female, 
or the more literal meaning, “You shall teach it to your 

sons.” There is some evidence that early Palestinian 
sources interpreted the word banekha more broadly and 
believed that women could also acquire merit by studying 
the law (M. Nedarim 4:3; Tos. Berakhot 2:12; 
P. Shabbat 3:4). However, the Babylonian scholars 

strongly disagreed. For those living in societies where 
women’s inferiority was taken for granted, as it was 
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throughout the Middle East, this ambiguous verse was 
unlikely to be interpreted in favor of teaching daughters 

and the education of girls was therefore almost always 
inferior to that of boys.” . . . 

“Reports of learned women that surfaced during the 

period from 700 to 1200 C.E. were rare and often 

fragmentary. Documents found in the Genizah suggest 

that women in Egypt during the Fatimid Empire (969–mid-

thirteenth century) were more likely to be educated. Many 

worked as teachers of children or in girls’ schools, 

teaching the rudiments of literacy and perhaps some 

Bible stories and prayers as well as needlework and 

embroidery.” 

 

2. Rabbinic Attitudes Have Blocked Women from 
Serious Study: 
The Gemara cites question posed to Rabbi Eliezer.  

A wise woman asked Rabbi Eliezer: “Since all bore 

equal responsibility for the incident of the Golden Calf, 

due to what factor were their deaths not equal? Some of 

the people were killed by the sword of Moses and the 

Levites, some were killed in a plague, and others were 

struck with an intestinal illness.” He said to her: “There is 

no wisdom in a woman except weaving with a spindle, and 

so it states: ‘And any woman who was wise-hearted spun 

with her hands’ (Exodus 35:25). Therefore, it is unbefitting 

for a woman to concern herself with such questions.” 

3.  Blu Greenberg from On Women and Judaism:  A 

View from Tradition, JPS, 1981, pp 26-27, 

outtakes. 
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“At some level, to me the mehitzah symbolized the 

ancient, natural, immutable order of male and 

female.  One didn’t question such things. 

 

“All of this is not to say I lived a perfectly docile 

existence within the boundaries of the natural 

order.  There were certain incidents that made me 

chafe at the outer limits.  

 

“During my junior year in college,  I studied in 

Israel for several months at a Hebrew teachers 

institute. Nechama Leibowitz was my teacher for 

Bible.  She was the most brilliant, exciting teacher I 

ever had, and she became an extraordinary model 

for me… 

 

I decided to take a year off from Brooklyn College 

where I had been enrolled and just study 

intensively with Nechama [in Israel]…”Come home 

and finish college,” said my parents. “You’re crazy,” 

said most of my friends…I came home to work on 

Nechama’s famous gilyonot (Bible questionnaires) 

and move quickly into the next slot. But even as I 

did, I quietly knew that had I been a young man 

wanting to stay on and study intensively with a 

special Israeli rebbe, every encouragement would 

have been forthcoming… 

 

“And yet once I had tasted of the tree of 

knowledge, there was no going back…” 

 

 



 
 

Nehama Leibowitz:  By the middle of the 20th 

century, she became one of the most influential 

teachers of Bible in the Jewish world. 

 

 
Blu Greenberg:  Writer and lecturer on 

contemporary Jewish issues.  Wife of Rabbi Yitz 



Greenberg, she struggled with the role of Jewish 

women, and encouraged women to embrace 

scholarship. 

 

 

 

 
 

Rebecca Gratz:  Born 1781 in Philadelphia, she 

created schools and orphanages that established a 

new model of religious education so that all Jewish 

children, male and female, could be educated to 

strengthen their cultural identity. 

 



 
Rabbi Regina Jonas: First woman to be ordained 

as a rabbi, which took place in Germany in 1935. 

She guided the Jewish community in Auschwitz until 

her death in 1944 at the hands of the Nazis. 

 

 
Henrietta Szold:  Educator, essayist, editor, social 

and communal worker, Zionist organizer and 



politician.  Best known as founder of Hadassah 

(1896) and Youth Aliyah (1934). 

 

Who Becomes a JTS Rabbinical Student? (from the 

website of The Jewish Theological Seminary) 

The short answer is anyone. A compassionate person 

whose love for God, Torah, and the Jewish People calls 

for a life of sacred service. A leader with twin 

commitments to traditional study and practice. A learner 

thirsty for scholarship and spirituality. An innovator eager 

for experience and rigorous training. An advocate whose 

religious vision embraces social justice and contemporary 

concerns. 

THESE ARE SOME QUALITIES OF A CANDIDATE 

FOR WHOM THE RABBINICAL SCHOOL OF JTS MAY 
BE A GOOD FIT: 

• Personal Middot (qualities of 

character): Rabbinical students are seen as role 

models of Jewish spiritual practice and ritual 

observance. Humility, kindness, and curiosity are 

also essential qualities for success in our school and 

in the rabbinate 

• Jewish Commitments: At the time of application, 

the candidate demonstrates that they follow or are 

growing into a life of traditional observance. We 

recognize that religious growth is not necessarily a 

linear progression and hope to provide a safe space 

for students as they move forward on this path. As 

you consider entering The Rabbinical School, we 

will certainly discuss our religious norms and 

expectations with you. In general, the religious 



commitments we look for candidates to cultivate 

include: 

• Lifelong Torah study 

• Committed, questioning, and loving engagement with 

God 

• Organization of one's life around mitzvot, including 

pillars of public and private behavior such as kashrut, 

Shabbat and festivals, and daily communal prayer. 

Tallit and tefillin are expected practices in The Rabbinical 

School. 

• Holiness in relationships, including halakhic and ethical 

parameters of sexual intimacy 

• Advocacy for a peaceful future for the State of Israel 

and its inhabitants, and responsibility for the welfare of 

one's fellow Jews in all places 

• Egalitarianism: While rabbinical students at JTS 

are not required to exclusively follow egalitarian 

practice, they must affirm equal opportunity for 

Jewish men and women in Torah study, 

participation in the mitzvot, and Jewish 

leadership. 

Academic Profile: A successful candidate for The 

Rabbinical School will: 

• have a strong academic record and an undergraduate 

degree from an accredited college or university 

• have strong English communication skills and 

competence in academic study and writing 

• demonstrate academic readiness with the GRE or 

alternative standardized test 

• meet or exceed entry-level skill in classical Jewish text 

and in Hebrew language 
 



 
Rabbi Sally Priesand:  First female rabbi in the 

American Reform Movement, ordained at HUC-JIR 

in 1973. 

 

 
 

Rabbi Amy Eilberg: First Conservative female 

rabbi ordained at JTS in 1985. 
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