Mechitza: Investigating the Divide
Congregation Rinat Yisrael - 3own ny>vma nwap

Ellin Cooper, Manhattan Yoetzet Halacha
I.  Mechitza’s Origins — Today

.21—.81 N7 7910 Noo» Haa 7wbn .1

0T IPPN QW PIPNMY 2OWI NATYY 177 A0 YW NWRIT 20 01 ORI, awn

W PPN LRIV MDPM ANWRIL AN AP IPIWW TNIRD TYIR 027 MK - 29173 13PN RN L RN
M2p >7°% OO P ,YINAN DOWIRY 0°1921 DOWI 17 ANWRI2 11327 130 .00 DOWIRY 773nRn Maw 0wl
MW 2°WI 13w PNT WK M2 572 PRI 10 PUTIY .0%1521 DWIRY PINan MawY 2OW1 W 1PN LWRY
SP1ITY MOWR RIP 127 AR - 1920w 9 ' T 202 95 22N 2907 102V 000 Lounon DOWIRY aovnn
T2NYY 38 I 9P 02727 K271 MR 727 2w 725 717 N2 nown 7257 NMINOwn MINowR IR 77507
1% I0AWA PRIDYY PWOY L7272 20w 7272 DOWIR 77N JAK - 072 LW YT 0¥ PRI TO002 RO - X2?
1131 O NAX DY - 072 YW ¥

29 29D 9 .2
17272 DY 727 103 M2 NOBY 727 DWW 727 1T NP2 NORWR 727 NINaWn Ninown YIRT 7799) (2°)

25 P st y"'wn 3
L PN Dwn - 725 aw (7))

2% 29D 79997 1T NTINR 4
1070237 OV 0’2271 V0 R2W MYRIR 77 K17 - 722 27w (2)

2 75957 57 27D 7210 NoOM (RaH) wabwNTd TImbn LS

TP IWRIA 307 PP 120 137107 X372 JAXY V192 DOWIT XY 192 DOWIRT PTAYA VY ... "MA
[2°2° 7°701] .32I0 02701722 9101 .1°27I91 150 XKW 372 J0n%n DOWIR T2V NIRIT DWW RI0XIND
...72% MIOWH NINOWN VIR 7750

R 7Y ¥D N7 793R Noon Sva2 Tnbn .6
.2222w MWITA °N21 N1P0ID SN2 19K PAYY 227 MR ,Lyn WIPnY 0n NN

Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook, 'As a Littl n ry.' In Th nctity of th n
p.98
According to the Talmud (Megilla 29a) synagogues are to be looked upon as sacred
Temples-in-miniature. It is, therefore, our duty to exalt them to the same level of holiness as our
Holy Temple (may it be rebuilt soon in our day). Indeed, our fathers, in establishing two separate
divisions for men and women in the House of Prayer thereby continued the system inaugurated
in the Temple.



8. Jonathan D. Sarna, The Debate over Mixed Seating in the American Synagogue
In 1845, the Reform Congregation of Berlin abolished the separate women's gallery in the

synagogue and the traditional mechitsa ... Although mandating "the seating of men and women
on the same floor," the congregation continued to preserve the principle of sexual separation
during worship...As late as the early twentieth century, the Hamburg temple, the cradle of
German Reform, refused a donation of one million marks...because the sum was conditional on
"men and women sitting together”...mixed synagogue seating... first developed in Reform
Jewish circles in the United States. Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, the leading nineteenth-century
exponent of American Reform, took personal credit for this particular innovation, claiming to
have introduced Jewry's first family pews "in 1850 ... in the temple of Albany."
Anshe Emeth is usually credited with being the first synagogue with mixed seating in the world.
... The church-building had family pews, and the congregation resolved unanimously to retain
them. This innovation was imitated later in all American reform congregations. This was an
important step, which was severely condemned at the time..._family pews entered Judaism for
ragmatic reasons: Members voted to make do with the (costly) building they had bought. and

not to expend additional funds to convert its American-style family pews into a more traditional

Jewish seating arrangement. ...Convenience triumphed. and justifications followed... Mixed
seating generally ceased to be a controversial issue in Reform Judaism after the 1870s.

Conservative Jews sought a form of worship that would be "traditional and at the same time
modern." Gallery seating for women... ran counter to modern views...Seating reforms thus
ranked high on the Conservative Jewish agenda.
At the synagogue of the Conservative Movement's Jewish Theological Seminary, Solomon
Schechter, its president, had already in the first decade of the twentieth century established the
principle of “separation" rather than "invisibility" (i.e., a physical barrier)... In 1921, the
question of "whether family pews would be a departure from traditional Judaism" came before
the Rabbinical Assembly's [Conservative Jewish] Committee on the Interpretation of Jewish
Law. Professor Louis Ginzberg, chairman of the committee, responded that gallery seating was
nn a t that "th aration of the sexesis a ish custom well established for about
2000 years, and must not be taken lightly. ...By 1955, according to Marshall Sklare, mixed
seating featured in "the overwhelming majority of Conservative synagogues," and served "as the
most commonly accepted yardstick for differentiating Conservatism from Orthodoxy. "

II. Mechitza: Biblical or Rabbinic?
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11. Joseph B. Soloveitchik, Community, Covenant and Commitment: Selected Letters and
Communications
First, let me reiterate in precise and unequivocal terms my position with regard to the seating

arrangement in a house of worship._The separation of the sexes in the synagogue is a basic tenet
of our faith. It dates back to the very dawn of our religious halakhic community and constitutes a
Pentateuchic injunction (issur de-oraita) which can never be abandoned by any legislative act on

the part of a rabbinic or lay body. regardless of its numeric strength or social prominence. What
was decreed by God can never be undone by human hand. In my opinion, mingling of the sexes

is by far a more flagrant violation of a great principle than that of installing an organ or praying
with bare heads. Unfortunately, while every traditionally minded Jew understands that the latter
practices tend to strip our synagogues of their Judaic quality and are tantamount to an attempt at
a Christianization of our ritual, many well-meaning sincere Jews are being misled with respect to
the mixed seating arrangement. ..

I wish to say that there is certainly a requirement for the erection of a partition, and the
synagogue which fails to do so is guilty of violating a very sacred tradition. However, there is a
basic difference between this wrong and that of the co-mingling of the sexes for, as I indicated
above, separation has its origin in the Bible itself, whereas the prerequisite for a mehitzah much
be attributed to rabbinic ordinance. The Biblical passage from which the Talmud derives the
interdiction against mixed pews [Zechariah 12:12 in Sukkah 51b], and also the Pentateuchic
injunction, Let him see no unseemly thing in thee (Deuteronomy 23:15), deal with separation
only. There is no mention, however, of segregation. The latter has been introduced in accordance
with the old maxim, va’assu seyag latorah, “Make a fence around the Law (Aboth 1, 1) as a
safety measure in order to prevent the mingling of the sexes.

III. The Mechitza’s Purpose
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IV.  The Mechitza’s Architecture: Height. Structure. and Substance
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In a personal horaah halacha lemaaseh (Cambridge, Mass. 1971) Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik
shlita ruled that a mechitza need only be 50 inches high. Rav Yosef Eliyahu Henkin allowed for a
mechitza of only ten tefachim, the minimum height of a mechitza in the context of the laws of
sukka, so long as there was a curtain on top.
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Indeed the rabbis of Hungary are very stringent and demand that the mechitza be higher than the
heads of the women, and they go further and demand that, if the synagogue does not have a
mechitza like this, it is prohibited to pray there, and it is prohibited for the women to come and
pray and it is better for them to stay at home. Certainly their intention is for the good, to preserve
modesty as it was practiced in prior generations, but in our times the situation has changed and
nature has changed, and if women stay at home and don’t come to synagogue, they will lose their
Judaism entirely, and it is certainly prohibited to push them away and distance them because of
an excessive stringency that has no solid source in the Talmud or halachic authorities...In our
time women are very disturbed if we distance them from houses of prayer, and going to prayer in
synagogue in our time is the fulfillment of Judaism for women and for mothers.

29. Devorah Rubin, 'Davening in Dark Corners.' Jewish Action, Spring 1998.

On Shabbos, on Yom Tov, and especially during the Yamim Noraim, it enhances one’s kavanos to
see the baal tefillah; to watch the Torah being read and raised; to see the shofar being blown; and
to see the Hakafos on Hoshana Rabba. ... At the present time, in many shuls, it requires
imagination to feel that one is part of the congregation. It is also harder to follow the rabbi’s
drashah when one cannot see his face. The solution adopted in some shuls of drawing back the




curtains during the speech does not take into account that some of us are uncomfortable being
suddenly put on display. Several major Orthodox shuls have had the good sense to try to remedy
the situation. The technology certainly exists, for example: the one-way mirror; a combination of
smoked glass and screen; adjustable wooden louvers; and of course, balconies, especially tiered
balconies, afford a good view. Installing a kosher, women-friendly mechitzah need not be
difficult or expensive; all it requires is good will and ingenuity.

V.  The Mechitza Qutside of Tefillah
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There are those who are particular to also set up a mechitza during a Torah derasha that takes
place in the synagogue. However, in my humble opinion, one should consider carefully whether
this does more harm than good. Experience shows that women who sit behind a mechitza feel
distanced from what is happening in synagogue. This makes it difficult for them to listen to the
speaker. So it’s not surprising that women find themselves engaging in chitchat during the
derasha and causing a disturbance, and this is not their fault. In order to prevent this, I have been
particular that the gabbai’im (sextons) should roll back the mechitza during the derasha, in order
that the women should be able to listen to it. For a mechitza at that time is not a halacha but a
good custom.



