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The role of women in Jewish life is of great concern in our generation.
Much of what has been hitherto written on this topic deals with the
metaphorical "trees", specific halakhic issues. Dr. Wolowelsky instead
addresses the "forest", the proper framework within which to consider
the specific issues. One may ask why the role of women should be reex-
amined at all; what was good until now should continue to be good in
the future.

This book addresses this question. In the preface, the author spells
out the parameters of the book: "There is no halakhic imperative

requiring us to automatically reject proposals simply because they are

innovative when they no longer pose a threat to Torah values" (p. ix).
He then cites the example of sermons in the vernacular. When the idea
was first introduced, opponents of the Reform movement opposed it,
because they saw it as leading towards assimilation.l Later on, in a dif-
ferent historical setting, sermons in the vernacular have become the
norm. They are not viewed as assimilationist.

Similarly, argues the author, though some aspects of feminism are
antithetical to halakha, increased involvement by women in certain areas
of Jewish life should not automatically be rejected as such. To the con-
trary, "We should not hesitate to shift our reaction from suspicion to
encouragement" (p. xii). The preface can stand by itself and, in my
opinion, is the most valuable contribution of the book.

The body of the book deals with specific suggestions for the proper
role of women in various areas, e.g. zimmun, simhat bat, kadish. In
each chapter, the author summarizes the relevant halakhic literature and
against that backdrop makes specific suggestions. For instance, in the
chapter on the family meal, he discusses whether a woman can say ha-
motsi at the Shabbat table in mixed company. First the author shows
that women and men are equally obligated to eat from the ¡ehem
mishne. He then encourages the practice of having women say ha-motsi
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(p. 33-34). In the chapter on women and kadish, the author discusses
the origin of the kadish of a mourner and various views as to whether a
woman can recite it. The author sides with those halakhic authorities
who permit a woman to say kadish. On that basis, he says that any
woman who wishes to say kadish should not "feel constrained" (p. 93).

Much of the halakhic section of the book is based on views already
found in the literature. The halakhic view that a woman can say sheva
berakhot is an original one of the author. The various halakhic sum-
maries are essentially correct. However, in some places, the author does
not cite some of the relevant literature. Concerning the birth of a
daughter, the author cites a personal anecdote of Rabbi Jonathan Sacks,

who quotes Rabbi Nahum RabinovItch as saying that one can make a
ha-tov ve-hametiv upon the birth of a daughter (p. 45). That view is

spelled out in Rabbi Rabinovitch's book on Rambam.2
In a recent article, presumably not available to the author when he

wrote the book, I challenge the reasoning of Rabbi Rabinovitch.

However, I too conclude that the proper berakha upon the birth of a
daughter is ha-tov ve-hametiv based on a different line ofreasoning.3

In discussing yeshiva education for women, the author cites various
authorities who looked positively upon Torah study for women (pp.
111-118). However, the literature he cites deals primarily with the
public policy aspect of the issue. As the author himself says concerning
the Hafets Hayyim, "It was not the text of Shulhan Arukh that was the
source of the decision to expand the bounds of Torah education for
women; it was the sociological reality and strategies for confronting
it" (p. 113). For a survey of the halakhic positions regarding Torah

study for women, see Rabbi Moshe Weinberger, "Teaching Torah to
Women", Journal of Halacha and Contemporary Society ix, (Spring
1985), pp. 52-91. For an analysis of the various halakhic positions and
some new thoughts, see my article, "Nashim veTa/mud Torah)"
HaDarom 61 (5752), pp. 25-34.

In the section entitled "In our Homes", the author states "No one
gives a second thought if a family guest, when leading the zimmun,
says, 'bi-reshut baJal ha-bayit u-baJalat ha-bayit nevarekh (with the per-
mission of the master and mistress of the house, let us bless),'" (p. 33).
The author takes it for granted that such a practice is proper. However,
the "bi-reshuf' formula is an acknowledgement of permission. When
the one who has the right to say a particular berakha, e.g. kidush, birkat
ha-mazon, on behalf of others in a group chooses to transfer that right
to another member of the group, the recipient says "bi-reshuf'. The lat-

95



TRADITION

ter thereby acknowledges that he is saying the berakha with the permis-
sion of the one who has the right to do so himself. 4

In the case of a zimmun consisting of three men and some women,
one of the men must lead the zimmun.5 The male head of the house

has the right to do so himself or to transfer that right to one of the
male guests. The female head of the house may not lead the zimmun
and therefore has nothing to transfer to one of the males. Therefore,

when there are three males and a male guest is given the right to lead
the zimmun, it is inappropriate to say "bi-reshut baJalat ha-bayif'.

The author makes some suggestions worthy of consideration. In the
section of "Family Minhag," p. 23-28, he advocates following those who
allow a married woman to maintain her customs, even when they differ
from her husband's. He encourages the practice of a megilla reading for
a minyan of women, with one of the women reading the megilla.

On the other hand, some of his suggestions are, in my opinion, not
appropriate. He devotes an entire section, entitled "A Quiet Berakha",
pp. 75-84, to presenting a case for not saying aloud" she-to asani isha",
(who did not make me a woman). He makes clear that he is not advo-
cating omitting or amending the berakha; the halakha clearly requires
men to recite it in this form. He advocates a suggestion, first made by
Rabbi Aharon Worms, which the author quotes on p. 81, to recite the
berakha silently.

This section was originally published a few years ago in Tradition.6
In the same issue, Rabbi Emanuel Feldman, in a section entitled "An
Articulate Berakha",7 takes issue with Dr. Wolowelsky. R. Feldman
states that making a point of saying this berakha silently "becomes a
daily confession to an accusation that is not true: that there is some-
thing intrinsically offensive to women in this berakha". R. Feldman
advocates instead "interpreting it properly" .

Saying something silently does not necessarily imply that one is
apologetic about what is being said. For instance, it is a widespread cus-
tom to read the Tokhaha passages (the passages in Vayikra 26:14-43

and Devarim 28:15-68 detailing the dire consequences of not observ-
ing the commandments) in a softer voice. That is not because there is
anything offensive about those passages or reading them in public.
Nonetheless, they are, by design, not pleasant reading. Reading them in
an undertone seems to blunt their harshness.

By contrast, in the case of "she-lo asani isha", whether the berakha
is said silently or aloud makes no difference. Saying it quietly may make
it a bit less unpleasant for some. Yet as R. Feldman notes, "women
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know what is being whispered about them".6 Unlike the Tokhaha)

where the issue is one of pleasantness, the issue with she-lo asani isha is
one of propriety. The presumed offense remains even when the berakha
is not recited aloud. The main issue is, as R. Feldman says, how to
interpret the berakha. The author himself puts it well when he says:

"Arguing over whether this berakha should be said aloud or silently
might be viewed as either quibbling or evading the true problem of
how to deal with a liturgical text that some find offensive" (p. 76).
Indeed, it is "either quibbling or evading the true problem".

Another suggestion of his I believe is not appropriate is a women's
Torah reading. The author explains at length that it is possible for
women to read the Torah and receive aliyot in a way that does not vio-
late halakha. He then refers to such a reading as "authentic" (p. 107).

I fail to understand why the author sees this reading as "authentic."
Though the overall purpose of reading the Torah is public education,
the rules for reading the Torah are very specific. It takes place only in
the presence of a minyan. A particular portion of the Torah and a spe-
cific number of aliyot are designated for each occasion. Outside of this
framework, any reading of the Torah is a private reading.

It is true that the regular parsha is "the focal point for many a
Shabbat discussion," to use the author's phrase (p. 107). However,
women and men can be well prepared for such discussions by studying
the parsha on their own from printed books. Nowadays, people study
from printed books. Nobody uses a seIer Torah for private Torah study.
Indeed, Rosh says that for this reason the mitsva of writing a sefer Torah
can be fulfilled by buying books containing the Oral Law.9

Therefore, even a women's Torah reading that is not in violation of
halakha seems to me to be of little value. Moreover, elsewhere the
author argues that "We have no real interest in further emphasizing the
synagogue service as the main focus of Jewish life" (p. 53). I believe
that it would be wise to apply that principle to the issue of women1s
Torah reading.

However, even if one chooses not to accept some of the author1s
suggestions, the book provides a framework for discussing the issues. As
I stated at the outset of this review, the most valuable contribution of
the book, in my assessment, is the definition of the parameters spelled
out in the preface. Indeed the author concludes the book with a quota-
tion from Prof. David Berger: "Needless to say, the Torah does envision
different roles and obligations for men and women, and no amount of
apologetics can or should wholly erase those distinctions. . . . At the
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same time, permissible expressions of piety and a thirst for the word of
God deserve our utmost respect." Perhaps the author too saw this
statement of principle as the principal part of the book.

NOTES

1. See Jacob Katz, The Unhealed Breach, Jerusalem 1995 (Hebrew), pp. 82-
99.

2. Yad Peshuta, Ahava II (Jerusalem 5754), pp. I, 146.
3. "Yalda Bat Mai Mevarekh", Hadarom 66-67,5752, pp. 43-47.
4. See Shibbolei haLeket, #240, Shulhan Arukh, Drah Hayyim 167:14, and

Mishna Berura, 75.
5. See Shulhan Arukh, Drah Hayyim 199: 6-7, and Beiur Halakha, s.v. "ve-

yotsa" .
6. 29:4, Summer 1995, pp. 61-68.
7. Ibid., pp. 69-74.
8. Ibid., p. 73.

9. See Rosh, Seier Torah, sec. 1.

Old Wine New Flasks: Reflections on Science and Jewish Tradition by
ROALD HOFFMA and SHI LEIBOWIZ SCHMT (Freeman) 326 pp.

Reviewed by
Edward Simon

In Indiana we have a saying: "If you don't like the weather, wait till
tomorrow; it wil change." The same can be said of this book. Each of
the eight chapters not only has its own subject matter, but its own style.
If you don't care for one (and I didn't), keep going; you wil probably
love the next (and I did). But there is a unifYing theme. Each chapter

deals with a Torah topic and then shows in a unique way how science
can be used to broaden and enlighten it.

The authors are an unlikely combination who met by chance at Ben
Gurion University in Beersheva, IsraeL. Roald Hoffmann is a Nobel
Prize winning chemist from Cornell University. He proclaims himself as
not being religious but having a great respect and affection for Jewish

tradition. This love certainly shows in his writing. Shira Leibowitz
Schmidt, who is observant, was trained as an engineer at Stanford but
left the field and moved to IsraeL. A mother of six, she currently lives in
the hasidic enclave of Kiryat Sanz in Jerusalem. She is related by mar-
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riage to the famous biblical exegete Nehama Leibowitz, who is fre-
quently quoted in the book.

This work does not explore the similarities and difference between
science and religion, nor does it try to reconcile the two. Instead, it uses
one to enlighten the other. In the chapter entitled "You Must Not
Deviate to the Right or the Left," the Torah is used to clarify, or at least
introduce, the mysteries of chiral chemistry. This is the strange property
whereby certain molecules are mirror images of each other. Consider
your right and left hand. They are identical in shape; however, unless

you turn one over, it is impossible to superimpose one upon the other.
Molecules with these properties abound in nature; and the two tyes,

called enantiomers, can have strikingly different biological properties.
This notoriously difficult concept is lovingly described historically,
chemically and physically. The discovery and understanding of chirality
did not come easily and was fraught with controversy and appeals to
authority. This debate is compared in the book to rabbinic disagree-
ments in matters of Jewish law.

Finding a clear-cut method of determining whose authority must
prevail in halakhic debate is a controversial matter in itself. For instance,
in commenting on the biblical command not to deviate from the
SanhedrinJsverdicts "neither to the right nor to the left" (Deut. 17:11),
Rashi argues that the pasuk demands adherence even to an obviously
wrong ruling: "Even if they say that left is right and right is left." The
Jerusalem Talmud (Horayot 1:1), however, interprets the verse in the
opposite manner: "Only go to the right when it is right and the left
when it is left."

This is not a theoretical case. The text discusses the famous contro-
versy between Rabban Gamliel and Rabbi Yehoshua regarding on
which day Yom lCippur fell in a particular year. Rabban Gamliel pre-
vailed because he was the head of the Sanhedrin, although he was in
fact wrong. N ahmanides deduced from this story that even in cases of
clear error, the rulings of the Sanhedrin must be obeyed, lest there be
chaos. The text then discusses how Jewish law diverged after the
Sanhedrin was disbanded, and briefly traces its development to current
day Israel, with its Sephardic and Ashkenazic Chief Rabbis. The discus-
sion traces many examples of disputes between rabbis, culminating in
the argument between Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus and the Rabbis
regarding the ritual purity of a special kind of oven. Despite the fact
that Heaven itself declared the correctness of Rabbi Eliezer's views, the
Rabbis ultimately prevailed, with the Holy One declaring, "My sons
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have defeated me, My sons have defeated me" (Bava Metsia 59b).
Interspersed with these episodes are debates about the origin and sig-
nificance of chiral molecules that have gone on until this very day. The
similarities between religious and scientific debate are greater than one
might think.

Another chapter, "The Flag that Came Out of the Blue," discusses
tekhelet. This is the blue dye that should be used to stain one of the
threads that make up the tsitsit, fringes placed at each corner of a "four-
cornered garment." Today, these fringes are seen only on the tal/it and
tallit katan, garments created specifically to require their presence. Yet

these tsitsit are usually exclusively white. An explanation for this phe-
nomenon is given in a three-act play ranging from Korah's rebellion in
the desert, to Herzl at the first Zionist Congress in Basel to the creation
of the blue and white Israeli flag. Along the way we learn much about
the chemistry of dyeing, and how Rabbi Gershon Hanokh Leiner, the
Radzyner Rebbe, was misled into believing that he had rediscovered the
source of tekhelet. (In fact, he may have inadvertently created the dye
Prussian blue.) We are also treated to the philosophy of Rabbi Joseph
B. Soloveitchik, affectionately known as the Rav, who discusses the
deeper significance of the Zionist colors. Finally, there is a discussion of
the doctoral thesis of Rabbi Isaac haLevi Herzog. Rabbi Herzog, who
subsequently became the Chief Rabbi of Israel, wrote his thesis in 1913
on the topic of the origin and significance of tekhelet. It was finally pub-
lished in 1987 as the centerpiece of the book The Royal Purple and the
Biblical Blue.

A well-known story in the Torah details the plight of the benei
Yisrael after they left Egypt and found themselves with no water to
drink. After three days they came to Mara, but could not drink the
water there because it was bitter. Moses appealed to God, Who showed
him a tree which, when thrown into the water, caused the liquid to
become sweet. Was this merely another miracle in an age that had nisim
in abundance, or is there a scientific explanation to the Mara story?

The question is considered from many angles. The midrash insists
that this was a "miracle within a miracle." According to one opinion,
rather than add honey or dates into the water, Moses was shown an olive
tree, well-known to be extremely bitter. Another opinion explains that
the tree under discussion was the oleander, which is not only bitter but
poisonous. From this discussion it would appear that the Mara story was
a purely supernatural event. On the other hand, the concept of treating a
particular problem with something similar to it is a commonplace one in
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medicine. For instance, all vaccinations involve the injection of a virus in
order to make the patient immune to a related one. The concept is also
found in alternative medicine. Furthermore, various chemical cases are

discussed in which adding organic matter to a bitter (or salty) lake makes
the water potable. Understanding the Mara phenomenon could affect
whether we see the story as one involving a revealed miracle or a hidden
one. This is an important distinction as seen from the argument over
how to interpret the Entebbe rescue in 1976.

And so the book proceeds, each chapter presenting new material in
a unique way: at times a play, at times a dialog between the authors.
One chapter is made up of a discussion among many people on the
internet. But each chapter is an amalgam of religion, history, philosophy
and of course chemistry. As befits the status of the senior author, it is
meticulously referenced with an index and glossary. Old Wine New
Flasks was a delight to read. It wil give everyone a new appreciation of
both science and religion.
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