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One of the great mysteries of the world is what ever happened to On Ben Pelet.  The verse states, “Vayikach Korach ben Yitzhar…ve-datan veaviram, ve-on ben pelet benei reuven, and Korach the son of Yitzhar took Datan ve-Aviram and Ohn ben Pelet.”

Korach’s rebellion begins with Datan and Aviram and Ohn.  We know what ends up happening to Datan and Aviram—they die in the rebellion; but Ohn seems to disappear from the text without a trace.  Where did he go?

The Talmud fills in the gap.  According to Tractate Sanhedrin (109b), Ohn was saved by his wife, even though there is no mention of her at all in the text.

Ohn came home and told his wife that he was joining Korach in a rebellion.   His wife said to him: “Mai nafkah lakh minei, what are you going to get out of this?”  So he said, “What can I do, as I have already sworn allegiance to Korach?”   She said, “Leave it to me.”

That night she fed him wine and made him sleepy.  She then sat by the opening of the tent and combed her hair immodestly.  When Korach and his followers came to pick up Ohn, they were embarrassed to walk into the tent as she was grooming herself.  Meanwhile Ohn overslept and missed the revolution and so he was saved from death.
The Talmud contrasts Mrs. Ohn with Mrs. Korach who it blames for needling Korach and convincing him to revolt against Moses.  Although the text of the Torah does not record such a conversation, the Talmud has Mrs. Korach saying to Korach, “Chazi mai ka-avid Moshe, look what Moshe is doing.  He is taking all the power for himself, and his brother, and his nephews!”

These two stories reflect the fact that wives have tremendous influence over their husbands.  They also reflect the idea that in biblical times women were often not direct actors in the political leadership of society.  Instead they had to act in a behind the scenes fashion.  They were influential in a private manner that was not seen by the public.

This was of course the case for much of world history.  Even in the United States women did not get to vote until 1920.

In our own synagogue, the matter was not much different.  When I arrived here in 2004, women only had the right to vote on synagogue matters if they had a written consent from their husband.  

This is not to say that women did not have a voice in synagogue matters, but it was a behind the scenes, indirect voice.  This matter changed when our bylaws were redone in 2006.  And so now women can vote as a full member of the synagogue in the same way that men can vote.
I mention these stories from the Talmud and from our synagogue history, because I want to talk today about how women can have a direct involvement, as opposed to an indirect involvement, in the spiritual life of our synagogue.  
From a traditional Orthodox perspective our synagogue is relatively progressive as it relates to women’s direct spiritual involvement in the synagogue in areas traditionally reserved for men.

For example, women carry the Torah in the women’s section, there is a regular women’s prayer service that meets, our mechitza is down the middle so that men and women share the space equally, women regularly deliver Divrei Torah from the pulpit, this includes our Makom shabbaton which features girls teaching all the Torah in the shul over Shabbat, and women have leadership positions within the congregation in both a lay and a professional manner. 

With all that, we do not have an egalitarian prayer service.  We are an Orthodox synagogue and we must always be an Orthodox synagogue.  

Being an Orthodox synagogue means that we must embrace Halakhah—Jewish law, for we believe it must be a guidepost to our lives.  

Now this guidepost can be strict and sometimes we may not understand its ways.  But we submit ourselves to the tradition and to the law.    

Let me give you a prosaic example.  Every week I teach a class downtown from 12:30-1:30 pm.  There are one hour meters in front of the building where I teach the class.  Last week I parked at 12:24 and put the money in the meter.  I came down at 1:30 pm and saw that I got a ticket at1:25 pm.  I was complaining to a friend that this was very unfair and he put me in my place.  He said: “Rabbi, you are Orthodox.  Can I eat a hot dog that is just a little bit non-kosher?  You either follow the law or you don’t.”
So too, sometimes we must struggle with Halakhah.  Sometimes we wonder, what if we are just a little bit off, does it really matter?  But, the answer is that it does matter.  With respect to Halakhah, we cannot veer at all.
I know that there are some men and women in our congregation who struggle with this aspect of Orthodoxy.  They struggle with a differentiation in rituals between men and women and with the fact that the traditional prayer service is dominated by men.
Recently, we had a meeting in our synagogue about women’s spiritual involvement in our congregation.  It was one of the most powerful moments of my rabbinate.  

Around 30 of us gathered and sat in a circle and we shared our feelings.  Some women and men shared that they were very happy with how this synagogue represented where they wanted to be spiritually.  Others shared their concerns that because we are a non-egalitarian Orthodox synagogue their sons and daughters might grow up thinking that girls and women are less important spiritually.  As a father of both boys and girls I can say that that is certainly a scary thought.

It was a powerful evening, because everyone in the room that night spoke from the heart and from a place of real spiritual depth.  Many of the people in that room were extremely close friends and yet they had conflicting feelings about the proper spiritual path.  One person’s spiritual answer was another’s spiritual betrayal.  Together we were exploring a delicate but important issue which is at the center of many of our spiritual lives. Some of us openly wept with emotion and I can tell you that I was very proud that evening to be the rabbi of this shul.

That conversation was not a one-time event but a point on the spiritual journey that our congregation is taking.  Since that night, I was shown a college thesis that was just written by my good friend, Rachel Lieberman.
Rachel has just graduated from Princeton where she wrote a paper titled, “Reaching across the Mechitza: Feminism’s Impact on Orthodox Judaism.”

Rachel taught me a conceptual model which I want to share with you today because I think it can help us as we move forward.
She explained that there are two primary models of feminism today which women feel strongly about.  There is difference feminism and there is equality feminism.

Those women who pursue equality feminism are trying to say that men and women need to be equal in every aspect of their lives.  Whatever men do, women can and should do.  The rallying cry for this approach is “equal opportunity and equal access.”  

In contrast, difference feminism argues that men and women have different roles and women should not try to mimic the roles of men.  It argues that a woman who does not desire to live like a man is no less a feminist.  

From the perspective of Orthodox Judaism, Rachel writes in her thesis that Orthodox men and women, especially in Israel, are experimenting with new rituals and prayers to try and create a niche for Orthodox women that does not violate Halakhah and at the same time does not compromise their spiritual desires. 
I believe that a rabbinic consensus is emerging in the Orthodox world that Orthodox congregations should follow a third path which is to follow the guide of Halakhah in understanding when it is appropriate to follow difference feminism versus equality feminism. 
For example, in relationship to Torah study and spiritual leadership we follow equality feminism.  Women’s Talmud study and Torah scholarship has become widespread.  And, as Rachel points out, it is important to note that even though, Orthodoxy is often criticized for being the least progressive of the Jewish denominations, there is nothing in Reform or Conservative Judaism that can rival the advanced and rigorous opportunities for women and Talmud study currently available to women in the Orthodox world.

However, when it comes to prayer services and traditional rituals we should be more restrained and embrace a tradition that emphasizes difference feminism.  Women’s spirituality is no less important, but the tradition emphasizes that it must express itself differently.
I can’t tell you exactly why this consensus emerged from the rabbis and sociologically, but perhaps it has something to do with the difference between prayer and Torah study.  

Torah study is an empowering activity.  It is the acquisition of knowledge.  And the more one knows the more power one has.  It is already occurring that some women are becoming Halakhic experts for their community.  So the more women study Torah the more they will be empowered through knowledge.

Prayer service as a whole is generally not viewed in the same way.  It is typically not seen as an empowering activity.
Still, a prayer service as a whole can be empowering.  It can give us the strength we need to live our lives and to overcome our struggles.  And if difference feminism can help women better connect to a prayer service and in that sense become more empowered in their daily lives and relationship with God then I see a great value in our synagogue in advancing and amplifying aspects of difference feminism vis a vis prayer. 

One path to empowerment that is available to Orthodox women is through scholarship and through difference feminism.  But there is another path to empowerment as well.
These models are dynamic models which can to a limited degree evolve over time.  These are elastic categories which will change and such change will eventually be absorbed into our community.  But meaningful spiritual change must be slow.

What is the major catalyst to allowing for the mainstream adaptation to spiritual change?

Such change can only come from an incredible amount of commitment and perseverance.

On this point I want to share with you an insight from my teacher at Yeshiva University, Professor Haym Soloveitchik.  He pointed out that the Chasdim and the Mitnagdim were engaged in vicious polemics at the start of the Chassidic movement.  The Mitnagdim were very upset at certain aspects of the Chassidic platform, but eventually their anger dissipated and was transformed into respect.  
Professor Soloveitchik suggested that the change resulted from the admiration they gained for the Chasidim when they saw them spending hours upon hours in prayer and other aspects of spirituality.  When they saw their level of commitment and they saw how deep and consistent it was their opposition faded away and turned into respect.  
I think we are seeing such a development as it relates to women’s involvement in Torah study, but we are not yet seeing that on a broad and consistent level as it relates to women’s involvement in Orthodox communal prayer rituals.   
Some rabbis have attacked those men and women who speak out on behalf of a more progressive approach by Orthodoxy towards women’s spiritual involvement.  We must never do such a thing.  
The spiritual energy of that meeting we recently held was powerful.  Even though we were not all on the same page there was a common spirituality in the room which was impressive and personally very inspiring.  This common spirituality is exactly what we will need to help us each find our spiritual compass both as individuals and as a community as we move forward and grow together.  Together, as a community we will study the halakhot in these areas and in doing so we will be empowered by our knowledge and inspired by our common goal.
