Egalitarian Halakhah: Visions and Pathways
Rabbi Ethan Tucker, Mechon Hadar

Lecture #2: Egalitarianism without Androgyny

e Egalitarianism and Androgyny: What do we mean?

e Separating Egalitarianism from Androgyny: Substantive and Tactical Challenges
o The history of race relations in the United States has made “separate but equal” a

radioactive legal and social doctrine there and beyond; separation against the
backdrop of inequality seems like a way to harbor ongoing inequality; even in Israel,
where the context is different, this often seems like a painfully accurate description of
reality

Androgynous arrangements, in both prayer and learning, are simply not acceptable or
attractive to all and paper over real varieties in human religious experience
“Winning” and “losing” issues

In a cultural conversation that acknowledges more diversity of sexual experience than
has been the case in the past, a heterosexual gender binary does not even address all
of the issues

e Rethinking a non-androgynous egalitarianism
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Beginning with halakhic sensitivity to some degree of variety in the human
experience of sexuality

Acknowledging halakhic sensitivity to broad social innurement to sexual phenomena
over time

Switching conversations about gender differences in the context of prayer, learning
and socializing from the model of nx>1o (externally imposed) to m°n (internally
imposed)

e Asserting the distinction between gender equal and gender blind as key in the ultimate goal of
establishing full egalitarian communities across the spectrum of the Jewish community
o Allowing for a coalition that includes those seeking gendered space

O

Flushing out defenses of non-egalitarianism from the gender distinctions they hide
behind



I. Diversity of Human Sexual Experience
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Talmud Bavli Ketubot 17a

R. Aha used to take the bride on his shoulders and dance with her. The rabbis said to him,
“Are we allowed to do that too?”” He said to them: “If they are like a wooden beam to you,
then fine; if not, no.”
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Ritva Kiddushin 82a, R. Yom Tov b. Avraham, Spain, 14% c.

“Everything depends on whether it is for the sake of heaven.”—And so the halakhah, that
everything follows a person’s self-knowledge. If it is appropriate for a person to create
barriers against the sexual drive, one should do so...but if one knows that one’s sexual drive
is under control and will generate no impropriety, then one may look at and speak with one
who is sexually forbidden...and that is how...R. Ada b. Ahava used to take a bride on his
shoulders and dance with her without fear of inappropriate sexual thoughts. But only a very
pious person who is self-aware regarding sexual temptation should be lenient in these
matters; not all scholars trusted themselves in this way...

Il. The Possibility of Habituation and Inurement

op PR 12°0 (N1YRATR) 270N DD

22X 1M 7973 DIPna 77V OR (K™ "2 2°%0N) 7TYI2 9900 0P OR MPAY IR MR anpwnw 71200
77D 912°1 W M0 PR IR D77 DR DI IR PIAT IPR RITIR NI OPRY WK D 0717 2TR OX
2NN IMAYaY 7027 1907 XY QW 20NRIAW 2OWIRT P2 MAwY 20w IR o2

Sefer Hasidim #1120

One who says the formula “in whose realm there is joy,” must examine whether those
assembled have fulfilled the requirement to “rejoice with trembling”...if women are sitting
intermingled with men, such that there is sexual impropriety, one may not say this formula.
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Levush, Customs Section at the end of Orah Hayim, 36, R. Mordechai Jaffe, Poland,
16t c.

No one is careful about this stricture today. This might be because now, women are very
accustomed to be around men, such that there is not so much sexual impropriety...on account
of how often they are in our midst, and people got used to this.
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Bah Even Haezer 21, R. Yoel Sirkes, Poland, 16t c.

In our country, the practice is for scholars to be lenient with a bride [to carry her on their
shoulders during a wedding] and the giants of the generation [follow this practice] as well.
Where this is the practice, it is a valid practice; where it is not, it is forbidden.

N 222 N

OR 798 071272 D°NRD NV 1ARYY PR ORW TN PRY [PRIToR 7102 K"2w007 Hw] 1727 Do 7Y
D°7WI1 DIRY 0% 0Wn 0°712° 1°OW LYHNIW 1272 PAR LRV NIND N T 70N RITW R
X NYWA AR TR W IR 191 M2onona

Responsa Benei Banim 1:37, R. Yehudah Herzl Henkin, Israel, 20t-215t c.

In my opinion, [the Ritva means to say that] an individual may not be more lenient with
himself than others except in the case of a very pious person, but when something is widely
practices, then people can certainly rely on the idea that they will not get into [sexual] trouble
by looking at others [or engaging in other not essentially sexual activities] and then
individuals can decide to be stringent as necessary.

I11. Switching Paradigms—From nyxsas to ny9on:
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Tosefta Demai 2:23-24

If a person is under oath not to eat bread and said, “Give me bread so I can eat it”...one
should not give it to him, for one does not feed someone something that is forbidden to him.
Similarly, a Jew may not hand a Gentile a limb torn from a live animal nor hand a glass of
wine to a Nazirite, for one does not feed someone something that is forbidden to him.






