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May Women Wear Tefillin?!

David Golinkin

q recent discussion of our question concludes as follows:

In conclusion, women are not permitted under any circumstances to
wear tefillin, In view of the fact that the Rema, the authoritative codifier
of law for Ashkenazic Jewry and virtually all other authorities, forbid the
wearing of tefillin by women, there is very little basis for a contemporary
to permit the wearing of tefillin by women. The Rema . . . views the
prohibition as rabbinic in origin. The optional wearing of tefillin is pro-
hibited lest it lead to the desecration of their sanctity. This is a typical
rabbinic enactment, and its purpose is the establishment of “a fence
around the Torah”; i.e., to ensure the proper performance of Torah-
based laws. As is the case with all such rabbinic enactments, the law is
binding on everyone, whether or not he feels that he needs the fence 2

In the following paper we shall disprove every one of these assertions. We
shall show that the Talmud and “virtually all other authorities” before the
Rema permit women to wear tefillin, that there is ample halakhic basis to per-
mit women to wear tefillin, and that no such “rabbinic enactment” was ever
enacted by the sages. Rather, almost all opposition to women wearing tefillin
stems from one thirteenth-century Ashkenazic rabbi.

From a halakhic point of view, our topic can be divided into four cate-
gories: the talmudic period, the geonim and rishonim, R. Meir of Rothen-
burg and those who followed his ruling, and those who viewed tefillin as a
“kli gever.”
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18 CONSERVATIVE JUDAISM

70a. Yosef Haglili, Hashomerim Laboker (Meron, 5752), pp. 156-157.
71. My thanks to my father, Rabbi Noah Golinkin, w
Ludomir, The quotation is taken from S. A, Horodetzky, Habasidut Viabassidim, Pr. 4 (Tel
Aviv, 19613), p. 70. There is a vast literature about her. Sce Mikha’el Rodkinson, Tefilal
Lwoshe: Toledor Harefilin Vkoroteiben (Pressburg, 5643), p. 48, n. Is Tz. L. Mekler, Fun
Rebbens Hoif, 1 (New York, 1931), pp. 235-236; Moshe Feinkind, Frofen Rebedim i Bavimee
Perzentichhceiten in Poilin (Warsaw, 1937), pp. 31-36; Mordechai Biber, Reshumor, New Series,
2 (5706), pp. 69-76; Yohanan ‘Fwersky, Haberulal Miludmir (Jerusalem, 1949) (an entire
novel about her!); Efraim Tubenhoiz, Binetiv Hayabid (Haifa, 5719), pp. 37-41; EJ, Vol. XI,
cols. 553-554; Shlomo Ashkenazi, Dor Doy U’minhagay (Tel Aviv, 5737), pp. 248-252; Ada
Rapoport-Albert, “The Maid of Ludmir,” Kabbalah: A Newsletter of Current Rescarch in Jewish
Mpysticism, 2/2 (Spring/Summer 1987), pp. 1-3; idem.; “On Women in Hasidism, S.A. R
Horodecky and the Maid of Ludmir Tradition” in Ada Rapoport-Albert and Steve Zipperstein, Relm
eds., Jewisly History: Essays in Honor of Chimen Abramshy (London; Halhan, 1988), pp.
495-525; Haglili (above, note 70a), pp. 157-160; and Gershon Winkler, Momenr 18/6
(December 1993), pp. 56-57, 98-100. In Winter 1997-98, a play entitled “The Maid of Lud-
mir” was staged by Jerusalem’s Chan Theatre.
72. And cf. the views of the mystics collected in Kaf Habayim, loc. cit. (above, note 62)
73. For interesting testimonies by women who wear tefillin today, see Susan Grossman in
Ellen Umansky and Dianne Ashton, eds., Four Centuries of Jewish Women’s Spirituality
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1992), pp. 279-282; Dvorah Weisberg in Daughters of the King
(above, note 56), pp. 282-284; and Women’s League Outlook 64/2 (Winter 1993), pp. 13-17.
74. This point was stressed by Berkovits (above, note 60)

75. In 1991, The Rabbinical Assembly Committee on Jewish Law and Standards was asked
whether women are permitted to wear tefillin, The Chairman, Rabbi Joel Roth, responded,
“There is no reason to forbid a woman from wearing cither a tallit or tefillin when they are
appropriate. All Ashkenazic poskim agree that women may perform the mitzvor from which t a recen
they are exempt. Tallit and tefillin fall into that category.” (May 13, 1991). At\VO won
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