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This week’s Torah portion really gets a bad rap. Entitled “Tazria,” “when she produces 

seed,” (ie, births a child) its subject matter is extremely far removed from our concerns today. The 

portion describes intricate rituals a woman is to undertake after she gives birth, which vary 

depending on whether the child born is male or female. What are we to make of these ancient laws 

given to a nomadic people thought that childbirth rendered a woman “impure” for a predetermined 

period of time? Why does it matter if the child presents as male or female? What on earth does this 

have to do with a group of Americans in the twenty-first century? 

A cursory reading of this text would lead us to think that this parsha focuses on women in a 

vulnerable time. A priestly reading would simply say that she is impure, unable to be in contact 

with society until she undergoes the proper ritual at the proper time. When she gives birth to a 

male child, she is considered ritually unclean for a week, but if the child is female, the period of 

time increases to two weeks. One could argue that the proscribed time away from the public could 

be a good thing for a new mother, out of the spotlight while she recovers from the trauma her body 

has just undergone. Perhaps one could read it as a way of protecting women in a susceptible time 

in their lives.  

Today, I am choosing to read it as a double standard. I have just returned from the annual 

convention of the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the professional organization of the 

Reform Rabbinate. The most powerful program of the week was a session entitled Wising Up: 

Advancing the Work of the Task Force on the Experience of Women in the Rabbinate. My 

colleagues collected stories of some of the terrible things said to women rabbis over the courses of 

their careers, and read them out loud as a series of monologues. To hear some of the comments 

was both terrifying and validating for me. From “If rabbis looked like you did when I was growing 

up, I’d have come to shul more often!” to “Rabbi, you look stressed, let me give you a back rub,” 
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and, before a funeral, “this lovely lady is going to come cut your kriyah ribbon.” I was furious. I 

was exasperated. But I felt validated. Even in my short career thus far, I have encountered people 

who have refused to believe I’m a rabbi, those who treat me like their child, or even grandchild, as 

well as comments about my appearance and wardrobe. Don’t even get me started on the blind man 

who told me my skirt was too short. 

But this isn’t just about me, and it’s not just about synagogues. My colleagues and I were 

engaged in almost a generational divide over these issues and how to address them. Those in my 

age range are afraid – we’re afraid to say the wrong thing to the wrong person, embarrass someone 

in public, or make waves that could cost us our jobs or derail our careers. We exchanged witty 

responses to common questions – when told “You don’t look like a rabbi” a colleague would 

respond, “yes, I’m still working on that beard.” Sally Priesand, the first woman ordained as a rabbi 

in the United States, said when faced with the remark, not a question by the way, “I didn’t know 

women could be rabbis” she would respond “I guess you don’t get out much.” 

 The generation above me advised us “just call it out” or “you don’t have to make excuses.” 

“Tell someone their behavior isn’t appropriate.” But what happens when any of us is faced with a 

situation like this, and the perpetrator has some significant leverage or authority? 

In the last few weeks the news broke that Michael Steindardt, one of the co-founders of 

Birthright, has a track record of sexual harassment in the Jewish non-profit world. Comments like 

“go put your womb to good use” when reported to the proper authorities, were met with “at least 

he’s not Harvey Weinstein.” When asked to make a statement, Steinhardt, through his spokesman, 

denied ever “seriously, credibly” propositioning anyone. “Seriously” and “credibly”? As a faith 

tradition which considers each person to be made in the image of God and have a spark of the 

divine in our souls, how are these comments, even in jest, coming out of people’s mouths? A 
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colleague and former professor of mine says that he suggested in the mid-1990s that she become 

his mistress while he funded her first rabbinical position. None of these was an isolated incident. 

 According to an article in the Huffington Post, The Steinhardt Foundation for Jewish Life, which 

he founded in 1994, posted a statement to its website on Thursday accusing the Times of trying to 

mislead readers by distorting Steinhardt’s “well-known sense of humor.” I could go on with the 

examples, but it’s infuriating and exhausting. What is poignant, however, is that leaders on the 

national level were aware of this pattern of behavior and wrote it off as harmless teasing.  

Around our tables at the conference, some of my colleagues spoke about these situations 

and noted that the person making the comment was “of a different generation” and they were 

going to let it slide. I had a school law professor once say that many of the social challenges in 

workplaces today comes from the fact that there can be up to five different generations working in 

the same place. That may be an explanation, but is it an excuse? Change is hard, understatement of 

the century, right?, and it’s scary. But if there is one thing I have learned from my colleagues over 

the last week, it is that standing up for oneself, in public or private, can make positive change in 

the world.  

This standing up need not be explicitly about one’s age, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

or any other intrinsic quality, it can be about the choices one makes for oneself: to have or not have 

a partner and/or children, where to live, one’s dietary choices. Ultimately, I feel the issue comes 

down to two things: A) no one has a right to information about people’s choices nor should they 

volunteer their opinion unsolicited, and B) if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all. 

You don’t know what people are struggling with on the inside, especially with such intimate and 

raw subjects. While it is a coping mechanism, current students told me that they come up with lists 

of quick responses to invasive personal questions. What kind of Jewish world are we cultivating 
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when our rabbinic students, with everything on their plate already, need to take time to come up 

with deflective statements to “so when are you having kids?” or “you remind me of my 

grandchildren.”  

 Part of this dilemma is about power- if one party has leverage over the other, there is not an 

even playing field. For the colleague whose parnasa, her livelihood, was depending on 

Steinhardt’s donation, how could she stand up and walk out of the room? For all of the non-profit 

representatives who came to his office seeking funding for the altruistic work they do, how could 

they get up and simply leave? Or the student being pursued by a teacher or wait staff by a patron? 

A quote from author Margaret Atwood comes to my mind in these situations. I’m paraphrasing 

here, but ultimately it says “Men are afraid women will laugh at them. Women are afraid men will 

kill them.”   

 So, you may be asking yourself, what can I do? I’m “woke,” I get it, don’t ask personal 

questions or touch someone without consent. You may expect me to say “be an advocate, stand up 

for others in those situations.” While that is true and incredibly valuable, I also ask you to think 

about power dynamics and power imbalance. Is the person you’re interacting with dependent on 

you? You on them? Are you in a restaurant or place where someone is relying on tips? A quiet or 

out-of-the-way area where someone may not have an easy out? A car or private location? Check 

your ego at the door, and display some rachmanes, compassion, and ask the question – how can I 

help you?  Don’t assume a young woman wants to be walked to her car at night – ask her. Don’t 

assume that no one wants to be touched or not touched – ask them. Being aware does not mean 

always having the right answer, it means knowing when to ask. 

 Finally, this applies to everyone- not just young people, women, or those in an unfair 

power dynamic. The Huffington Post article I cited early noted that Steinhardt’s press release said: 
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Michael is an equal-opportunity teaser ― teasing men and women alike,” “The reporters 

apparently overlooked this fact because teasing men and women, alike, doesn’t make for a great 

story.” While may not be interesting, but it needs to be said. Please don’t be afraid to share 

something that, while may not make a great story, may change someone’s life. Shabbat Shalom. 


