
A few generations ago, no
matter how strong their call-
ings, Toba Spitzer ’86, Jennifer
(Kirsch) Flatté ’87, and Julia

Andelman ’97 would have been banned
from the rabbinate. Although American
women began demanding the right to be-
come rabbis in the nineteenth century,
not until 1972 was the first, Sally Priesand,
finally ordained. (Today nearly one-third
of the rabbis working in the United
States are female.) A closer look at these
alumnae and their perspectives
o≠ers insight into just how di-
verse and complex their experi-
ences are, as women inhabiting a
new role in an ancient religion
within contemporary society. 

Toba Spitzer was a political
activist in Washington, D.C., in
1988, registering young people
to vote and working at the
Jewish Peace Lobby, when she
heard, one January morning on
her car radio, an old recording
of Martin Luther King Jr. in-
veighing against the Vietnam
War. “ That’s the language I
want to be speaking, not just
political language,” she recalls
thinking. “I want it to be from a
moral place.” Though she came
from a non-observant family, she
decided to become a rabbi. 

These days, she is a Recon-
structionist, the branch of Ju-
daism whose rabbinical college
has been open to women since
its founding in 1967. (Spitzer
herself worked to establish
women’s studies as an under-
graduate concentration at Har-
vard.) She is also a lesbian with a

partner and two step-children; when she
entered rabbinical school in 1992, she was
already “out” and was warned not to ex-
pect to find a job. But the world changed
during her five years of study, and upon
graduation she took the job she still
holds: as sole rabbi of a congregation in
West Newton, Massachusetts, that wor-
ships in a Congregational church and
houses its religious school in the Unitar-
ian church down the street. 

In 2007, she was named to a two-year

term as president of the Reconstruction-
ist Rabbinical Association—the first
openly gay rabbi elected to head any rab-
binical association, she noted at the start
of her acceptance speech—and she gave
her denomination credit for its courage
and tolerance. She thinks the appoint-
ment led to Newsweek’s naming her one of
the 50 most influential rabbis in the
United States in 2007 and 2008. For her,
the rabbinate is a continuation of her
work for peace and justice. “I cannot say,
‘I take care of my community or I speak
out against the Iraq War,’” she explains.
“It is all about ‘What are we trying to
build in this world?’” 

When she arrived at Harvard in 1983,
Jennifer Flatté planned to be a science
teacher, but an introduction to medieval
Jewish folklore helped her realize that she
wanted to teach Jews about Judaism. She
completed rabbinical studies in Reform
Judaism several years after graduation,

while her husband, Michael E.
Flatté ’88, earned a doctorate
in physics. When they moved
to Iowa City, where he had
taken a job at the University
of Iowa, she became the chap-
lain at Grinnell College, about
an hour’s drive away.

Two years later—although
the mother of three children,
and a fourth soon after—she
accepted an even longer com-
mute: becoming a part-time
rabbi in Westminster, Col-
orado. (The baby shared her
weekend round-trip flights
for a year.) “They were very
full weekends,” she says of her
five-year tenure. “My cell
phone was a Denver number,
so people could call me with-
out having to make a long-dis-
tance call. Without modern
technology, it would not have
been possible.” A modern hus-
band was essential, too. “From
the time our first child was
born, my husband has fully
co-parented,” Flatté explains.
“The children ate, they got to
their activities, they hung out,
they played games. When my
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son had a hockey tournament, my hus-
band loaded them all up and o≠ they
went to Kansas City. And that has cer-
tainly made all of this easier.”

But not altogether possible. Being a
congregational rabbi became too
time-consuming. Flatté says she
discovered, “as I guess most par-
ents do, that your children actu-
ally get more complicated when
they get older, rather than less.
The last year I was in Colorado, I
was just missing too much.” Now
she has what she calls “a free-
lance rabbinate”: she o∞ciates at
weddings and helps colleagues
on holidays. Above all, she con-
siders herself a teacher, which is
what “rabbi” means—whether
o≠ering biblical Hebrew at the
University of Iowa’s extension
school, introducing the Torah to
sixth graders, leading an occa-
sional course at the local syna-
gogue, or inviting people inter-
ested in learning more about
Judaism into her home. 

Julia andelman grew up
within a strong Jewish tradition
(her father, although American,
has always spoken to her only in
Hebrew), but she never consid-
ered becoming a rabbi until she
traveled to Israel, during her
post-sophomore-year summer,
on a trip sponsored by Harvard
Hillel. Visiting Beersheba, where Abra-
ham is supposed to have lived, and travel-
ing in the desert where the Israelites al-
legedly wandered transformed her life.
Once back at Harvard, she kept to her vi-
sual and environmental studies concen-
tration, but also studied Jewish texts. 

She is now a Conservative rabbi in one
of the oldest congregations in New York
City, which she describes as the “capital
of Judaism in the Diaspora.” There, she is
not only the rabbi but the executive di-
rector, program director, building man-
ager, development sta≠, and public-rela-
tions department. Meanwhile, the
diversity of her congregation requires her
to plan programs and write sermons that
appeal to a wide range of ages and levels
of observance. “It’s hard to switch from

picking the tile for the remodel of the
men’s bathroom to preparing a sermon,”
she admits. She works 24/7, has little time
or energy for a personal life, and con-
fesses, “It is a lonely job.”

Originally she hoped to work in a
yeshiva, but has found unexpected satis-
faction in the pastoral part of her job.
“What I am doing here is serving people’s
religious needs—which includes emo-
tional and psychological needs,” she says.
“Our tradition teaches that every human
being is made in the image of God—that
if you destroy one human life, you destroy
the whole world. But I experienced this
for the first time when I reflected on the
people I minister to and must be present
for. I have been able to see the image of
God in people I didn’t see it in before.
That has been a powerful aspect of reli-
gious growth for me.”

Despite their individual di≠erences, all
three alumnae agree that women have

changed the rabbinate and the religion in
significant ways. For example, in Judaism,
rituals have always existed for life-cycle
events and holidays. But women rabbis
have introduced and legitimized new

prayers and blessings for particu-
larly female life-events, including
conception, pregnancy, abortion,
miscarriage, child-birth, and the
naming of daughters—o≠ering
women the opportunity to mark
these moments in a Jewish way;
they have encouraged women to
improv ise—to choose their
own readings, write their own
prayers, invent their own bless-
ings, rather than adopt what has
always been done. “Because of
who they are, and where they
stand, [women rabbis] have had
the opportunity to bring Jewish
feminism to America’s Jews…in
the classroom, in the sanctuary,
over Shabbat dinner, and often at
the most vulnerable moments
of their lives—as they wed, cel-
ebrated their newborns, and
mourned the dead,” notes histo-
rian Pamela S. Nadell, director of
the Jewish studies program at
American University and author
of Women Who Would Be Rabbis: A
History of Women’s Ordination, 1889-
1985.

“Women,” says Flatté, “are the
ones who get messy with life,
who deal with the blood and

guts, the emotions, the tragedies, the or-
dinary occurrences”—and so they come
to the ancient texts “willing to ask
di≠erent kinds of questions and be open
to di≠erent kinds of answers. They are in-
terested in looking for what is between
the lines, what stories are missing. Read-
ing these experiences into some of these
ancient texts has opened them up for
everybody” by allowing biblical heroes—
even Moses and Abraham—to be seen as
fallible human beings whose lives and
mistakes, she adds, o≠er examples for the
rest of us.

Even more revolutionary is the way
women have challenged the traditional
patriarchal role of the rabbi. Andelman
feels so strongly about the detrimental
impact of hierarchy that she stands at the
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Harvard Proponent
The harvard Alumni Association’s new
president, Walter H. Morris Jr. ’73, M.B.A.
’75, may have left the University’s class-
rooms years ago, but he has never stopped
learning at Harvard. He often returns for
lectures, meetings, and presentations on
the latest developments in politics, the
sciences, and technology. He vividly re-

calls an HAA communications committee
meeting in the late 1990s during which
cochair James Ullyott ’62, M.B.A. ’66,
demonstrated an intriguing new phe-
nomenon: something called the Internet,
which was related to a “World Wide
Web.” The HAA, Ullyott explained, was
planning to use this computer technology
to broaden contact with alumni around
the country, maybe even around the

world. “I was in awe of the Internet’s
reach,” Morris says, “to the point where I
immediately purchased a personal com-
puter for home use.”

This access to life-long learning is one
of the main reasons Morris stays involved
with Harvard, and why he thinks others
should, too. “We have been exploring a
variety of avenues to ensure that the Har-
vard educational experience does not end
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same level as her congregation
when she leads services, not
on a raised platform looking
down on them. Nor do these
women dictate to their con-
gregants how pious they
should be. “I don’t see my
role,” Andelman says, “as in-
structing people to do X or be-
lieve X. When I talk about
God, I do so in a very open
way—trying to keep it as gen-
eral as possible, to make room
for everyone.” Flatté describes
her attitude as “Live and let
live. I don’t consider it my life’s
purpose to have every Jew liv-
ing a halakhic life—following
a lot of Jewish law or partici-
pating in every Jewish ritual.”
Spitzer agrees: “If I can just get
someone to turn o≠ the com-
puter on Friday night and not
turn it on again until Saturday
night, that’s a huge step. I
don’t need them to become
Orthodox.” 

These alumnae continue to
fulfill the traditional rabbinic
obligations, but di≠erently, integrating
Jewish practices and values more directly
into everyday life, including more per-
sonal interactions on the religious jour-
ney. For Spitzer, this means creating
what she cal ls “covenantal commu-
nity”—groups that cohere around a
shared vision of justice and compassion.
Her work is formed of “concentric cir-
cles”: in her congregation, in her rabbinic
organization, in the world. “I see my goal
as saying, ‘Judaism has really powerful
spiritual and ethical practices. If we take
these on, it will make us better,’” she

notes. “I think people are starving for
meaning in their lives. We should be
o≠ering practices that can help change
people’s lives.”

Like many professional women (and
men) today, the rabbis struggle to balance
their public and private lives. (Spitzer re-
fuses to have a cell phone. Andelman
doesn’t give out her cell number and
turned down the BlackBerry o≠ered by
her congregation.) “The connection be-
tween a rabbi and a congregation is not
unlike a marriage,” Spitzer says. After
seven years, she needed some distance

and took a 10-month break. “I
was burnt out,” she says. “I felt
going on sabbatical was model-
ing something for my congrega-
tion, saying, ‘There are things
that are good to do for oneself.’” 

But even as some worshippers
are inspired, others find the
change in the pulpit harder to ac-
cept. “Many congregants see a fe-
male rabbinate as gendered and a
male rabbinate as neutral,” says
Andelman. When she was hired
in 2006 by her present congrega-
tion—in one of the most politi-
cally liberal enclaves in the coun-
try—some people left because
they didn’t believe a woman
should be a rabbi. And six weeks
into her job, during a sweltering
New York summer, a male con-
gregant admonished her in a
three-paragraph e-mail for wear-
ing open-toed shoes: a wardrobe
choice, he said, that left him
questioning whether she had the
gravitas to be a rabbi. 

Such lingering resistance helps
these contemporary rabbis ap-

preciate their predecessors. “The first
women who tried rabbinical school were
not shown concern or care by their class-
mates and were not treated with respect
by their professors,” says Flatté. “They
had to do it the man’s way, and because
they did, we didn’t have to as much. To
get ahead and be taken seriously, we did-
n’t have to change who we fundamentally
were.” 

Elaine Ya≠e ’59, a freelance writer living in New
York City, is the biographer of Radcli≠e’s fifth
president, Mary Ingraham Bunting.
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