The following is a free translation of R. Moshe Feinstein's responsum Orah Hayim 1V:49:
Rabbi Dov (David) Linzer <dlinzer@hir.org>

18 Elul, 1976
To my dear friend, the great Rabbi Kelemer, a Rav of an important congregation in Boston.

‘Regarding the matter of women who are important and at ease that they fight in this movement
(i-e., feminism) together with other women from all countries around the world regarding worldly
matters, but these women are also Torah-observant and want to bring their battles to issues that
relate to a number of Torah laws, and there are those that pray in a tallit and similar behavior in
other matters, and you have requested that I express my opinion regarding the matter itself and
how you should respond to it.

Behold, at the outset you must now that it is one of the foundations of our pure faith that the
entire Torah, whether in written or oral form, was given by God Himself at Mt. Sinai through
Moshe our Teacher, peace be upon him, and it is impossible to change even one smidgen
(literally, a 'thorn' - the edge of the letter yud), neither to be lenient or stringent. However, we
were commanded that when there is a great need to make a protection and to fence, that there was
an obligation on the Sanhedrin and the Sages of the Torah to establish a number of edicts to
forbid certain behavior and also to obligate certain behavior, with, however, the clear
communication from the rabbis that it is for the purpose of building fences [and not to be
confused with Biblical law]. And from the time that we have scattered throughout the lands we
no longer have this power, but the sages still have the power to make local edicts for their place
alone for a limited duration. And hence, this that the Torah exempted women from time-bound
mitzvot - this is Biblical, and the Rabbis also did not obligate them, because they saw no need to
obligate them. Quite to the contrary, it is implied that there was a need to exempt them exactly
for the same reasons that the Torah exempted them - and even putting aside the reasons of the
Torah that are not known to most people nor even to great Torah scholars, and we are obligated
to believe that God, the Giver of the Torah had great reasons for them - there are in this case
self-evident (lit., evident to all) reasons, for normal women in the world are not rich and they
have the responsibility of raising the children which is the most important work to [for the sake
of] God and to the Torah, and similarly God implanted in the nature of all of the species of
animals that the females should raise their young, and even the human species are not excluded
from this rule, for women are more naturally fit to raise children. So it was for this reason that
the Torah was lenient on them to exempt them from the obligation of learning Torah or in
time-bound positive mitzvot. So, thercfore, even if the style of living has changed in the world
for all women - or [has been different] for rich women at all times in history - and even though it
is possible to give over the responsibility of child rearing to certain [other] men and women, as is
the case in our country, the Torah law has not changed, nor even has any Rabbinic law changed.
And no battle will make any difference, for there is no possibility to change any matter, even if
there were universal agreement throughout the world. And the women who are obstinate and
want to battle and change - they are effectively rejecting (kofer = heresy) the Torah - see
Rambam, Laws of Repentance 3:8 that three people are called heretics (kofrim): one who says
even regarding one letter of the Torah that Moshe said it on his own (and it is not directly from
God), one who rejects the oral interpretations of the Torah, and one who says that some of the
Torah has been changed, each one of these three is a rejecter of the Torah, and their law is that
they do not have a portion in the world to come. And although the language of Rambam is that
‘one who claims that God changed a certain mitzvah' (DL - this is probably coming to_include
Christians who accept the divinity of the Torah), it is obvious that this is a lighter case, fir
certainly this is true if someone says that human beings have the right to change Torah, for he is



essentially saying that the Torah is not eternal, and is thus contradicting a number of verses that
says the Torah is cternal, as the Kesef Mishna explains.

It is true, that every woman has the right to fulfil even the mitzvot that the Torah has not
commanded her, and they in so doing perform a mitzvah and have merit (Iit., reward) for the
fulfillment of these mitzvot. And also, according to the opinion of Tosafot they are allowed to
bless [the appropriate mitzvah blessing] over these mitzvot, as is our custom that they fulfil the
mitzvah of shofar and Iulav and make the blessings. Thus, this would also be the case regarding
tzitzit, it is acceptable (lit., relevant) for a woman who wants to wear such a garment that is of a
different form from the garment of men, but that has four comners, and to put tzitzit in it and to
fulfil this mitzvah. And it is only regarding wearing tfilin that Tosafot (eiruvin 96a, s.v., Michal)
writes that we must stop them because tfilin requires extra care, regarding keeping a clean body
and not distracting our thoughts from it, that it is for this reason that even men who are obligated
in tfilin do not wear them the entire day but only for a short time during Shacharit, and so it is
ruled in Rema Orah Hayim 38:3. And in the Targum Yonatan on the verse, "A woman should
not have on her a man's clothing," he translates "The clothes of tzitzit and tfilin, which are male
clothing, should not be on a woman" - this Tosafot disagrees with. But it is clear that this is only
if her heart longs to fulfil the mitzvah, although she is not commanded. But seeing as this is not
being done with this intent, but rather to scheme in relationship to God and His Torah - this is not
a mitzvah at all, but to the contrary it is a forbidden act, for the prohibition of heresy (kfira) that
she is thinking that it is possible to change the Torah, and she is doing this through an action,
which is very severe.

Second. You must be aware that this is not because women are on a lower level than men
regarding the levels of holiness, for regarding holiness they -are equal to men, from the
perspective of relevance to the mitzvot. For only because of the holiness that a Jew has is the
commandment of the mitzvot, and also to women were said all the verses of holiness, whether in -
the stipulations before the Torah was given - "And you shall be to me a treasured people and a
holy nation" which was also said to the "house of Jacob", i.e., the women, and to the "Children of
Israel", i.c., the men, or the verse, "And you shall be a holy people to Me" in Mishpatim, or "And
you shall be holy" in Shmini and "Holy shall you be" and You shall be holy" in Kedoshim and
"For you are a holy nation to God" in Reah. And in all places that you find the concept of
holiness of Jews, this was said also to women. And therefore women bless "that you sanctified
us with Your mitzvot and commanded us" just like men, even over the mitzvot that the Torah did
not obligate of them. Rather, their exemption [is not due to less holiness] but is rather a leniency
for whatever reason that God had that He wanted to be lenient to women - as we discussed above
- and not because of any lower status - God forbid! And regarding the obligations between
husband and wife, there is a greater obligation on the husband to his wife than on the wife to her
husband, without exception. And there were many women who were prophetesses and all the
laws the pertain to a male prophet applies to them. And in many respect women are praised in
the Bible and in the words of the Rabbis more than men. And there is not degrading of their
honor or in any respect because they were exempted from learning Torah and from time-bound
positive commandments. And there is absolutely no reason to complain, And this is what you
must explain each and every time, and you must be strong and firm in your position, for it is like
the laws of the Torah to prevent those women who after all this maintain their foolish and
perverted position [from continuing in their behavior] - that they should not change anything
from the holy customs of the Jews.

And with this T will close with a bIessing for peace and truth... &
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