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MENSTRUATION IN SACRED SPACES
Medieval and Early-Modern Jewish Women
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ABSTRACT How sacred is the Synagogue? Can a woman enter this holy
place while menstruating? What is more sacred: the space, or the Holy objects
within it? In the classic sources of the Halakhah, the Jewish Law, one can find
no restrictions on women from entering a synagogue while being in the state of
Niddah, the state of menstrual impurity. Nevertheless, in the medieval period,
more and more sources indicate that many women avoided going to the syna-
gogue when at this state. Why? Was this custom created by women, or by men?
Where did it originate? The article suggests it was the same religious mental-
ity that pushed Jewish and Christian women to avoid going to their respective
Houses of Worship while menstruating. The custom was socially problematic, as
it prevented women from participating, at least passively, in the service, and from
being a visible part of the community in its weekly reunion. It is suggested that in
order to solve this issue, the notion of the sacrality of the synagogue was reduced
to some extent in the mind of many Jewish women in the early-modern period.
The Sacred was the Torah Scroll, the holiest object in the synagogue, and not so
much the Synagogue itself. By doing that, women created a new viable solution:
they could enter the synagogue without feeling to be transgressing its sacrality.
Their respect to the Holy was shown by them avoiding looking at the Torah Scroll
when it was presented to the worshippers.

In this paper I would like to discuss attitudes found in medieval
and early-modern Jewish sources regarding the presence and ac-
tions of women, while menstruating, in the Jewish Sacred Space,
the Synagogue.? There are certainly equivalences to this issue in the
Christian world. Some interesting sources were discussed by Rob



8 Evyatar Marienberg

Meens and others.? For reasons of brevity, I will not discuss these
parallels here.

Is synagogue a Sacred Space? Some may argue it is not. Unlike
churches, they may say, synagogues are not consecrated with a spe-
cial liturgical formula. Only the scriptures they contain are holy, not
the building. From a purely theological point of view, this assertion
might have some truth in it: the source of sacrality in the synagogue
is a sacred object, and not the space per se.* But from the point of
view of the majority of worshippers, this may not be the case. As
Steven Fine has shown some years ago, both literary sources and
archaeological remains dating back to the Greco-Roman period call
the synagogue a »Holy Place».” Much later, many medieval and early
modern Jewish legal sources speak clearly about the »Holiness of the
Synagogue» when they advocate respectful conduct in it. In short,
although it is true that there is no prescribed formal ritual of consecra-
tion of a synagogue similar to Christian rites, most Jews considered
their synagogues to be sacred spaces. We will follow their own judg-
ment on the matter.

Talmudic Sources

Sexual relations with a woman who is in the state of menstrual im-
purity, Niddah in Hebrew, are prohibited by the book of Leviticus.®
In the Talmudic literature (2nd—6th centuries), some texts discuss
the ritual impurity of the Niddah, but most sources deal with issues
related to the prohibition of sexual relations. Although the Tal-
mud prescribes some relatively minor restrictions on the Niddah’s
domestic activities, no restrictions related to the public sphere are
prescribed. There is no textual base in the classic Talmudic literature
justifying the exclusion of menstruating women from the synagogue.
Did Talmudic-era women go the synagogue during their period or
did they abstain from it? This we can not answer, but can just for-
mulate some thoughts. Even though the Talmud does not mention
such practices, one can understand their existence, if they did indeed
exist, on at least two grounds. One is textual, the other is »anthropo-
logical». The text of reference is, again, from Leviticus:

She shall touch no hallowed thing, nor come into the sanctu-
ary, until the days of her purifying be fulfilled.”
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Although this text refers to a post-partum woman, it is possible
that it was used by some, in the Talmudic period, as a prooftext
for excluding menstruating women from the synagogue.® In the
Baraita de-Niddah, a work which seems to be composed in the
second half of the first millennium ce, maybe in Palestine, such
use of the verse from Leviticus appears:

The (menstruating) woman ... will not put her foot in a house
full of books, nor in a house prepared for a prayer... ‘And she
shall not come into the sanctuary’ (Lev 12, 4) — she is not
allowed to enter places of study and synagogues ..."°

As we said, another possible reason for an exclusion of menstruating
women does not need a scriptural base. If the woman is considered
to be impure, it is almost »understandable», in a religious context, to
exclude her from the »pure», sacred place of worship.

What was the reality in the Talmudic period? As we still do not
know from which branch of Rabbinic Judaism the Baraita de-Nid-
dah emerged, it will be hazardous to try to learn »history» from it.
Hence, we would remain with our initial conclusion: in the classic
Talmudic sources women are not described as excluded from syna-
gogues during their period. Whether this reflect the reality, we can

not answer at this moment with certainty.

Women’s Exclusion in Medieval European Jewish
Sources

We shall move now to the medieval and the early-modern period. In
medieval times, the synagogue is often referred to as a »Small/Partial
Temple» (in Hebrew, »Mikdash Me’at).!" As such, temple-like con-
duct should be applied to it, one may argue. The quotation from
the Baraita de-Niddah we have seen was known to some medieval
authors, especially because it was quoted by another respected book,
the Sefer ha-Mikrso'or.'> Some of these authors considered the Baraita
de-Niddah to be an authentic part of the Talmudic literature, and
thus to have at least some Halakhic®® value. Others simply used the
biblical text about the post-partum woman to justify such exclu-
sion." Having said that, it should be noted that most early medieval
authors” who dealt with this question declared that menstruating
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women are permitted to enter the synagogues. Nevertheless, many
added, if women decide to abstain from the house of worship when
they are Niddah, their act is praiseworthy. Such an opinion is found
in various books coming from the circle of the French Rabbi Salo-
mon ben Isaac (Rashi, 1040-1105), probably the most venerated
medieval Jew:

...And there are women who avoid entering synagogue dur-
ing their menstruation and touching a/the'® book. This is
only a supplementary restriction. [And they don’t have to do
so....but] it’s a purity (custom) for them, and they do well, and
are to be praised."”

Similar declarations are common in the 12th and 13th centuries, for-
mulated by Eliezer ben Joel Halevi’s ("Ravyah», 1140-1225)," or by
the Italian Rabbi Zedekiah ben Abraham Anav (died 1240)."”

In the 14th century, it seems that some authors try, not always
successfully, to adopt a more clear cut attitude. Isaac ben Meir Duer-
en (second half of 13th century) seems to be particularly hesitant
regarding this issue. Two lines after saying that it is forbidden for a
menstruating woman to go to a synagogue, he declares that Rashi
permitted this, without mentioning that according to Rashi’s circle,
it is nevertheless a »good custom» not to go!*°

In the 15th century, a shift occurs. Israel ben Pethahiah Isserlein
(1390-1460), the foremost rabbi of Germany in his time, introduces
new considerations to the halakhic discussions about this question.*
Initially, he seems to be more severe than many of his predecessors,
considering the custom of menstruating women avoiding synagogues
to be more than just a »good custom». Then, he brings in a new con-
sideration, which changes the picture, at least to some extent. During
the High Holidays, women who stay outside of the synagogue will
suffer from great sorrow. To avoid this pain, he permits them to enter
the synagogue.?? With this permission, he enables women who fol-
low his ruling to be in the synagogue despite being Niddah, at least
in special events, and not to feel as if they have transgressed any law.
A few generations later, this permission appears again in one of the
most important halakhic work for observant Ashkenazi Jews to this
day. Moses Ben Israel Isserles (»Rema», 1525-1572), in his famous
work, the »Mappahy, states:
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Some wrote that a menstruating women, during the days she
sees (blood) should not enter the synagogue nor pray nor
mention the (Holy) Name, nor touch a/the book, and some
say she is permitted to do all, and this is the basic law, but the
custom in these countries is like the first opinion, and during
the clean days® they used to permit. And even in places where
the custom is to be severe, during the days of repentance and
alike, when many gather to go to the synagogue, they are
allowed to go to the synagogue like other women, because
this is for them a great sorrow that all gather and they stand
outside.”

Let us remain in the 16th century, but at the south of Europe. Benja-
min Ze'ev ben Mattathias of Arta (died circa 1540) was apparently
asked about women who avoid synagogue during their period. This
is how he responded:

And about your amazement at women who refrain from
coming to synagogue while they see blood,” in order not to
see the Torah scroll — no reason to be amazed! What they do

is because of honor, not because it is forbidden for them to
do so...%¢

Some generations later, in 17th century Italy, another author, Shab-
betai Be'er, seems to be genuinely surprised upon receiving a ques-
tion regarding such practices. When he begins to explore the issue,
he realizes that it is a complex one. On one hand, he is not able to
ignore major authorities like Isserles. On the other hand, not only
can he not find Talmudic sources to support such customs, he also
asks, what contact do women have with sacred objects that might be
problematic when they are considered impure??” If we consider this
question seriously, says Be'er, it would be more reasonable to pre-
scribe restrictions upon impure men,?® as they enjoy much greater ac-
cess to the Torah scrolls. Furthermore: how can it be that especially
in the holiest time of the year, the High Holidays, this restriction can
be ignored? For these reasons, says Beer,

I did not find any argument for forbidding it, and no base
to this custom in all of Italy, and certainly, I did not hear
of a Biblical source, nor a logical one... Even menstruating
women can touch the Torah scroll and read it.”? This is why
I cannot find any base for this restriction except in places
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where (women) have this severe practice, but there is not any

prohibition whatsoever.*”

Shabbetai Beler’s conclusion is clear. Women in places in which the
custom is to avoid synagogue may, if they wish to, continue observ-
ing it, but they can not justify their act by any other reason except
for the preservation of an old custom.

The Torah Scroll

Let us now look again at the text of Be'er, but from a different per-
spective. Be'er does not think in terms of sacred space, but rather,
in terms of sacred objects. For him, the physical contact with the
sacred object is what counts, not the presence in the sacred space.
He represents, in a way, a more »intellectual», or theological, point
of view than most of his predecessors. He is certainly not the first
to make this distinction, but he is using it in a very marked way. In
sources prior to the 15th century, although sometimes a sacred ob-
ject, a book, most probably the Torah Scroll, was mentioned together
with the sacred space, the synagogue, it was generally not described
as the sacrality par excellence that women tend to, or should, avoid.*!
The space in itself was holy, and avoidance of it was considered a
praiseworthy act.

On the other hand, since the 15th century, the scrolls seem to be
more and more the »thing» to be avoided. Jacob ben Judah Landau, a
1sth century German Rabbi, provides us with an interesting observa-
tion regarding this:

And I, the author, saw in my country that women have the
habit to enter the synagogue. They pray, and they respond to
every sacred saying.?? They are only careful not to look at the
Torah scroll when the cantor shows it to the people.”

In the 16th century we have seen this same accent in Benjamin ben
Mattathias’ responsum, although there menstruating women after
all apparently avoided the synagogue altogether. According to the
question he was asked,

women... refrain from coming to synagogue while they see
blood in order not to see the Torah scroll.
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How did this new custom of consciously avoiding the view of the
Torah scroll get created? Unlike the avoidance of the synagogue that
might have, as we have shown, some roots in Talmudic and even
biblical literature, this new idea can not be explained using classic
sources. In order to try to understand it, we should go back and sum-
marize what we have seen.

Conclusion: From a Sacred Object to a Sacred Space,
and Back

In the Talmudic period, we do not know whether women went to
synagogues while Viddah or not. Jumping to the 11th—13th centuries,
we have seen that refraining from synagogue was considered by sev-
eral rabbinic authorities to be a good custom, but not an obligatory
one. In the 14th century, one can find in the writings of some rab-
binic authorities that refraining from the synagogue is more than
just a custom. To this severe attitude authors in the 15th and 16th
centuries respond by adding a new reason for permitting the pres-
ence of menstruating women in the synagogue: remaining outside
in the High Holidays will cause them distress. To avoid it, they may
enter the sacred space.

In all these sources, although the Torah Scroll is sometimes men-
tioned, the prohibition seems to be related to the synagogue itself. As
the space in itself was considered sacred, it was agreed by many that
menstruating woman should preferably avoid it. The empathetic
permission that appeared in the 15th century seemed problematic to
some authors, already at the same generation. They wanted some-
thing more definitive. If such entrance is forbidden, this prohibition
should be kept during the holidays. If it is not, women should be
certainly permitted, maybe even encouraged, to enter the synagogue
at all times of the year. A solution came using a more »rational» at-
titude: empathy was not needed any more to justify women entering
to the synagogue. The prohibition, it was said, is not in relation to
a sacred space, but to a sacred object. In a way, the advocates of this
idea pushed for a return to the more »pure» notion about the »real»
source of sacrality of the synagogue. This shift provided women with
a solution that became more comfortable for them. They would not
have to avoid coming to the synagogue, an act that not only might
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publicly reveal their physical condition, but also, and perhaps more
importantly, would cause them to lose the experience of the commu-
nal service. Instead, they could enter the synagogue and only avoid
looking towards the scroll in a specific and relatively brief moment of
the liturgy. Ruth Langer recently showed that although public rituals
performed prior to the Torah reading existed in medieval Ashkenaz,
they were only local and occasional. Beginning in the 16th century,
and amplified in the 17th and 18th centuries, these rituals were
dramatically elaborated and wide spread. The act of taking out the
Torah scroll from the ark became a crucial and dramatic moment in
worship. The liturgy of this moment »expressly makes the current
synagogue ritual into a moment of equivalent revelation or immedi-
ate interaction with the Divine».>* I believe that this development
might be related to this new refusal of viewing the scroll. Women
could retain their right to be in the sacred space and witness the com-
munal worship, even while being menstruating, as long as they avoid

looking at the sacred object, the Torah scroll.
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