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RabbllT rain for Questions
About Fertility Medicine

By ANDY NEWMAN

It sounds like the setup of a joke:
20 vabbis walk into a fertility clinic.

But it really happened. One recent
Tuesday afternoon in Brooklyn, a
group of young men in yarmulkes
packed the waiting room of the Gene-
sis Fertility Center, eyes glued to a
roundish smudge on a video screen,
absarbing a lecture in basic repro-
ductive technology.

*This is the egg,” said the center's
Lab director, sounding like a filmstrip
narrator. “Here are zygotes. These
are fertilized eggs.”

From there things got complicat-
ed, touching on everything from the
shelf life of sperm samples to the
mechanics of intracytoplasmic fer-
tilization to the ethics of pre-implan-
tation genetic diagnosis,

Arcane as this stuff may sourd,
the rabbis, all graduate students at
‘Yeshiva University, need to Know it,
and not just for the course they are
taking in infertility and Jewish law.

“This is going ta be important,”
said the center’s founder, Dr. Riche
ard V. Grazi, as the screen showed a
pipette piercing an egg to deliver
sperm. “People are going to be ask-
ing you 2 lot of questions about this.”

As the science of babymaking hur-
tles Inta the future, it bumps up more
and more against not just the laws of
nature but also the laws of Gog (at
leas: as interpreted by peaple). Da¢.
trinal riddles on weighty subjects —
birth, death, identity and family ~
that would have seemed like semi-
nary parlor games not long age are
nowposed by baffled congregants.

“Let's say @ woman has a fully
functionai womb but her eggs are not
viable,” said Rabbi Kenneth Brander
of Yeshiva, the course instructor.
“Her sister says, ‘Take some of my
eggs.' Who's the aunt and who's the
mother?” Re went on. “What is the
relationship between son and father
where conception happened posthu-
mously? Does the son say Kaddish
for the father?” he asked, referring
to the Jewish prayer for the dead.

1f a couple has six girls and secks
fertility treatment to try for a boy,
may they destroy a fertilized egg of
the wrong gender? Can a husband in
2 divorce unilaterally destroy the
couple’s stockpile of frozen fertilized

>

*“This is not like *Star Trek® sci-
ence,” said Rabbi Brander, a dean at
Yeshiva, which has the iargest Or-
thodox rabbimcal seminary in the
country. “This is stuff that comes up
every day. And if the rabbi doesn't

tive
he can't answer the questions ef-
fectively. If he doesn't know the Jew-
ish law he can’t answer them, ei-
ther” -~

Genesis, on 84th Street in Dyker
Heights, retains an Orthodox rabbi
— the chaphain at Maimonides Med-
ical Center - to keep things in ac-
cordance with Jewish law.

Dr. Grazi said that about two-
thirds of his patients were Jewish
and half of those were Orthodox.

Rabbis, of course, are nat the only
clergy members called upon to

square reproductive medicine with
religious doctrine.

Abdulaziz Sachedinz, an expert on
Islamic bioethics at the University of
Virginia, said he often gets requests
from imams and from Muslim doc~
tors to parse some of the trickier is~
sues.

Under Islamic law, for example, 2
couple may use a surrogate mother,
but the husband must take the survo-
gate as a temporary wife. In the
United States, Professor Sachedina
said, “This is done very quietly.”

A course in medical ethics is re-
quired at many Roman Catholic
seminaries. The church disapproves
of any pregnancy that does not result
directly from sexual intercourse.

“It’s the difference between some-
thing that supplements a marital act
and semething that substitutes for
it,” said Msgr. William Smith, who
teaches bicethics at St. Joseph's
Seminary in Yenkers.

After their video lesson, the Yeshi-
va siudents descended to the iab and
donned scruds.

They toured the incubator room
and visited the andrology lzb, where

Preparing clergymen
to take on matters of
science and birth.

sperm is stored in tanks of liquid ni-
trogen and may be feiched for a ko-
sher couple only under the supervi-
sion of a rabbi.

“If you want access io the tank,”
said Rabbi Avraham Friedlander,
the Maimorides chaplain, “you need
our presence.”

Offering the students an example
of a teasion between Jewish law and
medical procedure, Rabbi Fried-
lander explained the circumstances
under which a2 man may produce a
sperm sample in the doctor’s office.

“Usually we ask them to produce
at home,” Rabhi Friedlander said,
“because of modesty concerns. But it
has to be braught in within an hour.””

Afterward the young rabbis pro-
nounced themselves impressed.

“Remarkable,” said Rabbi Reuven
Brand. a feflow in an honors pro-
gram at the seminaxy. *The ability of
‘mchfmlagy 10 belp peaple is stagger-
ng.”

There will always be some ques-
tions that elude easy answers. What
if a single woman in  her 20's Wants to
put off motherhood to pursue a ca.
reer and seeks to freeze some of her
epgs for later use? Jews are instruct-
ed to multiply fruitfully. Would a rab-
bi send the wrong message by con-
doning the postponement of starting
2 family? And what about the possi:
bility of complications?

Now comes the joke.

“There are four volumes in the
code of Jewish law,” Rabbi Brander
said, “This is in the fifth volume.”

mwn TThe New York Times

Chester
Dr. Michael Lee, right, with Orthodox rabbinical students at Genesis
Fertility Center in Brooklyn, studying infertility and Jewish law.,
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Responsa: The Law as Seen By Rabbis for 1,000 Years: Where Is It ...
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Responsa: The Law as Seen
By Rabbis for 1,000 Years

By ISRAEL L. SHENKER

“Tradition has it that young
mbbxs cmnplellng their tram-

scholarcly finesse, Feeding
on themselves, complexities
nourishirg  one aroﬁer,

ard

ccwnute 'nd me telephone
r of Rabbi Moshe Fein-
slem He :s the closest that
Orth Jewry comes to

a court of last resort.
much 01 the cay
ke sits plumped atop a fat
cushion in a chair in_his
study on the Lower East
Side, great volumes of relig-
ious law and opinion stacked
from floor to cziling behind
him, his telephone in hand.
A hot lire connects him wn.h
the yeshiva he heads: who
can tell how quickly follow-
-k there will need his coun-

His interpretations of re-
figious Jaw, like others,
written in the past millen-
ecedents guiding
the faithful, About 2,000
books have been devoted to
such “responsa” containing
‘more than 250,000 decisions,
many sharply conflicting.

Impressing the Wise

Rabbi Feinstein is one of
that select group who con-
tinue the tradition of decid-
ing difficult issues, Born in
Russia 80 years ago, he be-
gan rendering formal opin-
ions at age 18, He came
to this country'in 1937, and
his vernacular is stiii Rus-
sian-dabbed . Yiddish. Shozt,
spry, richly bearded, he has
reached the heights ‘of relig-
ious jurisprudence rot by ap-

intment or election, hul

Yy rccozmuon of his talents.

“You can’t wake up in
the morning and decide
yd\.l re an ex»ert on an-
swers,” he said recently as
disciples clustered round. “If
people see that one answer

ood, and another answer

k gand, gradually you will
he xcup

estions come from

o'her rabbis, and his respon-

sa have been publmhnd in

called “Iggrot Moshi
Epistles of Moshe").
one rabbi has devoled Y huge
tome to attacking his views,
and thc Hasldlc Satmar Jews
g tered up
hand’bills of defian w‘:en
one of Rabbi Feinstein's r
sponsa., iegmmlzed aru!iclal
mSv.mm
mbb. “who replies to
g:aple' questions  works
ardcr than a’ doctor deulms
a_case of life an
death ” Rabbi Feinstein said.
“The doctor s responsible
only to his patient, but the
rabbi is rcsyons“ble to God.”
About thousand years
ago, \\hen responsa literature
had its start, communities
remote from Babylonian
scholarship needed expert
opinions on the meaning and
applxcauons of halakha—reli-
la :iv’ dispatched
mqumes gm ack written
veplies, accumulating what
a .ater rabbi ml)ed “law by
correspondence.”
New centers of learning
rose and disappeared, tribu-
ry to the insecurities of
life and of

ta
local Jewish

modern hal-
lenging Lhe rig:dny of old
rdes becam

lang:r many
the substance of

Judaism is a decentralized
congeries of rival beliefs,
doubts and practices with

this law is experience, but
the authority of this law is
custom—what observant
lievers choose to make it
Those who would swim
confidently in these
need to command scripture,
Talmud, the decisions of pre-
vious rabbis, and some sense
of present man. Ancient law
must be interpreted to cover
the fabric of modern life,
much as the 18th-century
: Posbll

no font of zuxhor.ly other
than (Old  Tes-
mmert) and rabbinic inter-
pretations (notably Talmud)
that do not command upiver-
sal allegiance or unequivocal
cumpfc?\cnsmn The life of

P!
vides the threads for contem-
porary furisprudence.

Spain’s Solomon ben Adret

Continued on Page 61, Column 1

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.
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The New York Times/Willlzm E. Sauro
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein in his apartment on the Lower East Side. He explains, “If people see that one answer is good,
and another answer is good, gradually you will be accepted.”
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