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The verse states: “Yet I have been to them
as a little sanctuary in the countries where
they have come” (Ezekigl 11:16). Rabbi
Yitzhak said: This is referring to the
synagogues and study halls in Babylonia.
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TRADITION: A Journal of Orthodox jJewish Thought

best be segregated—but finally they were persuaded to accept the
Reform view.!

There is a refreshing naivete about this youthful acceptance of
separate seating before being “persuaded” of the Reform view.

ON THE POSITIVE SIDE
——
. Thus far the arguments of those who wouid do violence
to our Tradition and institute mixed pews. What now are the
reagsons why the Halakhah is so firm on separating the sexes at
every service? What, on the positive side, are the Tradition’s
motives for keeping the mechitzah and the separate seating arrange-
ment ?

The answer to this and every similar question must be studied in
one frame of reference only, And that is the issue of prayer. We
begin with one unalterable premise: the only function of a religious
service is prayer, and that prayer is a religious experience and not
a social exercise. If a synagogue is a place to meet friends, and a
service the occasion for displaying the latest fashions, then we
must agree that “if I can sit next to my wife in the movies, I can
sit next to her in the Temple.” But if a synagogue is a makom
kadosh, a holy place reserved for prayer, and if prayer is the worship
of God, then the issue of mixed pews or separate pews can be
resolved only by referring to this more basic question: does the
contemplated change add to or detract from our religious experience?
Our question then is: does the family pew enhance the religious
depth of prayer ? If it does, then let us accept it. If it does not, let
us stamp it once and for all as an alien intrusion into the synagogue,
one which destroys its very essence.

'THe JewisH CONCEPT OF PRAYER

To know the effect of mixed seating on the Jewish religious
quality of prayer, we must first have some idea of the Jewish
concept of prayer. Within the confines of this short essay we
cannot hope to treat the matter exhaustively. But we can, I believe,

1. Theodore Frankel, “Suburban Jewish Sunday School,” Commentary (June,
1958) p. 486.
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Furthermore, in synagogues where men and women
gather to pray, it is preferable to make a balcony in which
the women are above. If for whatever reason it is
difficult to make a balcony, it is necessary to make a real
separation, which will prevent thern from frivolity...

Rather it seems that a mechitza which reaches the
shoulders would be sufficient, as we see that the
requirement for a mechitza is not related to gazing...
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A mechitza of eighteen handbreadths prevents frivolity,
and we are not concerned lest they gaze at each other
during the prayers. It is clear that when Maimonides
wrote “should not look at...” he meant gazing, but just
glancing or seeing is not prohibited...

And the fact that many women’s hair is not covered,
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein has already written about this ...
that nowadays women’s hair is not considered *“a
covered part of the body” since most women in our
society go with their hair uncovered and so everyone is
accustomed to seeing hair... and the Arukh Hashulkhan
has already written this. And this opinion is apparent to
anyone who is clear of mind and acknowledges the truth.
However, the Hungarian rabbis are very strict about this
and require the sechifzof to rise above the heads of the
women, and they are even more extreme in that they
write that one is prohibited from praying in a synagogue
that does not have such a wechitss, and women may also
not pray in such a synagogue and it is preferable for them
to stay home. And certainly their intentions are good,
and they wish to maintain the standards of modesty that
were common in previous generations, but in our time
the situation is different and the nature of things is
different. And if women stay home and do not attend
synagogue, they are likely to forget Judaism altogether,
and we must not dismiss and push people away because
of a superfluous, unnecessary stringency that has no
basis in the Talmud ot its commentaries.
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