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Final Report on Women and Ritual at Adath Israel 

Rabbi Adam Cutler – Senior Rabbi  |  Barry Green – Chair, Religious Committee 

On August 27, 2020 the Board of Governors of Adath Israel Congregation voted to adopt the 
following motions. The changes to ritual practice made by these motions were shared with the 
Congregation during a webinar on September 9, 2020.  

1) First Motion 
a. Whereas with the support of the Board of Governors and the Clergy, Rabbi Cutler 

implemented a comprehensive education and discussion process about the role of 
women in our services; and 

b. Whereas those who have opinions about this issue have had ample time and 
opportunity to share them; and 

c. Whereas the Women and Ritual Subcommittee first helped plan and then assisted in 
interpreting the results of the congregational survey; and 

d. Whereas the results of that survey showed a very significant and statistically relevant 
level of support for providing women with the same rights and privileges as men in 
the service; and 

e. Whereas Rabbi Cutler, in his role as Senior Rabbi, reflecting upon the best course 
forward for our Shul supports the full ritual participation of Jewish women in Adath 
Israel services; 

f. Be It Resolved That Jewish women be formally recognized as having the same 
prayer and Torah reading related ritual obligations and therefore these same ritual 
opportunities as Jewish men. Women will count in the minyan and have the 
opportunity to lead all prayer services. Exceptions such as Birkat Kohanim 
(duchenin) will be decided by the Senior Rabbi. 

2) Second Motion 
a. Whereas communication with the membership indicated that ritual changes, if any, 

would come into force during Sukkot 2020; and 
b. Whereas there is no end in sight for a post-COVID “normal”; and 
c. Whereas other processes in the synagogue such as strategic planning and potential 

synagogue acquisitions are dependent upon the implementation of decisions reached 
vis-à-vis women and ritual; and 

d. Whereas those who have wanted to share their voice have had ample opportunity to 
be heard; and 

e. Whereas the overwhelming support for change demonstrated by the survey results 
make delaying implementation untenable; and  

f. Whereas having a position in policy, but not in practice will inevitably lead to 
clashes with individuals who want to participate in ways permitted by the policy; and 

g. Whereas waiting until a further date only serves to make implementation of changes 
into a celebration rather than an evolution;  

h. Be It Resolved That the changes authorized by the First Motion come into force no 
later than the beginning of Sukkot 2020. 

i. Be It Further Resolved That the Senior Rabbi has the discretion to implement 
approved changes prior to Sukkot 2020 as appropriate; and  

https://www.adathisrael.com/women-ritual/
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j. Be it Further Resolved That an Implementation Plan such as presented in Appendix 
1 is an integral part of this Motion.  

Background 

The lead-up to the Women and Ritual decision began about six years ago with the untimely 
passing of Rabbi Steven Saltzman z"l, our then Senior Rabbi. In a 2014 decision, the Board of 
Governors set a policy that there would be no change in the religious direction of the 
Congregation until a new Senior Rabbi was hired, at which time he could guide us through a 
process of discussion, reflection, and decision on the matter. 
  
The following year, for the first time Adath Israel honoured two women on Simchat Torah, the 
Kallat Torah and Kallat Bereisheit, to parallel the men’s Chatan Torah and Chatan Bereisheit. 
The only difference was that following their procession under the chuppah, the women delivered 
a short d’var Torah from the pulpit instead of receiving aliyot. This tradition continues and is 
very well accepted. 
 
It was not until 2018 that Adath Israel took the next small step of allowing a woman to stand 
beside her husband while he had an aliyah commemorating a milestone anniversary. In the past, 
the woman would wait at the pulpit and her husband would join her there after his aliyah. There 
was very little in the way of pushback to this change. 
  
With the hiring of Rabbi Cutler as the new Senior Rabbi in 2018, there was the understanding 
that he would lead a process regarding women and ritual with some hoping that this process 
would begin on his first day. Rabbi Cutler was invited and attended a committee meeting 
convened solely for the purpose of ascertaining his position on Women and Ritual. This took 
place four months before he officially started at position. Rabbi Cutler was able to push back the 
timing for approximately 18 months until he had a better understanding of the congregation. 
 
Through the Religious Committee, Rabbi Cutler presented his plan to the Board. The Religious 
committee recommended the plan and the Board of Governors unanimously approved the 
following:  
 

The Adath Israel Congregation Board of Governors together with Rabbis Cutler and Seed 
and Cantors Stein and Sharpe look forward to a year of learning, listening, and reflecting 
regarding the ritual role of women at Adath Israel. Significantly, this process is devised 
with no predetermined outcome. 

 
Rabbi Cutler set up community learning sessions for members to explore and learn the issues at 
hand. There were also small groups convened to share and listen to each other’s thoughts. In 
addition, there were numerous in-house visits made by Rabbi Cutler as well as many phone and 
email conversations in which Rabbi Cutler took part. 
 
In the summer of 2020, a survey was sent to the entire membership looking to gauge their 
feelings about women taking on additional roles in our services. A subcommittee on Women and 
Ritual was set up to help construct the survey and to interpret the results. After detailed analysis, 
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the subcommittee fashioned a motion in which they unanimously agreed that all the possible 
changes suggested in the survey should be implemented in their totality and the rollout should 
begin around Sukkot. The survey results were shared at the July Board meeting and showed the 
respondents being solidly in favour of women and men being equals in all aspects of our 
services. It was clear that the Congregation, having assessed the issues of k’vod hatzibur and 
women’s specific obligations as specified in the survey, concluded that this was the appropriate 
course for Adath Israel’s future. This came as no surprise to Rabbi Cutler as he had spent over a 
year hearing from these same people in groups and one-on-one conversations. The motion then 
went to the Religious committee who overwhelmingly agreed with the subcommittee and sent 
the motion with a few adjustments to the Executive. Here again there were suggestions and 
changes made especially relating to concerned community engagement, making sure that we 
would reach out to those who expressed displeasure with the changes. 
 
The final versions of the motions were presented to the Board of Governors on August 27th, 
2020. They passed with a strong majority.  

Reasoning 

These changes we believe speak to our values: Inclusion, Participation, Empowerment, and 
Equality of Opportunity. Further, they recognize that the social world of 2020 is fundamentally 
different than that of the Talmud or even fifty years ago. These changes also recognize that the 
historic reasons for women’s exemptions from certain obligations no longer apply and that today 
many women and girls are highly Jewishly educated.   

Some view these changes as permitting that which was previously forbidden. While we agree 
with that assessment, we think it only tells a part of the story. First, clearly there are certain 
things like reading Torah and having an aliyah, which were permitted even in antiquity, at least 
in theory if not in practice. Secondly, these changes are primarily about adding obligations, 
rather than permitting the previously prohibited. They increase the opportunity for women to 
perform mitzvot – which are, properly understood, sacred obligations. These changes ultimately 
demand more upon Jews not less. They increase the opportunity to sanctify God’s name, rather 
than diminish it. They are, we pray, a move towards a greater overall frumkeit, not less.  
 
Tradition – as has often been said – has a vote and not a veto. It is one value, albeit an important 
one, among many. There have been decisions that Rabbi Cutler has made that have been based 
almost entirely on the value of tradition. The ongoing prohibition regarding the eating kitniyot on 
Pesach amongst Ashkenazim is one example. But in considering change, we have to measure 
what is gained against what is lost – what values put together outweigh other values. In our 
assessment, the value of tradition on this issue is outweighed by the total weight of other 
competing values, including inclusion, equality of opportunity to participate in the full breadth of 
Jewish life, and הבריות כבוד  – recognizing the inherent sanctity and honour due to all of God’s 
creations.  
As Rabbi Cutler mentioned in a recent sermon, “Though initially said of newspapers, I think the 
words of the fictional Irish bartender Mr. Dooley are best applied to religion. It is there to 
comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable. We do a great job at the former, but often shy 
away form the latter.” Tradition of course plays an essential role in providing comfort. In an 
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everchanging and at times chaotic world, having something in your life that is constant is a 
comfort. Knowing the shul that you grew up in or perhaps that your grandparents sat in is there 
for you in the same way as it was for them gives a sense of grounding. Yet, religion must also 
goad. Like the shofar, it is meant to wake us to what is possible. Judaism, as an heir to the great 
prophets, demands of us not only to look backwards, but forwards. It requires us to imagine not 
what is done, but what is possible. It asks us to constantly be growing as a community and 
individuals in how we serve God and the Jewish people. Adath Israel will always be here to 
comfort. Now is the time to cause a little discomfort as well, to press all of us – those who voted 
against change and even those who voted for it – to see what a vibrant, halakhic, meaningful, and 
inspiring Judaism can be with a much greater role for women. There are myriad other Adath 
Israel traditions that will continue. It is only with respect to Women and Ritual that there will be 
change.  
 
We know that there is some concern about the timing of this decision. We are in the middle of a 
pandemic. Life is already unstable. We are sensitive to those concerns. Indeed, when this 
pandemic reached Toronto, we paused the process, hoping, like everyone else, that after a few 
weeks, we could return to “normal.” Sadly, we know that is not the case. There is no normal in 
sight. Possibly months, but more likely a year and half to two years from now, we might again be 
running the shul like it was at the beginning of this year. But even that is not so clear. Delaying 
now means possibly delaying for a long, long time. And even when things are settled, changes 
could not come into force on day one of “normal” either. There would be another delay. These 
delays would significantly disrupt other important processes within the shul. Importantly, a delay 
at this point would not change the thoughts and feelings of our members on this topic nor the 
decision by Rabbi Cutler and the lay leadership. A delay just drags the process out longer 
without changing the result. It would also mean that the synagogue’s leadership has less time to 
focus on other pressing matters as we continue to address this one. In short, like everything else 
in life, we must keep on moving forward.  
 
It is also important to note that in our communications to the membership, we indicated that 
ritual changes, if any, would take place beginning Sukkot 2020. We wanedt to keep to our word. 
As for the survey, we committed to transparency in the sharing the findings. The overwhelming 
support for change demonstrated by the survey results made delaying implementation untenable. 
Having a position in policy, but not in practice would inevitably lead to clashes with individuals 
who want to participate in ways permitted, but not yet in force. 
 
Finally, when this process began, Rabbi Cutler imagined that if change were to take place, as an 
incrementalist by nature, that change would be implemented one step at a time over the course of 
many years, perhaps decades. 

Conversations with our members and social forces in the world made him reconsider. A few 
Orthodox shuls are now making slow changes regarding women’s participation, similar to the 
piecemeal approach that worked for Conservative synagogues in the 1970s and 1980s. Such an 
approach no longer works for Conservative synagogues in 2020. Moreover, it became clear to 
Rabbi Cutler throughout this process that such a path would be welcomed by neither the 
supporters nor opponents of change. 
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Overview of Survey Results 
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Key Findings of Survey Results by Demographic 
 

Age: There is no measured difference of opinion based on a respondent’s age. This holds true 
even after adjusting for imbalances in response rate by age. The older a respondent is, the more 
likely s/he is to be somewhat rather than strongly supportive/unsupportive. However, overall 
across all age categories there was consistently a higher number of responses in the strong 
categories compared to somewhat categories (roughly 3.5:1).   
 
Length of Membership: There is no measured difference of opinion based on a respondent’s 
length of membership. Similar to age, the longer one is a member, the more likely one is to be 
somewhat rather than strongly supportive/unsupportive. 
 
Gender: By approximately 4% with respect to Question One (various bimah roles), 7% for 
Question 2 (minyan), and 9% for Question 3 (obligations and opportunities), women are more 
favourable of change than men. However, men are overall favourable of change at a rate of 4.1:1 
for Question 1, 3.5:1 for Question 2, and 3.1:1 for Question 3. 
 
Frequency of Attendance: The more frequently one attends services, the more likely that 
individual is to be unsupportive of change and the reverse is also true. However, except for 
regular weekday attendees who by 4% overall supported the status quo vs. change vis-à-vis 
Hallel, all categories of attendance supported change vs status-quo across Question 1 as well as 
Question 2 and Question 3. 
 
The complete survey data set is available here.   

Questions and Answers for Rabbi Cutler 

1. How does this change that Adath Israel feel for you personally as a Jew? 

Occasionally I find myself in an egalitarian minyan. Every time a woman has an aliyah or 
leads a portion of the service, I immediately notice it. It stands out. I imagine that was the 
case for a while here once girls started reading Torah and having aliyot to celebrate 
becoming bat mitzvah. At first a change stands out, perhaps even feels odd or uncomfortable. 
Later however it becomes normalized. While intellectually I’m there, in my gut I know for 
me it will take some time getting used to, as most change does.  
 
What I know for sure is that my friends and classmates, once they hear this decision, will be 
surprised. Beyond growing up at Beth Emeth, where women’s ritual roles are restricted, I 
attended and later coordinated the Shlaimah service at Camp Ramah, where, unlike the rest 
of camp, women and girls didn’t have a role. In USY, I successfully argued against female 
participation as a teen and then later as an advisor. In Rabbinical School, I was the gabbai of 
the minyan where women didn’t actively participate. For this last role, I suffered social 
consequences. Much of Jewish life was spent in Conservative circles actively working 
against greater participation for girls and women.  

https://www.adathisrael.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/WR-Public-.pdf
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In addition to those experiences, I’ve been blessed with experiencing many different 
synagogue communities and learning from great teachers. I witnessed and partook in 
communities that approached this issue in ways different from what I knew before. I wrestled 
with it.  

Ultimately, mine was a slow evolution. I have come to grips with my upbringing and past, 
but have also come to accept that this change isn’t a move way from serious Jewish practice. 
And I am a serious practicing Jew. This is a chance for even more active Jewish 
participation.  

2. What is the role of halakhah in this decision?  

I am the Mara d’Atra of the shul. That means I am the ultimate arbiter of what is halakhically 
permitted and halakhically forbidden within the confines of Adath Israel. In that role I say no 
at least tens times as often as I’ve said yes.  

Halakhah, like any legal system, has various philosophies of interpretation. There are legal 
positivists, rationalists, originalists, those who believe in natural law, etc. Canada, for 
example, has a long-entrenched practice of interpreting the constitution through the Living 
Tree Doctrine. Unlike civil law, Judaism has the added dimension of being a revealed law – 
that is law that has a Divine source. Irrespective of whatever philosophy or philosophies of 
law one utilizes for difficult questions, it is important to remember that the purpose of 
halakhah is to apply an eternal divine will to our daily conduct. That is never an easy task. 
One can only do their best in trying to ascertain what God demands of us at this moment. 

Within the Conservative Movement there is a Committee on Jewish Law and Standards 
comprised of twenty-five rabbis whose rulings are almost entirely advisory. Ultimately, it is 
up to the shul’s rabbi to determine what is forbidden or permitted within that rabbi’s own 
community. It is worth noting that while I don’t agree with all the positions taken by this 
committee and certainly don’t agree with many practices of Conservative rabbis and their 
synagogues, the Committee on Jewish and Standards as well as close to 100% of 
Conservative identified synagogues have affirmed the equal status of men and women with 
respect to synagogue centred ritual mitzvot. I would not have put forward these possibilities 
for change if I did not think that they were halakhically permissible.  

3. What do you say to those for whom these changes are uncomfortable? 

For many, these changes are a cause for celebration. For others, I know that they come with 
feelings of discomfort, sadness, and loss. I don’t expect anyone to follow along the same path 
that I have taken in my life. We each have our own journey. For those who did not want to 
see change, I say a few things.  

a. Adath Israel is still Your Shul Home. This is but one aspect of a much larger 
community and synagogue. Following the implementation of these changes, Adath 
Israel will still be Adath Israel. 
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b. More important than the ritual are the people. The people of Adath Israel are the same 
whether or not women count for the minyan. 

c. Give it time. If you tell me that you have gone through the sources and come to a 
different halakhic conclusion than me and therefore have to daven elsewhere, I’ll 
understand. But if your position against change is based on a sense of discomfort and 
desire for tradition, I ask you to wrestle with that for a bit. Come to shul or participate 
via the livestream. See how you feel not in a month, but in six. Then give me a call. 

I know that this is hard for some. Together with the rest of the clergy, we want to hear from 
you. Adath Israel is still your Shul Home.  

4. How do you anticipate things changing at Adath Israel in the months and years ahead?  

I do not expect the experience of our services to change dramatically. Adath Israel will 
continue to be and feel like Adath Israel. The service will be almost entirely the same as will 
the people, the community, which is the most important part of Adath Israel. 

It will take a long time for women in shul to learn to lead services. Experience elsewhere tells 
me that few will take on the opportunity, even as we offer men and women chances to learn 
to lead davenin, have an aliyah, etc.  

Our clergy will remain the same: four men on the bimah.  

Shabbat morning will continue to be led from Shacharit onwards by professionals, which 
means men.  

As Bat Mitzvah girls already receive aliyot, the transition to women receiving them won’t be 
a complete change and therefore shock.  

As women counting in the minyan is not something which is performative, but rather passive, 
it is generally experienced in a more comfortable way than a woman leading tfillah for 
instance. 

In making these changes Adath Israel will still be a “right-wing” synagogue within the 
Conservative Jewish world. We would continue to do a full Torah reading, our liturgy will 
not change (no imahot), duchenin would be only men, women will not be called up to the 
Torah as kohen or levi, our kashrut and Shabbat standards are unaffected, there would be no 
musical instruments on Shabbat, etc. I believe we can reasonably, perhaps even more 
accurately, moving forward be called a traditional Conservative synagogue.  

There will be no change regarding expectations for personal mitzvot, ie women and 
tallit/tfillin/head-covering. 

Women, like men, are always welcome to decline honours. 

5. Will there be opportunities for our members to learn synagogues skills?  
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Yes. Adath Israel looks forward to providing opportunities to all members to learn new ritual 
skills.  

6. For private services, does one have to follow Adath Israel policy? 

Families for their own private lifecycle events – private bnai mitzvah services, weddings, 
funerals, shivas – are welcome to follow the practices appropriate to them.  

 

 


