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The issue of exclusion of women from public space 

has recently captured a major place in Israeli media. 

Woman to Woman has been addressing this issue since 

the organization’s inception, long before current events 

in Israel brought it to international prominence. At the 

Shelter’s traditional Chanukah party in December, a former 

resident read a letter which, because of its relevance, we 

are presenting in full below. The letter is addressed to a 

rabbi the writer met before coming to the Shelter with her 

children.

Your Eminence, Rav Y

Hello, Rabbi – how are you? 

Nearly five years have passed since my last letter to you. A lot has changed since then, and our relationship 

today is totally different from what it was when I was married, a kosher (really?) haredi (ultra-Orthodox) 

woman who consulted religiously with the Rav before taking any step, effacing herself 

entirely in accepting his response.

Do you remember the first time I contacted you? I will never forget it. I was at a breaking 

point then, one of many … I had come to see “Yehudit,” the wife of Rav S, and I 

unburdened myself to her, telling her how hard my home life was …. She said I should call 

you, which I did, and said no more than my name: “N. the daughter of Zipporah.” You 

immediately responded that I had a violent husband and was suffering. I replied that he 

was correct (actually, I nodded soundlessly out of absolute shock!). You wished me a “Shabbat Shalom” – a 

peaceful Sabbath – and I went home, with “Yehudit” happy for me because “If the Rav wished you a peaceful 

Sabbath, that’s what you’ll have! He doesn’t just say things!”

Unfortunately, it was not a peaceful Sabbath, and so I called you again on Sunday. It was 

a long conversation, in which you explained that the pain I was suffering in my marriage 

to A was expiation for not having kept God’s commandments when I was 17(!). You 

know, Your Eminence, there are many good people around me today who just cannot 

comprehend this bizarre concept.  But at the time I listened to your words, and devoutly 

read all the chapters of the Book of Psalms you instructed me to read, and prayed all 

the prayers that could possibly be prayed. Nothing helped. The violence at home just got 

worse. I felt life was closing in on me, strangling me – and you knew all about it.

I know you have mystical abilities – after all, you told me things I had done that no one in the world knew 

about. Once this amazed me; but today it’s just not part of my world. Today, I am angry at you because you 
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knew what I was going through … but only gave me your blessings. Even when I  .. had my husband kept 

away, you told us to come to you in Netivot …  it was cold and very frightening because … I was afraid you 

would tell us to go back home and “make peace.”  Which, indeed, you did…. and sealed my fate…. 

You remember … the Talmud Torah where my son went to school? … I was admired there [for my modest 

appearance].  Eventually I was …. asked not to come inside when I picked up my son. The kindergarten 

teacher said to me in that pious tone common in haredi society, “It’s because the children might ask why you no 

longer cover your head…” … I answered that the problem was not with the children but with her: “You can’t 

answer their questions candidly!”  I had not yet totally grasped the extent to which your 

society fears anything different from what is accepted within it!

You know, Y (I hope you don’t mind me calling you by your first name), all this recent talk 

about women being “excluded” – that’s just a fancy word for a horrific phenomenon – 

takes me back to the time I wouldn’t even open my front door because it was immodest. I 

wouldn’t wear the clothes I wanted to because I was so concerned about modesty – and if I 

did, A would be sure to “exclude” them from my life.  But the worst, Y, is that I lived in a 

society that held a woman’s submissiveness in such high esteem.  “A kosher woman fulfills 

her husband’s will” – that’s the guiding principle. So long as this situation is mutual, I see 

nothing wrong with it; but let’s be honest: that’s not what happens in haredi society…

…. Do you remember after my divorce you sent A to me with a frightening letter from you?  That was just 

after I removed my head covering (a year after the divorce!) and began wearing pants …. Your letter listed 

what awaited me in Hell because of the transgressions I had begun to commit, like being with a man ….  At 

first you managed to paralyze my entire body. I wanted to give up everything I yearned for and go back to 

the rut I had been in. I’m happy I didn’t!  A few days later A … shaved my second 

daughter’s head and it was clear I had to save myself and my children. That’s when I 

came to the Shelter.  It was not easy, but God be blessed – and even more, may I be 

blessed (!) – I did it… You understand, that’s when I became capable of taking care 

of myself and considering my needs and wants. That’s when, thanks especially to my 

therapist Maya, I understood who God really was and the nature of my connection 

to him. My God is not a strict and rigid father who punishes and reprimands whoever 

doesn’t behave according to his book of laws. No. My God wants things to be good for 

me! For me to be happy! He doesn’t need outward signs to see that I love him. …

You know, Y, I worked very hard to achieve my freedom, freedom to choose for myself and live the way I 

want, and I don’t intend to give it up. Because even if it is difficult – and believe me, it is very difficult – 

the knowledge that today I can cope and use my own strengths fills me with pride! Yes, I may – I even should! 

And I am proud of myself.

Y, I wish you only good things in life. If I really do decide to send you this letter, I pray my words don’t fall on a 

heart of stone.

        N.
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