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Walking A Solitary Path: For Sharona Margolin Halickman, the post of
religious mentor in an Orthodox shul is fraught with contradictions.

ELICIA BROWN

STAFF WRITER

Sharona Margolin Halickman, the highest-ranking female employee of an
Orthodox synagogue, is talking cold cuts.

"Not the baloney or the salami," she implores the caterer on the other end
of the line. "The better stuff." Fried chicken, perhaps? Nothing doing.
"It's like a classier crowd," she says into the phone, explaining that the
Shabbat luncheon celebrates the season's end for the Learning Service.
Halickman, who coordinates the service at the Hebrew Institute of
Riverdale, where she works, wants to make a good impression.

"One more second," she stage whispers to the reporter, who meanwhile notes
the contrast between Halickman's crisp appearance, the black hat adorned by
a striped ribbon and the stylish, long blue cotton skirt and matching
jacket -- and Halickman's office, the stained brown carpet, the broken
blind, the stacked folding chairs.

There are few personal touches here. The wall isn't decorated with a framed
diploma from Stern College, Halickman's alma mater, there is only one small
photograph of her 19-month-old baby Dov; another of her husband Josh, an
accountant.

Yet the eclectic mix of objects draws one's attention. Not too far away
from a box of crayons, rest piles of Jewish texts. Even more intriguing,
amid papers on desk that overlooks the Henry Hudson Highway, a yellow sheet
asks, "What is a madricha ruchanit?"

For now, at least, the answer is one word: Halickman.

"Rabbi [Avi] Weiss and I worked for a year on the title," says the world's
first madricha ruchanit, or religious mentor. "Madricha," she says, "has
the word derech in it which means path." She explains that her role is to
offer a path to God.

On a first impression, Halickman comes across as a rail thin, energetic
woman with a winning smile, a slightly nasal brought-up-in-the Bronx
accent, and a lightly freckled face that looks younger than its 27 years.
She is unfailingly polite. She speaks in two speeds. She might start a
sentence in the slower pace, but suddenly quicken toward the end as she
grows excited. Her lean arms often accompany the accelerated speech with
expressive movements.

Like her new job itself, which in the course of one afternoon calls on
skills in catering, people management and scholarship, Halickman offers a
study in contrasts and contradictions.

She is at once a woman who looks composed and confident as she answers
questions for Channel 13's "Religion and Ethics Newsweekly" show, but who,
on a video of her installation ceremony as madricha ruchanit last month
appears as uneasy as a bat mitzvah girl, licking her lips, her voice
high-pitched with excitement.

She is at once both a woman who explored (and confirmed) her qualification
for a clergy member's tax benefits for housing, a woman who believes in
equal time for equal work, and also a woman who appears conflicted about
the term feminist.

"It's not like I always have this feminist agenda that I want to push," she
says. "I'm just, you know, doing what I'm allowed to do." She says she
gives "a lot of credit" to those who run the Jewish Orthodox Feminist
Organization. But moments later, she adds, "I find a lot of the feminists
don't pray every day, even though it is religious obligation. I think first
we have to work on things like that, praying every day and covering hair
before we get into how much can we push the envelope on rituals." But at
the end of the afternoon, she makes her only request: don't make her out to
be anti-feminist.

She is at once serving in a role that some feel is the closest yet to a
female rabbi in an Orthodox synagogue, and also a woman who doesn't see
herself as playing a historic role.

"They even put me on the calendar, did you see it?" she says, as she runs
to pick the JOFA calendar off the wall. Suddenly the phone rings. "It's
easier if it's in the trays and the platters. I think so. Yeh. Yeh. ...
Sounds great...," she says.

In her new post, Halickman is known as a full-fledged member of the
"religious leadership team." She takes part in all meetings of the rabbis.
She not only gives sermons on some Shabbats, but also takes a turn at
coordinating shiva minyans; she's read the ketubah under the chuppah at a
wedding; she walks families through the logistics of bar mitzvahs, and
helps bat mitzvah girls with their speeches. Soon, she plans to start
organizing funerals, delivering eulogies on request.

The job description is not a formal one, and Halickman's role in the
synagogue has gradually evolved since December of 1997, when she was hired
to be the world's second congregational intern. She was employed shortly
after Lincoln Square Synagogue on the Upper West Side of Manhattan hired
Julie Stern Josephs to serve as its intern, a new post for women that
included some traditionally rabbinic duties.

Earlier this month, Halickman managed to get off jury duty by showing a
court clerk her new title. A rabbi she knew had just been reprieved. "I do
what he does," she said. That wouldn't have happened with her old title as
educational program director, the interim job she held between intern and
madricha ruchanit.

Of course, jury duty or not, she doesn't do everything a rabbi does. She
doesn't, for example, count in a minyan, as everyone understood when she
showed up recently at a shiva service. Only nine men, not enough to start,
had turned out for the gathering that allowed a mourner to recite Kaddish.
"One man said, `Well surely one of the rabbis will come.' I said, `eh,'"
remembers Halickman, raising her hand, "I'm the representative for
tonight." She laughs. "But I called my father and he came," she says.

Some wonder about the significance of her new role, whether her post will
ever bear any influence outside of HIR. Even Lincoln Square, the only other
synagogue to employ a congregational intern, hasn't had one on staff since
Josephs left a year ago. Rabbi Adam Mintz, the head rabbi there, says that
"the time has not come yet" to hire a new intern, though he is "very much
committed to the program." As for the madricha ruchanit post, he says, he's
"not familiar enough with what it means."

Halickman says that since her appearance last month on PBS on the ABC
Eyewitness News, she's received calls from women beyond the Bronx. A New
Jersey woman wants to hold a meaningful bat mitzvah for a daughter. A
Monsey woman, in spiritual crisis, called for counseling.

The other afternoon, after she finished teaching a bride-to-be, Rabbi Avi
Weiss dropped by. The head rabbi of the synagogue, Rabbi Weiss describes
Halickman as someone with "a strength of leadership and an unusual sense of
modesty." He contends with congregants, who off the record, criticize
Halickman's scholarship. She's excellent in Tanach, among other topics,
says Rabbi Weiss, adding that in the fall she will begin study of psak,
rulings of Jewish law.

But now he wants to talk about the carpet. It's just as stained in all the
rabbinic offices, he wants you to know. And Halickman? He lowers his voice
as if in confidence. "She's perfect to be the first."
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