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There was scattered applause as Julie Stern Joseph stepped to a lectern and surveyed the expectant congregation that filled 25 round tables, squeezed onto folding chairs, and lined the walls in the downstairs ballroom at Lincoln Square Synagogue one recent Saturday afternoon. 

''Wow,'' she said with a nervous chuckle, at which the crowd laughed and clapped heartily. Then, gripping the corner of the lectern, she began what the synagogue billed as her inaugural ''sermonette,'' all about why Moses was the perfect model of Jewish leadership. 

Mrs. Stern Joseph, 24, is herself pioneering a new model of leadership in Orthodox Judaism, where the boundary between women and men is as rigid as the wall that separates them at prayer. Although the model is being applauded in places like this modern Orthodox synagogue on the Upper West Side, it is greeted with suspicion and warnings of a schism in strongholds of ultra-Orthodoxy like Borough Park, Brooklyn. 

Mrs. Stern Joseph started working in January as a ''congregational intern,'' at Lincoln Square Synagogue, a new position the rabbi there created exclusively for a woman. Days after her appointment was announced, the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale, a modern Orthodox synagogue in the Bronx, hired Sharona Margolin Halickman, 24, as a ''Torat Miriam Intern'' with similar responsibilities. Experts say they are the first women in the nation to hold such jobs. 

Until now, the young interns working in Orthodox synagogues have always been men preparing for the rabbinate. There are no women rabbis in Orthodox Judaism, though they are now fixtures in Reform, Conservative and Reconstructionist Judaism. And the synagogues that have hired the women insist that they are not rabbis in training. Still, for two Orthodox synagogues to hire two educated and ambitious women, give them the title of ''intern,'' and ask them to share part of the rabbis' responsibilities is to wade into uncharted waters. 

''There has been a feeling that if you start here, it could easily slide into other things, to a breakdown of values, the slippery slope thing,'' said Morton Landowne, the father of three daughters and a former president of Lincoln Square Synagogue, after hearing the new intern's debut at his temple. ''But life is a slippery slope. If you're afraid of the slippery slope, you're never going to get up the hill.'' 

The feminist revolution is only now shaking the foundations of Orthodox Judaism, like the aftershocks of some long-ago earthquake. A small movement of Orthodox feminists has existed for years, but only recently has its impact been clear. There are growing numbers of women's prayer groups, women lawyers in religious courts, women officers on synagogue boards and women's Torah-study institutes. 

The first International Conference on Feminism and Orthodoxy held last year was expected to draw 400 people, but more than 1,200 came, including about 25 supportive rabbis. Even more people are expected at this year's conference on Feb. 15 and 16 at New York's Grand Hyatt Hotel. One speaker at last year's conference says she was warned not to utter the words ''women in the rabbinate.'' This year's conference features a whole panel on the topic. 

But if feminist innovations are having an impact in modern Orthodoxy, they have been largely shunned or simply ignored in the more traditional and ultra-Orthodox world. Any criticism of the new women interns has been noticeably muted because such a step does not seem to violate halacha, the Jewish legal code. In fact, some Jews have asked, why all the fuss over women interns when rabbis' wives have performed many of these functions for years? 

The real problem, said Rabbi J. David Bleich, a professor of Talmud at Yeshiva University, is that female interns are ''part and parcel of a so-called feminist agenda'' that will ultimately cause a permanent schism in Orthodox Judaism. 

''We are heading rapidly for a cleavage in what is now called the Orthodox community,'' Rabbi Bleich said. ''A lot of the differences that already exist in the Orthodox community are cultural. Once they become reflected in matters of practice, either individual, or communal or institutional, you are likely to get what is the equivalent of different denominations.'' 

Both Lincoln Square and the Hebrew Institute are prominent Orthodox synagogues with large congregations, including many well-educated professionals. Neither synagogue is considered particularly liberal in its practice of Orthodoxy. At the Hebrew Institute, Rabbi Avi Weiss shuns the term ''modern Orthodox,'' saying he prefers ''open Orthodox, in the sense that we're open to lots of voices, including women.'' 

At Lincoln Square, some people are not quite sure what to make of their new intern. On her way to her first staff meeting in the rabbi's office, Mrs. Stern Joseph stopped to chat with a synagogue member who congratulated her and asked what title he should use for her. 

''Call me Julie,'' she answered. 

At the meeting, the staff discussed the advantages of employing a particular rabbinical student because his highly educated wife could also serve the congregation. ''Two for the price of one,'' Cantor Sherwood Goffin said. 

But Mrs. Stern Joseph interjected, ''If she's going to work, she has to get paid. Sometimes shuls take advantage.'' At their respective shuls, or synagogues, Mrs. Stern Joseph and Mrs. Halickman receive the same salaries as the male interns. 

The women interns and the people who hired them insist they are not aiming to pave the way for women rabbis. ''I think there's a value in having male leadership and female leadership,'' Mrs. Stern Joseph said. ''I wouldn't want my role to supplant a traditional male role because just like men need role models, women need role models as well.'' 

In an interview in his office, Rabbi Adam Mintz held up a Jewish magazine with the cover headline ''Is It Time for Women Rabbis?'' and said, ''We want to make clear that that is not our goal.'' 

And at the Hebrew Institute, Rabbi Weiss said, ''I think the call for women rabbis is unhelpful, because there are roles that rabbis play that women, by Jewish law, are prohibited from doing. That's very clear. In the same breath, there are many other roles that women can perform.'' 

In her part-time position, Ms. Stern Joseph teaches an adult education class, visits sick congregants in the hospital, meets with girls who are preparing for their bas mitzvah ceremonies, and counsels women on such spiritual matters as how to prepare for the mikvah, or ritual bath. Once a month, she delivers her sermonette -- but not during services and not from the rabbi's pulpit. 

In an Orthodox synagogue, women and men pray in separate sections divided by a wall, or with the women in a balcony. According to Jewish law, a woman may not lead men in prayer because women are not obligated, as are men, to meet regularly to pray together three times a day. 

At the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale, however, Mrs. Halickman will occasionally give sermons from the pulpit during services. But women have often spoken from the Hebrew Institute's pulpit, built in neutral territory in the sanctuary's center with two symmetrical staircases leading up to it -- one from the men's section, and one from the women's. 

''This job is something I never dreamed could be a possibility for a woman,'' said Mrs. Halickman, who also runs religious programs at the Hebrew Home for the Aged at Riverdale, while studying for a master's degree at Yeshiva University. ''I have a lot more options than my mother had.'' 

Torah education for Orthodox women is still relatively new. Blu Greenberg, 62, a co-chairwoman of the Conference on Feminism and Orthodoxy, says that every morning as a child she and her sisters had the job of putting away the big tomes of the Talmud that her father studied at home, but no one ever suggested that the girls should read them. 

But now, the 80 years since the first schools for Orthodox women were founded in Poland have produced several generations of highly educated women whose career opportunities in the religious world have been limited. If women worked outside the home, typically they became teachers or administrators in Jewish day schools. Some taught at Jewish universities. But some women, frustrated, sought jobs in the secular world. 

An advanced education was a given for Mrs. Stern Joseph, whose grandfather endowed the first Orthodox women's college, at Yeshiva University. She is studying for her doctorate in medieval Jewish history at Yeshiva University while learning Talmud at the Drisha Institute for women scholars in Manhattan. 

''The question is,'' Mrs. Stern Joseph said, ''why do people like myself who have the education and want to serve our own community have to go outside our own community to provide service for others?'' 

Both Rabbi Weiss and Rabbi Mintz say they are receiving letters and phone calls from other Orthodox rabbis considering hiring women interns. Rabbi Weiss runs a weekly educational seminar called Torat Miriam for 10 women, including Mrs. Halickman, and he has offered to pay half the salaries for any of the women who are hired as interns in other synagogues. 

But nobody involved in this experiment can say what these women are ''interning'' to become. There is no clear next step. 

Sitting with Rabbi Mintz, Mrs. Stern Joseph admitted cautiously that her career goal is to work with her husband, now a rabbinic intern on Long Island, ''in the same synagogue, both receiving salaries for our services.'' 

Hearing this, Rabbi Mintz said, ''A rabbinic power couple.'' 

