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March 5, 2011
ONE ON ONE - Interview of the Week
A Lawyer and a Man of Charity - by Asaf Golan

Noach Korman (42) is a lawyer specializing in the difficult area of divorce. But for Korman it is not enough to occupy
himself merely with the issue of "justice." He also incorporated acts of kindness into his activities by establishing a network
of safe houses for battered women in the religious and Chareidi sectors. A hundred and fifty women turn every month to the
organization which he founded.

"My experience in the corridors of the rabbinical courts was very harsh and traumatic for me. Here I saw evil, extortion,
exploitation, cruelty, and much more. All of the evil and most disgusting traits rise up at their worst for couples who are in
this stage in their lives, even among the religious and Chareidi sectors. I even met judges who were so weary and indifferent
that their routine had convinced them to accept the situation as the norm to be expected.” But in spite of his extensive
experience with the dark side of human nature, Noach's broad Torah education prevents him from becoming insensitive and
cynical. He still finds it very difficult to deal with outrageous phenomena calmly. "One day I asked one of the men how it is
that he is not ashamed of lying in a bald-faced way inside a courtroom. The judge of the rabbinical court laughed out loud and
said, 'Here inside this room everybody tells lies. What do you expect, that he will lie outside?"

Korman stubbornly refuses to fall into despair. He established a shelter for religious women who have been forced to leave
their homes, with the goal of rehabilitating them and helping them return to society.

"It is written in the Choshen Mishpat that it is a mitzva to rescue a person who is being exploited from one who is taking
advantage of him or her, and when I represented women who were suffering from abuse and violence by their husbands, I
saw face to face what exploitation looks like. Religious women suffer even more, because in general they do not have any
place to turn or anybody who can offer them help. I remember one day when a woman who had fled from her husband came
to my office, and that she had been forced to sleep with her one-year-old baby in a hotel lobby. I turned to various charity
organizations to help her find a place to stay, and I discovered that there is no such place. At the time I was also representing
a woman who was not religious and who was staying in a shelter for battered women. I saw the support and the help that she
received there, and I thought of the idea of establishing a similar shelter for religious women."

When he presented his plan to them, Korman received encouragement from many rabbis and rabbinical court judges,
especially the Sephardi chief rabbi, Rabbi Bakshi-Doron. He then turned to the Ministry of Welfare, and they showed him
how to establish an NGO which could gather donations. That was the beginning of the organization "Bat Melech," which
builds shelters for battered women from the religious and Chareidi sectors.

Q: The religious society tends to repress any mention of the phenomenon of violence against women in the family. How did
you prepare yourself to struggle against a phenomenon whose existence is usually denied?

A: "I found two wonderful teachers, Esti Flant and Sari Meir, the directors of the shelters for religious women. They taught
me to cope with the spiritual and therapeutic processes that are involved in this phenomenon. Esti often quotes the Rebbi of
Kotzk in his comment on the saying, 'A maidservant at the Red Sea saw what Yechezkel Ben Buzi did not see. The woman
was a slave, and even after she saw exalted visions she is still called a slave.' And that is what we try to change in the shelter
— not only to offer safety and protection for the women who are in danger from violence but to teach them to change their
lives and to come out of darkness into the light."

The Bat Melech shelter, which has been in existence for fourteen years, has provided help to more than seven hundred
women and two thousand children. A dedicated and professional staff has given these women an opportunity to leave the
atmosphere of suffering and violence behind and to move on to families that are caring, healthy, and happy.

Q: Do you feel that the religious sector still denies that there is violence in the family?

A: "In recent years there is increased awareness of the suffering of the battered women. I feel this in the fact that the
response to the activities of Bat Melech is greater than it was in the past. I feel that during the past few years we have
managed to trigger a social change. More and more women are willing to turn to us for help. More community rabbis send
women to us. Fewer and fewer cases are being swept under the rug."

But Korman immediately limits the scope of what he said: "The movement is too small, to my sorrow. It is not widely
appreciated that we are literally involved in matters of life and death. Good people who donate to yeshivot, synagogues, and
similar institutions respond to a lesser degree to our charity institution. It is a pity that not many people understand that this is
a matter of saving lives."

Q: How do you respond to women who turn to you?

A: "We offer them legal advice from women lawyers who are experts in family law, and if necessary the women are sent to
a shelter. Even after they leave the shelter we keep in touch with them. We try to continue supporting them for years, so that
they will be absorbed into the community, and they will find work and rehabilitate their family."

When Korman is ready to leave at the end of our talk, he notes his main article of faith in the realm of companionship.
"Every day when a man puts on Tefillin he reads the passage, 'And I will betroth you forever... I will betroth you in
righteousness and justice, and with kindness and mercy... I will betroth you in good faith.' [Hoshaya 2:21-22]. It is imperative
for the man to remember these ideas throughout the day. It is imperative for all of us to repeat these verses over and over
again. In the face of the disintegration of family life in the western world, we must sanctify and strengthen the mutual trust
between man and woman. We must pray that the institution of marriage will not be destroyed and that it will indeed last
forever, based on faith, righteousness, kindness, and mercy."



