
Jewish Feminism and "New" Jewish 

by Rabbi Ebse M. GoIdr~*l way our society has attached author- 
ity onto rabbis or the Bible or the 

L irutnrrr r@hit sur I'ituotporation synagogue. Thus it behooves us to 
&&me. et drsfillcs &m la ritwh pay attention to all realms of feminist 
ju$ traditionnclr. activity, for each has a ripple effect on 
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In Jewish feminist circles, a great deal 
of attention is now being paid to 
spirituality and to ways in which we 
can incorporate a feminist world-view 
into the "religious" realm. I put reli- 
gious in quotes, incidentally, because 
I disdain the current bifurcation of 
Jewish feminism into religious/cul- 
nual or religious/srmlar or religious1 
political as if women who care about 
Torah study might not be politically 
activist or women who identify as 
secular might have no interest in 
studying the Torah. As Jewish women 
however, we define our personal Jew- 
ish identity, we cannot help but be 
influenced by our upbringing, our 
contact with the Jewish religious es- 
tablishment, the moments we find 
ourselves at weddings or funerals, the 

the other. We used to say "the per- 
sonal is politicaln-for Jewish women, 
the religious is also political! This 
growing interest in a feminist spiritu- 
ality finds its most concrete expres- 
sion in the call for new ways of look- 
ing at Jewish ritual. 

In nearly every religion, rituals pro- 
vide a marking, a delineation, a frame- 
work of meaning around normal 
events. They make sacred moments 
ofour lives which at first glance might 
appear to be mundane. For example, 
we are all born; we reach puberty; in 
most cultures we marry or form per- 
manent relationship bonds which 
create fimilies; and we all die. Mary 
Douglas writes, 

. . . ritual focuses attention by 

framing; it enlivens the memory 
and links the present with the 
relevant past. In all this it aids 
perception. Or rather it changes 
perception because it changes 
the selective principles. So it is 
not enough to say that ritual 
helps us to experience more viv- 
idly what we would have experi- 
enced anyway ... . It does not 
merely externalize experience . . . 
it modifies experience in so ex- 
pressing it. (62-64) 

Participation in a birth ritual, a pu- 
berty ritual, a death ritual not only 
frames this otherwise "normaln expe- 
rience, but it defines the experience; 
in essence, the ritual creates the expe- 
rience. 

For Judaism, these are central con- 
cepts. A brit milah (eighth day cir- 
cumcision ceremony for a boy) is a 
defining ritual. It changes the percep- 
tion of the birth of a baby boy from a 
physical moment in time into a re- 
enactment of the ancient covenant 
between God and Abraham. Stand- 
ing under a chuppah (marriage 
canopy) at a wedding is a defining 
ritual but it also identifies the couple 
as standing under the roof of their 
newly-created Jewish home. It is not 
only a re-enactment of the first "wed- 
ding" or coupling of Adam and Eve. 
In Judaism rituals also serve to create 
experience in thepartin'pant by mov- 
ing her from the realm of "spectator" 
to the realm of "actor." The baby boy 
is Abraham. The couple are Adam 
and Eve. This is achieved not through 
didactic learning or through theories 
and theologies but through actual 
drama. Perhaps the best example is 
the Passover1 srder (meal), when Jews 
re-experience the bitterness of slavery 
through the rituals of eating maror 
(bitter herbs), charosct (mixture of 
nuts, apples, raisins), and so on. We 
re-experience our slavery by acting i t  
out in very specific ways. 
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Rituals 

Jewish feminists ask where are been accepted in more traditional 
women touched as actors in this his- communities. Womenmving&tot 
t o r i d  drama? How is a wornanBs l i e  (prayer shawls) in synagogue is not 
framed and defined through ritual? the strange sight it was years ago, 
How is a woman's experience ex- when it led to glares and hostile re- 
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pressed in Jewish ritual? 
I suggest we are already passed the 

first stage in answering these ques- 
tions. Baby namings, bat mitzvahs, 
egalitarian weddings are becoming 
the norm and no longer the excep- 
tion. When I was ordained 13 years 
ago, doing a covenantal ceremony 
for a girl in her home on the eighth 
day or shortly after birth was almost 
unheard of. Now it is fairly common. 
Bat mitzvah is almost stadard prac- 
tice, and some form of it has even 

marks. I am 
ready for the sec- 
ond stage. The 
question for me 
is no longer 
about whether 
we need rituals 
that "balance the 
scale," that are 
"equal" to the 
traditional ritu- 
als which have 
been celebrated 
by men. We 
have, I sincerely 
hope, passed 
that point. For 
me, the question 
we need to ad- 
dress is this: do 
we want to be 
imitative of tra- 
ditional male 
rituals-brit, 
bar mitzvah, 
tauit, tFUi.2- 
or do we want to 
be inventive of 
our own? And if 
we choose to be 
inventive what 
will our rituals 
look like? How 

will they be uniquely our own? Will 
they indude men? Will they focus on 
our biological womanhood-men- 
struation, childbirth, lactation-r 
on an inner sense ofwomanhood, not 
defined by our biology? 

On the one hand, imitative rituals 
force a certain "normalcy" on equal- 
ity. A few years ago I was in Jerusa- 
lem, in avery religious neighborhood, 
full of stores carrying tallitot, k*ot 
(skull caps), and other traditional 
ritual items usually usedonly by men. 

To my utter shock, displayed promi- 
nently in one store's window was a 
pink d i d  I inquired of the owner, 
"Who would buy such a colour of 
&itn "A bat miwah girl of course" 
thii Hasid said, with no hesitation. 
Perhaps not the girls in hi commu- 
nity, he added, but he was not dis- 
mayed at the thought of selling this 
pink tailit to some reform or con- 
servative famiiy for their daughter to 
don on her bat mitzvah day. The pink 
&t is imitative ritual at its best. , 

In imitative ritual we redesign the 
traditional model, but we do not 
reimagine it. Thus a "girl's tallit" 
looks no different from a traditional 
&it except in colour, or material, or 
size, or specific design. It may have 
flowers or rainbows instead of black 
stripes. It may have lace or be made of 
silk instead of wool. But it is still a 
square shawl with fringes on the end. 
We take the model of tauit and 
"feminizen it. A bat mitzvah still in- 
cludes the traditional rubrics-the 
girl reads from the Torah, writes a 
speech, has a party. A baby naming 
looks like a brit, but without the 
cutting. 

So on one level, these rituals are 
extremely meanin@ and satisfying. 
Imitative rituals fulfil1 the need for 
balance. They address the exclusive 
maleness of so much of our tradi- 
tional life cycle events. They "nor- 
malize" the entrance of women into 
the public religious life of the com- 
munity. They make the tradition con- 
front the spiritual need of women 
and include women on every level 
into the dramatic and sacred mo- 
ments of life. 

But on another level they do not 
satisfy. They say nothing of us as 
women. They do not mark the unique 
moments that happen only to women. 
They do not bond us with other 
women in a historical way. Theywrap 
us in male imagery, making us "hon- 
orary menn for the moment. They 
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express Judaism in ways which still 
may be male ways of envisioning the 
universe, male ceremonies imagined 
and invented by men. They are still 
largely male answers to the question, 
"How shall we mark this moment?" 
We do not yet know how women 
would have answered long ago, when 
many of these rituals were in their 
infancy. I ofcen joke with my stu- 
dents: "If Miriam would have been 
asked instead ofMoses--how should 
we express being bound up with 
God?-I'm just not sure she would 
have dreamed up black leather straps 
wound tightly around the arm and a 
black box on the forehead!" Inventive 
rituals may be the beginning of an 
answer to the question of how to 
mark the moments of women 5 lives. 

Inventive rituals do not redesign; 
they reimagine. They ask, "Is there 
something uniquely female about this 
act, about this object?" They start 
from scratch. By definition, they are 
probably not traditional. For exam- 
ple, I once took a woman to the 
mikvep after a rape. W h a t  ritual 
will we do? What prayers will we 
say?" she asked. There was no ritual to 
imitate, and so we had to invent. We 
need to do the same for first men- 
struation, for menopause, for lacta- 
tion and weaning, for pregnancy, in- 
fertility, miscarriage, for divorce, for 
children leaving home, for hysterec- 
tomy, for mastectomy; the same for 
rejoining the work force after spend- 
ing years at home; the same for rejoic- 
ing in the company of women, for 
forming bonded friendships, for car- 
ing for an elderly parent. Our "Swcah- 
by-the-watern4 here in Toronto is 
inventive ritual. It is reminiscent of a 
mcah indeed, but not at all like one. 
Under silk banners and branches in- 
side a tent, we form "lukzv5 circles" 
and make "trees of life." If Judaism 
were to truly mark not only the sig- 
nificant transitions of women's lives 
as women, the unique moments in 
women's experience, the drama of 
womanhood, but also women's per- 
ceptions of ritual, women's specific 
gifts and outlooks and ways of seeing 
the world, there simply would have to 
be new and invented rituals. 

Inventive rituals are risky. They are 
not linked to thousands of years of 
practice. They do not look like what 
your bubbie (grandmother) did. A 
menstruation ceremony, amenopause 
mikveh celebration, a silk and appli- 
que tallit-cape with hood does not 
look or feel familiar, homey, warm, 
and fimy Jewish from your child- 
hood. We will need to be scrupulous 
that our new rituals do not d u d e  
barren women or women who choose 
not to have children, women who do 
not marry, lesbians. We will need to 
be open to the many Faceted ways of 
being female, so that we do not fall 
into the trap of defining ourselves as 
the patriarchy has defined US-as child 
bearers, child-rearers, care-givers. We 
will need to integrate the many kinds 
of "being" Jewish women so there are 
no "religious/secularn divisions in the 
creation of these significant and de- 
finitive moments. We will need to be 
sensitive to language, and we may 
need to invent new ways of blessing 
these moments. We will need to study 
and reflect on where these inventive 
rituals intersect with traditional 
Judaism and where they do not. We 
will need to contemplate ways to make 
these rituals "feel Jewish" so that, 
while they are not bound to a long 
history (your ancestors probably 
didn't do any of them!) they have 
elements of an authentic Jewish link 
in them. They will be feminist, to be 
sure, but to ennoble and enrich our 
Judaism, they must be Jewish as well. 
And they must be introduced into 
"mainstream" congregations and or- 
ganizations alongwith feminist events 
and groups, so that they can reshape 
and indeed transform the Judaism we 
have inherited into a feminist Judaism. 
In two hundred years, I hope our 
great-grandsons and daughters see and 
participate in these rituals as normal, 
~rediaable, and cyclical Jewishevents. 
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egali~rian adult Jewish karning cen- 
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her ordination. She has created #inven- 
tive" rituuh fir the Succah-by-the- 
Water cclcbrations each year and has 
been instrumental in reappropriating 
the mikvah as a toolfir@inist spir- 
ituality. Currently at work on hr/first 
b o o k  f)minist anahsis of major 
themes in thc Torab-her am'cks have 
appeared in Jewish and intrrfaithperi- 
odicals and she is one of seven women 
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 he spring holiday commem- 
morating the exodus from Egypt. 
2~hylacterics-small, square leather 
boxes containing slips of vellum, on 
which are written portions of the 
Mosaic Law, worn one on the head, 
another on the left arm, by orthodox 
and conservative Jews at prayer. 
3~ ritual bath of purification. 
4~ Toronto feminist celebration of 
the holiday of Succot. 
'A set of branches of three specific 
plants waved during the Suceot. Each 
branch is symbolic of different per- 
sonality traits. 
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