
(M\A Song for Women / Susan 
in Five Questions/ D w o r k i n 

The very first feminist consc ious 
ness ra is ing mee t ing I a t tended was 
no tewor thy for one thing: the non-
J e w s had the wors t p r o b l e m s . 

O n e y o u n g w o m a n r a i l ed a b o u t 
the s u c c e s s i v e t y r a n n i e s of fa ther , 
p r i e s t , b r o t h e r s , p r i e s t , h u s b a n d , 
priest and n o w her five chi ldren . O n e 
older lady , wr ing ing pa le g loves , had 
not dared even to tell her h u s b a n d 
she was c o m i n g to the m e e t i n g . He 
e x p e c t e d her to b e p l ay ing b r i dge . 
S h e h a d a l w a y s b e e n e x p e c t e d t o 
play b r idge . She w a s so mise rab le , I 
felt guil ty sitt ing in the same circle 
with her . 

M y impress ion that femin ism w a s 
no t f o r m e , n o r f o r t h e o t h e r 
p r iv i l eged , educa ted J ewi sh w o m e n 
in m y green suburb , was deepened 
thereafter by wri ters in Jewish publ i 
ca t ions . They laughed at non-sexis t 
sexua l p h i l o s o p h i e s . T h e y ex to l l ed 
the ( s u p p o s e d l y ) an t i - femin i s t l ady 
g o s s i p i n g o n h e r s i d e o f t h e 
m chitzah a n d d o i n g h e r e t e r n a l , 
l ife-giving work of volunteer ing for 
good causes . They labelled the intel
lectual feminist a narcissist ic p o w e r 
g rabber , setting up straw oppressors 
as an excuse for unwarran ted aggres 
sion against a society which had been 
a l together too good to her . 

I d e c i d e d to s u p p o r t v a r i o u s 
feminist causes, like the right to a 
safe , legal abor t ion , but to repress 
my feminist feelings, conv inced that 
t h e s e p o s e d s e r i o u s d a n g e r s t o 
sholem bayis and to my own dai ly 
p roduc t iv i ty and shou ld no t be al-
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lowed to interfere wi th my personal 
— my Jewish — life. 

M e a n w h i l e , I had s topped go ing to 
shul . 

I w a s refusing steadfastly to jo in 
any Jewish w o m e n ' s organiza t ion . 

I had deve loped the vulgar habit of 
st icking out m y hand for Chass id im to 
refuse to shake . 

I w a s o f t h e o p i n i o n t h a t n o 
w o m a n w h o could he lp it should ever 
get marr ied in the Jewish Sta te . 

I had g r o w n to hate J ewish l i turgi
cal s ing ing . 

I w a s in o p e n r e b e l l i o n aga in s t 
J ewish life as it is l ived — at the 
same t ime that I w a s deve lop ing a 
f o n d n e s s fo r J e w i s h l e a r n i n g a n d 
t r a d i t i o n f a r b e y o n d t h e w i l d e s t 
n i g h t m a r e s of m y a s s i m i l a t e d par 
en ts . 

It d id not o c c u r t o m e unti l r e 
cently that mine w a s a feminist re
bel l ion , a by-product of m y " c o l d l y 
r a t i o n a l " espousal of feminist causes 
and a ve ry c o m m o n t h i n g a m o n g 
w o m e n like me w h o are Jewish and a 
lit t le l a t e - b l o o m i n g . T o m y j o y , I 
d i s c o v e r e d tha t J e w i s h l y - i n c l i n e d 
w o m e n seemed to be absent from the 
l a rge r f emin i s t m o v e m e n t b e c a u s e 
t h e y w e r e m e e t i n g e l s e w h e r e — 
needing to talk to each o ther sepa
ra te ly , abou t ma t t e r s of c o m m u n a l 
interest . 

Just like o ther J e w s . 

T h o u s a n d s of Jewish w o m e n have 
invest igated these mat te rs in the last 
c o u p l e o f y e a r s , a d e v e l o p m e n t 
sparked by several even t s . 

The re w a s a modera te speech by 
Jacque l ine Lev ine of the A m e r i c a n 
Jewish Congres s at the Genera l As 
s e m b l y of t h e C o u n c i l o f J e w i s h 
F e d e r a t i o n s and W e l f a r e F u n d s in 
1972. 

In it, she said that w o m e n should 
have m o r e p o w e r in Jewish life. 

T h e r e w a s s o m e l o b b y i n g by a 
g r o u p cal led " E z r a t N a s h i m " — o b 
servant intellectual w o m e n w h o c a m e 
to the Conserva t ive Rabbinica l As 
s e m b l y in 1 9 7 2 t o d e m a n d t h a t 
w o m e n b e g r a n t e d m e m b e r s h i p in 
s y n a g o g u e s , b e c o u n t e d in t h e 
minyan, be a l lowed full par t ic ipat ion 
in re l ig ious services and be bound to 
execute all mitzvot equal ly wi th m e n , 
b e r e c o g n i z e d as w i t n e s s e s u n d e r 
Jewish l aw , be a l lowed to initiate di
vorce , be admit ted to rabbinical and 
cantorial schoo l s , be w e l c o m e d into 
full l eadersh ip roles in the synagogue 
and in the general c o m m u n i t y . T h e 
e n c o u n t e r w i t h " E z r a t N a s h i m " 
helped persuade the Rabbin ica l As 
sembly to give its congrega t ions the 
o p t i o n of c o u n t i n g w o m e n in t h e 
minyan. It a l s o h e l p e d m a k e t h e 
m e m b e r s of " E z r a t N a s h i m " into a 
kind of central rabbinate for Jewish 
femin ism. 

T h e r e w a s t h e f i r s t N e t w o r k 
Jewish W o m e n ' s Confe rence in N e w 
York , in ear ly 1973 , at wh ich about 
4 5 0 w o m e n of every variety d iscov
ered a feminist mutual i ty . 

F ina l ly , there was the publ ica t ion 
of a n a n t h o l o g y o n " T h e J e w i s h 
W o m a n " by the magaz ine Response 
( S u m m e r , 1973 , N o . 18) which be
came a basic text for seminars and 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s ra i s ing (c . r . ) g r o u p s 
across the coun t ry . 

All this would have had no impact 
were it not for the cumula t ive effect 
of c o n s c i o u s n e s s r a i s i n g , for c . r . 
h e l p e d p e o p l e ident i fy w i th o the r s 
w h o might have remained s t rangers . 
In our context , it cata lyzed the only 
creat ive d ia logue be tween Or thodox 
and n o n - O r t h o d o x go ing on in the 
Jewish world today . 

Jewish consc iousness rais ing was 
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m a d e poss ib le by the n e w nat ional 
passion for ethnici ty (which a l lowed 
Jewish w o m e n to think of themse lves 
separate ly whe rea s o n c e that migh t 
have violated their " h u m a n i s t " ide
als) , and for spir i tual i ty , which had 
repopular ized faith and m a d e ri tual 
obl igat ion appea l ing to p e o p l e w h o 
had never felt the need of it before . 

T h u s , c o m i n g late into f emin i sm, 
Jewish w o m e n were advantaged by 
the fact that many Jewish m e n had 
already ach ieved a raised consc ious 
ness , had returned to a Jewish ethnic 
base and had b e c o m e in teres ted in 
the spiritual side of life, even insofar 
as they might be wil l ing to alter a 
form for the sake of a more perfect 
substance . 

So the J e w i s h f e m i n i s t s h a v e it 
easy. 

They are ignored but not genera l ly 
r idiculed. 

Thei r opposi t ion is as loyal as op 
pos i t i on c a n b e . T h e y t r ead d e l i 
cately over , o r m o r e usual ly a round , 
Halachah a n d t h e t i m e - h o n o r e d 
priorities of the Jewish family . The i r 
in f luence g r o w s in the w a r m sun
shine of r abb in ic d i s regard — l ike 
one of those songs that G o l d f a d e n 
wro te in Y i d d i s h so w o m e n c o u l d 
understand — one of those p leasan t , 
hum-a-day songs that c a m e u p from 
the ki tchen and filled the soul until it 
seemed to h a v e b e e n the re a l w a y s 
and w a s a n a c c e p t e d p a r t o f t h e 
Jewish t radi t ion. 

T h e r e a re f ive q u e s t i o n s to th i s 
song, said the wri ter , s tanding a little 
back. 

THE Q U E S T I O N O F EQUAL 

ACCESS T O G O D 

For some t ime , Fr ieda B i r n b a u m 
came to morn ing prayer at the Or

t h o d o x L i n c o l n S q u a r e S y n a g o g u e 
with a tallit in her br iefcase. 

She w a s scared to take it out and 
put it on . 

S h e had b e e n sca red t o b u y it . 
( " F o r m y n e p h e w , " she m u m b l e d to 
the sa l e sman . ) 

Davening a lone at h o m e , she wore 
the tallit. But she cou ldn ' t s u m m o n 
the cou rage to wea r it in shul and 
wou ld end up sch lepp ing it on the 
s u b w a y to h e r j o b as a c o m p u t e r 
p r o g r a m m e r . 

O n e m o r n i n g , F r i e d a B i r n b a u m 
said to herself: " D a m m i t ! If I can 
daven in m y tallit at h o m e , I can sure 
as hell daven in m y tallit in s h u l ! " 
A n d she d id . A friend of he rs ar
r ived , and she did too . These were 
t h e f i r s t w o m e n k n o w n t o w e a r 
tallesim in shul in the N e w Y o r k 
area . Revolu t ionary he ro ines . 

In fac t , F r i eda had b r o k e n on ly 
w i th t r ad i t i on , not w i th Halachah. 
H e r act w a s i m p o r t a n t b e c a u s e it 
b roached the issue of d iscr iminat ion 
against w o m e n in publ ic prayer and 
Jewish assembl ies — an issue about 
w h i c h f e m i n i s t s r a i s e m u c h b i t t e r 
compla in t . 

Feminis t s say Halachah p laces two 
types of d i sadvan tages upon w o m e n : 
d i s a d v a n t a g e s r e g a r d i n g p e r s o n a l 
status ( the marr iage and d ivorce l aws 
o f I s r a e l a n d o f O r t h o d o x J e w s 
e v e r y w h e r e ) and d i s a d v a n t a g e s r e 
g a r d i n g r e l i g i o u s s t a t u s . A J e w i s h 
w o m a n is not bound to perform the 
same mitzvot as m e n — she is ex
e m p t e d , l ike a child o r a Canaani te 
s l a v e , f rom all pos i t i ve c o m m a n d 
m e n t s t h a t h a v e a n a p p r o p r i a t e d 
t ime . She d o e s n ' t have to hear the 
shofar b l own on R o s h H a s h a n a h . O r 
eat in a sukkah. O r p ray w i th the 
lulav, o r at three daily serv ices , or 
w e a r a tallit, o r put on t'fillin, o r say 
the Sh'ma. De fende r s of these ex 

e m p t i o n s say t h e y w e r e g i v e n to 
w o m e n out of cons idera t ion for their 
responsibi l i t ies at h o m e . A w o m a n 
s imply would not have t ime to per
form t h e m , wha t wi th the baby to b e 
nu r sed and the f loor to be w a s h e d 
and the mea l s to b e prepared for the 
m a n of t h e h o u s e w h e n he c o m e s 
h o m e from shul . 

T h i s m e a n t t h a t a J e w i s h g i r l 
d idn ' t have to learn much Torah or 
a n y T a l m u d ; h e r e d u c a t i o n s u c 
ceeded w h e n it he lped her " e n a b l e " 
eve ryone else to reach G o d . T o the 
chagr in of femin is t s , this con t inues 
to be the ru le . T h e Bat Mi tzvah pre
para tory p rogram of one suburban Or
thodox shul descr ibed itself this way : 
" T h e c u r r i c u l u m of the c l a s s in
c l u d e s the s tudy of w o m e n in the 
B ib le , L a w s of Shabba t and ho l idays 
as they pertain to the h o m e , L a w s of 
Kashru th . . . cook ing and bak ing of 
the tradit ional Jewish d e l i c a c i e s . " 

O v e r the y e a r s , of c o u r s e , and 
e s p e c i a l l y in a f f l u e n t A m e r i c a , 
w o m e n h a v e a c q u i r e d m u c h m o r e 
leisure and f reedom than m e n have to 
p e r f o r m t h e t i m e - b o u n d mitzvot. 
Thi s m e a n s that the d i sc r imina to ry 
subtext of the e x e m p t i o n sys t em is 
bared for all to see . T o feminis ts , it 
is n o w clear that wha t m a y original ly 
h a v e been a way to get w o m e n off 
the hook is n o w pract iced as a way to 
k e e p t h e m out of the swim. 

T h i s con t rad ic t ion of in tent p r o 
duces s t range resul ts . For example : 
R a b b i S t e v e n R i s k i n o f L i n c o l n 
Squa re , w h o has never been k n o w n 
t o p e r m i t a n y i n f r a c t i o n o f 
Halachah, ge ts h imsel f a reputat ion 
as a r a g i n g l i b e r a l by a l l o w i n g 
w o m e n to b e h a v e in shul in w a y s 
they a re n o w h e r e fo rb idden to be 
h a v e . A n d F r i eda B i r n b a u m , w h o 
started as an un informed, uncommi t 
ted J ew and grew into an observant , 



educated Jew w h o walks from W a s h 
ington Heights to 68th Street on Shab-
ba t , ge t s herse l f a r epu ta t ion as a 
revolut ionary . 

W h a t h a p p e n s if m a n y w o m e n 
b e g i n to r e fuse the n o n - r o l e s set 
as ide for them in public worsh ip and 
to perform those t ime-bound mitzvot 
from which they are now e x e m p t e d ? 

Officially, no th ing . 
As long as a w o m a n cannot be in

cluded in the minyan, she may daven 
until her soul g rows hoarse and she 
still counts for zero in shul . 

So why are the rel igious p o w e r s -
that-be so firmly against part icipat ion 
by w o m e n in these extra mitzvot? 

B e c a u s e the social c o n s e q u e n c e s 
would be s tagger ing. 

" I ' v e hea rd p e o p l e s a y , " c o m 
m e n t e d R a b b i S a n d y E i s e n b e r g 
S a s s o , " t h a t once the w o m e n take 
ove r in shul , the men will have noth
ing to d o " — an implicit r ecogn i 
tion that the cont inuat ion of the faith 
d o e s not even n o w d e p e n d on the 
faithfulness of men . 

The last sanctuary of the Jewish 
male would soon be unfit for men to 
enter , what with all the sweet con
tralto davening and the l ingering per
fume and the titillating goss ip . The 
men of Israel might be shamed by 
the sight of so many historic servants 
of man b e c o m i n g , in Rache l A d l e r ' s 
w o r d s , " m o r e pe r fec t s e r v a n t s of 
G o d . " 

And it might be less and less clear 
t o e v e r y o n e w h y w o m e n a r e no t 
counted in the minyan. 

Once my husband ran an interra
cial s u m m e r c a m p . S o m e Or thodox 
y o u n g p e o p l e w a n t e d to j o i n t h e 

staff. H o w e v e r , their rabbi forbade 
them to part icipate in a minyan with 
black J ews w h o may or may not have 
b e e n c o n v e r t e d o r r e a r e d in a 
" p r o p e r " m a n n e r . T h e k i d s d i d 
some research and came up with a 
s i t u a t i o n , T a l m u d i c a l l y c i t e d , in 
which a s lave was freed to comple te 
a minyan (Git t in 38b) . Th i s , agreed 
another rabbi , was sufficient basis to 
al low black and whi te J ews to pray 
together . The first rabbi never gave 
in. The second rabbi , whi le a l lowing 
the kids to c o m e to c a m p , paid an 
awful h o m a g e to b i g o t r y . T o m e , 
this incident exempl i f ied how corrupt 
the Halachic m o d e could b e c o m e . 
But to m a n y o b s e r v a n t f e m i n i s t s , 
there is no other m o d e for correct ing 
the d i sparaged posi t ion of w o m e n in 
Jewish life, and they bel ieve it should 
be used for all it is wor th . 

O n the issue of d ivorce and mar
r i a g e l a w s , t h e d i f f e r e n c e in 
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l a p p r o a c h a m o n g 
feminists is acu te . A Jewish w o m a n 
cannot initiate a d ivorce . If her mar
riage falls apar t , she has to wait for 
her husband to give her a get — a 
bill of d ivorcement ; if he is unwil l 
ing, or if the rabbis are unwil l ing to 
compel h im, s h e ' s s tuck. His c la im 
on her , her chi ldren and her p rop
e r t y , c a n l a s t i n d e f i n i t e l y . J u d y 
H a u p t m a n , a Talmudis t and promi
nen t s cho la r of Halachah, r epor t s 
that w h e n she speaks to O r t h o d o x 
w o m e n ' s g roups , she finds them dis
agreeing wi th every feminist cri t ique 
except the c r i t i q u e of the d i v o r c e 
l aws . On that , there is unan imi ty . 

H a u p t m a n said that at the Jewish 
Theologica l Seminary in N e w York , 
any w o m a n could have her k'tubah 
drawn up to include the c lause that 
her husband would grant a d ivorce , if 
and when she wanted it, so that if the 
marr iage eve r failed and he did not 

grant the d ivo rce , he would be violat
ing his own k'tubah, thereby annul
ling the mar r iage . 

T o R a b b i S a s s o , a R e c o n s t r u c -
t ionist , this was a c i rcui tous route to 
n o w h e r e . " I t ' s not e n o u g h to say 
that if a man d o e s n ' t grant a w o m a n 
a d ivo rce , h e ' s not fulfilling his part 
of the ba rga in and the mar r i age is 
a n n u l l e d . W e ' v e go t to say r i gh t 
there in the k'tubah that w o m e n have 
the right to initiate a d i v o r c e . " 

T h i s v a r i a n c e in m o d e a n d 
me thodo logy is a major imped imen t 
to Jewish feminist consensus ; in fact, 
it is probably only the urgency of the 
issue that keeps the discussion cre
at ive, even though the part icipants are 
forever annoy ing each other . 

B e c a u s e o b s e r v a n t w o m e n h a v e 
d i s c u s s e d t he se m a t t e r s w i th the i r 
" h e t e r o d o x " s i s t e r s , C o n s e r v a t i v e 
and Reform synagogue pract ice has 
c o m e u n d e r n e w s c r u t i n y . T h e 
m chitzah is d o w n a l ready, so w h y 
d o n ' t the girls receive aliyot? W h y 
can ' t they march with the lulavim? 
The raised consc iousness v iews these 
prohibi t ions as ghost ly leftovers that 
cont inue only because of the ground
less fear and plain laziness of men 
and w o m e n . T h u s , a process which 
m a y be s tymied for a long t ime yet in 
the Or thodox s y n a g o g u e , which was 
insp i red by the c o m p l a i n t s of Or 
thodox w o m e n , begins to take hold 
in the rest of the c o m m u n i t y . 

In shul on Rosh H a s h a n a h , listen
ing to a se rmon about the akedah, I 
had a vis ion. 

A b r a h a m and Isaac are go ing up to 
Moun t Mor i ah . Behind t hem, tearing 
off her apron , fixing her hair , o r her 
w ig , c o m e s a breathless w o m a n . She 
is 37 years o ld . S h e ' s had a few k ids , 
paid a few debts and done some fair 



c o p i n g in her d a y . " F a t h e r ! " she 
cal ls after A b r a h a m . " W a i t ! T a k e 
me t o o ! B ind me t o o ! B I N D M E 
T O O ! " 

And I really felt for that w o m a n . 
And I really wan ted to he lp her . 
Even though she wasn ' t m e . 

2THE Q U E S T I O N O F EQUAL 
O P P O R T U N I T Y FOR JOY 

Sandy E i senbe rg Sasso got mar 
ried after her first year of rabbinical 
s c h o o l at t h e R e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t 
S e m i n a r y a n d e v e r y b o d y s a i d , 
" A h a ! That's why she went to rab
binical s c h o o l ! " and expec ted her to 
become a rebbetz in . 
Ins tead she wen t ahead and b e 

c a m e the first f e m a l e R e c o n s t r u c 
tionist rabbi , and her congrega t ion — 
t h e M a n h a t t a n R e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t 
Havura — is l iving without a rebbe
tzin. 

" A t one j o b i n t e r v i e w , " she re
cal led , " t h e y asked me ques t ions like: 
'Wi l l you be afraid to dr ive to shul in 
heavy traffic? ' ' W h a t will happen if 
you get p r e g n a n t ? ' " ( I t ' s hard to 
c o n v i n c e p e o p l e tha t p r e g n a n c i e s , 
like sabbatical years at the H e b r e w 
Univers i ty , can be planned and have 
an equal ly matur ing effect on the J ew 
involved . ) 

Al though she felt no compuls ion 
to be a feminist ( " I knew it was un
usual to be a rabbi but I never ex
p e c t e d a n y o p p o s i t i o n " ) , S a n d y 
Sasso au tomat ica l ly raised the con-



sc iousness of the 1974 class at the 
R e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s t S e m i n a r y . N o w , 
hers is o n e a d d r e s s w h e r e w o m e n 
m a y a p p l y w h e n s e e k i n g n e w 
liturgical ways to deepen their j oy in 
Jewish ritual and to deepen the mean
ing of their Jewish ac ts . For the ex 
clusion of w o m e n from Jewish j oy is a 
m a j o r f e m i n i s t c o m p l a i n t . E s t h e r 
Tickt in , a m e m b e r of the Fabrengen 
g roup in W a s h i n g t o n , an observan t 
J ew and a feminist , has crea ted ru les , 
w i t h T a l m u d i c u n d e r p i n n i n g , by 
wh ich sens i t ive m e n can avoid in
flicting pain on w o m e n w h o are ex
c luded from j o y o u s ce lebra t ions . She 
is m o r e Halachic and k ind ly than 
a lady I heard last S imcha t Torah . 

" L e t ' s go up to N e w City where 
the Chass id im a r e ! " said her suburban 
husband exc i ted ly . 

" H e l l n o , " said his lovely wife . 
" I ' m not g o n n a s tand a r o u n d and 
watch whi le you guys d a n c e . " 

W h a t separates w o m e n from direct 
en joyment of m u c h Jewish ritual is 
the idea of tumat niddah — the m e n 
s t r u a t i n g w o m a n as a t e m p o r a r i l y 
i m p u r e p e r s o n . T h i s i d e a , tha t a 
n a t u r a l b o d i l y p r o c e s s m a k e s a 
w o m a n unfit to shake hands with a 
ma le J ew or touch a Torah scrol l , is 
so horr i fy ing to a l ibera ted J ewi sh 
w o m a n that the less J ewi sh ly edu 
cated a m o n g them find it hard to be 
l ieve. I once saw an Or thodox girl 
burst into tears because she could not 
defend tumat niddah to her incredu
lous n o n - o b s e r v a n t s i s t e r s . " Y o u 
mus t be k i d d i n g ! " they shr ieked. 

Rache l Adler says that tumat nid
dah was dis tor ted when " p a t h o l o g y 
entered Halachah." ( " T h e J ew W h o 
W a s n ' t T h e r e : H a l a c h a h a n d t h e 
J e w i s h W o m a n , " Response, S u m 
m e r 1973 , N o . 18) 

Whereas tumat niddah had been a way 
for women to experience death and re
birth through the cycle of their own 
bodies, it became distorted into a method 
of controll ing the fearsome power of 
sexual des i re , of discipl ining a mis
trusted physical drive . . . The state of 
niddah became a monthly exile from the 
human race . . . women were taught dis
gust and shame for their own bodies . . . 
the mikveh, instead of being the primal 
sea in which all were made new, became 
the pool at which women were cleansed 
of their filth and thus became acceptable 
sexual partners once more. 

Ad le r says the niddah t aboo arose 
because of the influence of Chr is t ian , 
Essene and Is lamic asce t ic ism. M y 
own instinct was a lways to find it a 
Puri tanical concep t , very un-Jewish 
real ly , and never to take it seriously 
for that reason . 

I recall my mothe r - in - l aw ' s story 
that when she was a girl in Po land , 
she w a s a lways the one w h o wai ted 
for E l i y a h u on P e s a c h . Af te r she 
began mens t rua t ing , her m o t h e r — a 
faithful t h o u g h u n e d u c a t e d w o m a n 
— insisted that she could no longer 
have this j o b . It would be a disgrace 
if t h e P r o p h e t c a m e o n l y t o b e 
greeted by an impure J ew! 

Her father — a faithful but edu
cated man — expla ined gent ly that 
m y young mother - in - law would have 
to g i v e u p he r j o b as l o o k o u t for 
El iyahu . But not to wor ry , he said 
(whisper ing) , the Prophet would not 
c o m e a n y w a y . 

For the sake of a meshugas, the 
faith was lost. 

3THE Q U E S T I O N O F EQUAL 
TREATMENT BY HISTORY 

B r u r i a , a c c o r d i n g to the J e w i s h 
Encyc loped ia of 1904, was born in 

the first quar te r of the second century 
and lived in Tiber ias . Her father and 
mother me t violent deaths in the per
secut ions of Hadr ian ; her sister was 
ca r r i ed off to R o m e and sold into 
w h o r e d o m . 

Bruria marr ied Rabbi Me i r (Meir 
Baal Ha-Nes — Mei r the Miracle 
W o r k e r ) , R a b b i A k i b a ' s best s tu
d e n t . M e i r w a s a g rea t l ega l a n d 
liturgical scholar , and popular a m o n g 
the m a s s e s . He saved his sister- in-
law from d i shonor in R o m e by dress
ing up as a weal thy R o m a n and buy
ing her back from the brothel owne r . 
" W h e n in R o m e , " he is said to have 
said, " d o as the R o m a n s d o . " After 
t h e H a d r i a n i c o p p r e s s i o n s , R a b b i 
M e i r r e e s t a b l i s h e d t h e S a n h e d r i n 
and , says the Encyc loped ia , " i n t r o 
duced the rule of test ing the validity 
of Halachah on rational g r o u n d s . " 
(i talics mine) 

M e i r f i gu re s in a d i s c u s s i o n of 
J e w i s h f e m i n i s m b e c a u s e h e w a s 
marr ied to Brur ia w h o — like Lili th 
— has been resur rec ted by Jewish 
w o m e n looking for an historic ego 
ideal. Brur ia , wri tes Judy H a u p t m a n , 
" w a s singled out in the T a l m u d for 
h e r s c h o l a r s h i p . " ( " I m a g e s of 
W o m e n in the T a l m u d , " in Religion 
and Sexism, S i m o n and S c h u s t e r , 
1974) 

It is reported that Bruria learned three 
hundred new laws every day and that 
legal decisions were reached that ac
cepted her opinion over the opinion of a 
rabbi. In several incidents, her knowl
edge of the Bible appears to have been 
superior to that of her husband and his 
students. 

But Brur ia was not to be r e m e m 
bered pr imari ly for her scholarsh ip . 



Instead, she was ruined by one pow
erful zetz f rom r a b b i n i c c o m m e n 
t a t o r s , e m b o d i e d in a l egend . T h e 
Encyc loped ia quo tes : 

Once Bruria scoffed at the rabbinical 
saying "Women are light-minded" and 
her husband warned her that her own end 
might yet testify to the truth of the 
words. To put her virtue to the test, he 
charged one of his disciples to endeavor 
to seduce her. After repeated efforts, she 
yielded and then shame drove her to 
commit suicide. Rabbi Meir, tortured by 
remorse, fled from his home. 

T h e Encyc lopedis t d o e s n ' t be l ieve 
the story. " I t i s , " he says , " to t a l ly at 
v a r i a n c e w i t h w h a t is k n o w n o f 

Bru r i a ' s charac ter and that of Rabbi 
M e i r . " 

But few p e o p l e read the J ewi sh 
Encyc loped ia of 1904, and so over 
the years , B ru r i a ' s story has b e c o m e 
the case in point to prove that exces 
s ive l e a rn ing n e v e r o v e r c o m e s the 
bas ic l a sc iv iousness of w o m e n and 
that men w h o teach their daugh te r s 
T a l m u d are lett ing themse lves in for 
d i sgrace . 

P e r h a p s the faba l i s t i c s h a m e of 
Brur ia was created not to ruin her in 
the eyes of h is tory , but to ruin Rabbi 
Mei r , a great man w h o might have 
been emula ted ; w h o s e folly at parad
ing around wi th a gen ius wife had to 
be exposed lest innocent descendants 
t h ink this w a s a g o o d t h i n g . T h e 

continued on page 52 



s tory is told that a cer ta in w o m a n 
came to hear M e i r ' s lectures — and 
one of these lasted very late — so 
that when she c a m e h o m e , her furi
o u s h u s b a n d t h r e w he r ou t of the 
house and told her not to c o m e back 
until she had spat in the eye of Rabbi 
M e i r . H e a r i n g o f h e r p l i g h t , t h e 
good Rabb i pre tended to have some 
o c u l a r m a l a d y tha t c o u l d o n l y b e 
cured if this par t icular w o m a n spat in 
his eye . 

W i t h o u t a m a n like M e i r to en
c o u r a g e w o m e n l ike B r u r i a o r the 
s imple lecture-goer , there can be no 
feminis t r e form of J ewi sh life. He 
d o e s n ' t have to be a rabbi , this m a n . 
All he has to do is stand firm when 
they spit in his eye . 

A for thcoming feminist magaz ine 
in N e w York is cal led Lilith. A cur
rent C h i c a g o feminis t news le t t e r is 
ca l led Lilith's Rib. 

This historic symbol of the intrac
table or iginal female , w h o would not 
accept , physical ly o r figuratively, the 
supine posi t ion under A d a m and was 
cast out of Eden in favor of the more 
d o c i l e E v e , h a s b e c o m e the n e w 
m y t h i c a l e g o i d e a l o f J e w i s h 
feminis ts . 

T h e Lili th craze m a y be part of the 
excess ive feminist conce rn with the 
rehab i l i t a t ion of w i t c h e s ; h o w e v e r , 
this t rend quickly goes f rom the dead 
ser ious to the ironic. At the second 
anniversary party of Ms. Magazine, 
e n t e r t a i n m e n t w a s p r o v i d e d b y a 
country rock g roup called " D e a d l y 
Nigh t S h a d e . " O n e can imag ine a 
Nachal t r o u p e c a l l e d " L i l i t h and 
H e r H o s t s " causing a riot at the next 
Chass id ic Song Fest ival . 

H o w e v e r m u c h fun feminists have 
with the new Lil i th , the old one was 
a real enough horror for Jewish m e n . 

W h a t might be called a Lili th C o m 
plex is the first ha l lmark of Jewish 
prejudice against w o m e n — a deep -
rooted fear of the aggress ive female 
w h o has to be kept busy-busy-busy 
lest s h e ru in y o u r g o o d n a m e by 
adul tery and sap your s t rength wi th 
her insane sexual (f inancial , psychic) 
d e m a n d s . T h e kil ler bi tch w o m a n of 
some con tempora ry Jewish wri t ing is 
an express ion of the Lilith C o m p l e x 
in our t ime . And she is s trangely like 
the ki l ler b i tch charac te r i za t ions of 
w o m e n in some homosexua l theatre 
of the last few d e c a d e s , ind ica t ing 
that you d o n ' t have to be Jewish to 
be a scapegoat for feelings of e m a s 
cu la t ion . M a g g i e in Cat on a Hot 
Tin Roof a n d M a r t h a in Who's 
Afraid of Virginia Woolf? a l s o 
serve . 

N o w , the ranks of Jewish feminism 
are swel led with w o m e n recr iminat ing 
b e c a u s e t h e L i l i t h C o m p l e x h a s 
bl ighted their l ives. This is not a pretty 
p rocess . It turns up a lot of hatred 
and self-hatred. S a m the H u s b a n d is 
b l a m e d for wha t I rv ing the Fa the r 
d id , and Irving the Father is b lamed 
fo r w h a t M a i m o n i d e s t h o u g h t . 
Shr inks are consul ted; in termarr iage 
begins to look good; no marr iage at 
all begins to look good . The exorc i sm 
of L i l i th is s l o p p y and e m o t i o n a l 
and abso lu te ly necessa ry if w e are 
ever to see the day when " L i l i t h and 
Her H o s t s " cease to haunt Jews and 
b e c o m e a rock g r o u p . 

4THE Q U E S T I O N O F EQUAL 
ACCESS T O P O W E R 

U p to n o w , mos t Jewish w o m e n 
have been inspired by the fabulous 
apologe t ics g i rd ing the " w o m a n of 
v a l o r " r o l e . T h e y h a v e t aken the 
sugges ted road to grea tness by trying 

to be wonderful housekeepe r s , bril
liant arbi ters of familial uni ty , skilled 
bus ines swomen and energet ic chari ty 
g ivers . T h e achiev ing but power less 
w o m a n w a s p r o d u c e d to perfect ion 
by our cul ture . 

T h e t rouble wi th the " w o m a n of 
v a l o r " role type is that it has been so 
bril l iantly mal igned in popu la r litera
t u r e t ha t f e w e r and f e w e r J e w i s h 
w o m e n want to play it, let a lone be it. 
In one book and a couple of s tor ies , 
Phil ip Roth helped u n d o the best laid 
plans of rabbinic genera t ions by de 
stroying the exal ted image of the Jew
ish m o t h e r . I n d e e d , h e s h o u l d be 
given credit for this by Jewish femi
nis ts , who are rather apt to revile h i m . 

In the wide open search for a via
ble new role m o d e l , the miss ing in
gredient most desired is the p o w e r to 
lead (not jus t influence) the c o m m u 
nity (not jus t the fami ly ) . Tha t is: 
political power . 

T h e Jewish w o m a n opera tes under 
s e v e r a l c o s m i c po l i t i c a l d i s a d v a n 
tages . 

S h e is m a d e to feel that she mus t 
shel ter the frail m a c h i s m o of the men 
in her life — a m a c h i s m o retarded in 
the first p lace by the aggress iveness 
of an an t i -Semi t i c , ant i - in te l lec tual 
wor ld . And if she fails in this well-
nigh imposs ib le task, she is b lamed 
for the original emascu la t ion . ( A n y 
feminist will tell you that the changes 
d e m a n d e d in Jewish life and in J e w s 
by the ea r ly Zionis t theoris ts were all 
geared to rebui ld ing historically shat
tered Jewish m a c h i s m o . Very ironi
c a l l y , t h e l a c k of t h i s q u a l i t y in 
Jewish men w a s what gave Jewish 
w o m e n like m e the idea, or ig inal ly , 
that we w e r e not qui te as oppressed 
a s , say , Spanish w o m e n , or Syrian 
w o m e n . ( " W h a t e v e r p r o b l e m s we 



h a v e , " feminist leader Chery l M o c h 
said, " w e ' r e not afflicted with a race 
of j o c k s . " ) 

If a Jewish girl turns out to be a 
fine s tudent , she mus t be careful not 
to excel in relation to Jewish men — 
lest she be left unmarr ied or wreck 
the marr iage s h e ' s got . 

N o one inheri ts the Holocaus t as 
pointedly as the Jewish wife (espe
cial ly in Israel) w h o — k n o w i n g that 
she can never outbreed the Arabs — 
is still get t ing pregnant long after it is 
safe, in a mighty effort to right the 
h i s to r i c J e w i s h p o p u l a t i o n de f ic i t . 
T h e J e w i s h f e m i n i s t is t h e o n l y 
feminist w h o is told , by men to r s w h o 
are feminis ts t oo , that the abor t ion 
opt ion is not for her . 

T h u s , if a Jewish w o m a n figures 
history into her l ife-mix (which she 
is likely to d o , be ing J e w i s h ) , she 
often feels herself to be a b locked 
force, a powerful wheel spinning in 
p lace . " T h e r e c o m e s a t ime in your 
l i f e , " s a i d C h a v e r a t H a - K n e s s e t 
Marsha F r i e d m a n , head of I s r ae l ' s 
na scen t f emin i s t m o v e m e n t , " t h a t 
y o u ' r e d o i n g e v e r y t h i n g pe r f ec t l y , 
and everyone is say ing , look at that 
marve lous w o m a n , a fine career , a 
lovely family, good look ing , a good 
cook , and i t ' s all t rue , and y o u ' r e 
going out of your m i n d . " 

K n o w i n g h o w little p o w e r she gets 
for her success , the Jewish w o m a n 
may scorn her success ; she may de 
rive no real self-esteem from it; and 
all the apologet ics in the Bible will 
not comfort her . 

In th i s w a y , the a c h i e v i n g bu t 
power less w o m a n , w h o m our cul ture 
has p roduced to perfect ion, no longer 
blesses us but beg ins to burden our 
c o m m u n i t y wi th ange r and frustra
tion. 

The w o m a n of valor , hav ing once 
aga in b r o k e n all r e c o r d s for s h e e r 
p roduc t iv i t y , shou ld b e dead t i red. 
But she c a n ' t s leep . In fact, she is 
c ry ing . And her sobs fill the tent of 
her husband , and her husband cannot 
s leep e i ther . 

Chery l M o c h grew up in the radi
cal Left. She exper imented with ter
rifying d rugs . She slept on the beach 
in Spa in . She learned h o w to raise 
m o n e y , d is t r ibute pos t e r s , o rgan ize 
demons t ra t ions . She lived on a kib
butz . She deve loped the vague feel
ing that she w a s n ' t real ly a suppor ter 
of Al Fa tah . She jo ined a radical left 
J e w i s h g r o u p ca l led T h e B r o o k l y n 
Br idge , so named to symbol ize the 
return of its m e m b e r s to their Jewish 
roots . (!) She studied landscape archi
tecture and the history and thought of 
the J e w s . She b e c a m e a counse lor at 
Jewish s u m m e r c a m p s ; she b e c a m e a 
feminist ; she became Director of the 
You th C o m m i s s i o n of the Amer i can 
Jewish Congre s s . She is part of the 
Jewish Es tab l i shment t oday , in her 
own small w a y , and a m e m b e r of the 
N e w Y o r k B o a r d o f t h e J e w i s h 
Feminis t Organ iza t ion . 

L i k e A v i v a C a n t o r Z u c k o f f o f 
Hadassah Magazine and Joanne Jahr 
of the Amer i can Zionis t Federa t ion , 
Chery l is a m o n g that large n u m b e r of 
f e m i n i s t s w h o n o w w o r k in t h e 
J e w i s h E s t a b l i s h m e n t w h o w e r e 
trained in the Jewish s tudent m o v e 
m e n t s and w h o s e sk i l l s a re m o r e 
polit ical than rel igious. They are the 
secular theorists of Jewish femin ism; 
t h e i r t a l e n t s c o m p l e m e n t t h o s e of 
w o m e n like Adler , H a u p t m a n , Sasso 
and Tick t in , and g ive to the m o v e 
ment a s cope , an impac t , a polit ical 

viabili ty it wou ld never have other
wi se . 

T h e p reamble to the inter im con
sti tution of the new Jewish Feminis t 
Organiza t ion goes like this: 

We, Jewish feminists, have joined to
gether here in strength and joy to strug
gle for the l ibera t ion of the Jewish 
woman. Jewish women of all ages, polit
ical, cultural and religious outlooks and 
sexual preferences, are all sisters. We 
are committed to the development of our 
full human potential and to the survival 
and enhancement of Jewish life — com
munal, religious, educational and politi
cal. We shall be a force for such creative 
change in the Jewish community. 

Drawing inspiration from the strength of 
our sisters throughout history, we call on 
Jewish women everywhere to join in this 
struggle. To work toward these goals, 
we have founded, on this 28th day of the 
month of April in the year 1974 (6 Iyyar 
5734), the Jewish Feminist Organiza
tion. 

T h e s e are f ight ing w o r d s mos t ly 
because they are so democra t i c , and 
J e w i s h o r g a n i z a t i o n a l l ife t o d a y is 
b a s i c a l l y e l i t i s t . In fac t , it is the 
power of the elite that is really at 
stake in the feminist confrontation — 
the p o w e r of those Jewish t radi t ions 
a n d of t h o s e J e w s w h o unt i l n o w 
have had the abil i ty to e x c l u d e , to 
beli t t le and subdue large masses of 
t h e J e w i s h p u b l i c — no t o n l y 
w o m e n . ; 

The rabbinic es tab l i shment — all 
ma le . 

T h e intel lectual e s t ab l i shment — 
i n c r e d i b l y , v i r tua l ly still all m a l e . 
( N o r m a n P o d h o r e t z , in Making It, 
records that there was a w o m e n ' s slot 



in the elite which be longed to Mary 
M c C a r t h y a n d w a s i n h e r i t e d by 
Susan Son tag . W h o the next " s h e " 
will be is therefore of very little im
por tance , s ince everyone k n o w s that 
be ing one is no fun.) 

T h e Zionis t o rganiza t iona l es tab
l i shment is most ly ma le , punctuated 
by the p o w e r of a few w o m e n and 
operated a lmost entirely by a female 
rank and file. Feminis t s do not trust 
the J e w i s h w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s 
not b e c a u s e they are insuff ic ient ly 
feminist , but because they are insuf
ficiently democra t ic and tend to di 
vide and type J e w s . 

T h e Is rae l i E s t a b l i s h m e n t , w i th 
t w o , m a y b e t h r e e e x c e p t i o n s , is 
m o s t l y m a l e , a n d w h a t ' s w o r s e , 
most ly m a c h o . 

H o w e v e r , t h e p o w e r o f t h e 
spiritual es tab l i shment is up for grabs 
— the emot iona l forces, the aesthetic 
senses , the moral fibre, the soul of 
our c o m m u n i t y has been so neglected 
for so long by the var ious eli tes that 
anyone w h o will pay hones t at tention 
to it can raise a cloud of chass id im. 
This he lps to explain the " p o w e r " in 
our t ime of peop le like Irving Green -
b e r g ( w h o w a s C h e r y l ' s R e b b e at 
C C N Y ) , Rebbetz in Es ther Jungre i s , 
S h l o m o Car lebach , Elie Wiese l . 

T h e s a m e s i m p l e q u a l i t i e s tha t 
cha rac t e r i ze these n e w " s p i r i t u a l " 
l e a d e r s c h a r a c t e r i z e t h e J e w i s h 
feminis ts . ( A n d i t ' s all c lear ly laid 
out in the p reamble to their const i tu
t ion.) They are egal i tar ian , they ac

cept J ews uncri t ical ly , off the street. 
They pay suitable h o m a g e to h is tory , 
our c o m m u n a l guru , and wonderful 
a t tent ion to j o y , wh ich mos t of us 
only d imly r e m e m b e r , reviving posi
t i v e e m o t i o n a l c o n n e c t i o n s w i t h 
Jewish l iv ing. Just to wri te such a 
p r e a m b l e requi red fo rbearance and 
tolerance unheard of in o ther es tab
l i s h m e n t s — s e c u l a r i z e d w o m e n 
broke bread with the O r t h o d o x , and 
amaz ing ly , vice versa. ( " O n c e an Or
thodox w o m a n becomes a f e m i n i s t , " 
said Chery l , " t o any d e g r e e , on any 
issue, she has reached the psycho log
ical pos i t ion w h e r e she can accept 
o ther J e w s . " ) Incredib ly , for the first 
t i m e in a n y J e w i s h p r o g r a m , t h e 
homosexua l was w e l c o m e d outr ight 
as a des i rable m e m b e r of the Jewish 
c o m m u n i t y . And pe rhaps most im
portant , the professor sat d o w n wi th 
the h o u s e w i f e , and the h o u s e w i f e 
was not m a d e to feel inferior. 

T h e g rowth of this new chevrah 
does not depend on the g rowth of the 
J e w i s h F e m i n i s t O r g a n i z a t i o n ; the 
o r g a n i z a t i o n c o u l d fold t o m o r r o w 
and the feeling would remain ; it is 
t h e feeling, t h e p r o d u c t o f c o n 
sc iousness ra is ing, the exper ience of 
b e i n g t o g e t h e r fo r o n c e w i t h o u t 
b igot ry , that poses the greatest threat 
to the Jewish es tab l i shment and con
s t i tu tes the g rea t p o w e r of J e w i s h 
feminism. 

A n o r g a n i z a t i o n m i g h t s t i r the 
w a t e r s ; a ra ised c o n s c i o u s n e s s can 
change the t ide. 

THE Q U E S T I O N O F 

RESPECT 

Judy H a u p t m a n is the only w o m a n 
in history eve r to teach T a l m u d at the 
J e w i s h T h e o l o g i c a l S e m i n a r y . H e r 
work is seen in m a g a z i n e s of note 
and in books which anthologize the 
best con tempora ry thought of w o m e n 
on p r o b l e m s of r e l i g i o n . S h e is a 
veteran m e m b e r of " E z r a t N a s h i m , " 
and a founding m e m b e r of the Jewish 
Feminis t Organiza t ion . She lectures 
widely . She has brought nachas to 
her parents ; yichus to her l ineage . 

In the fall of 1974, she was mar
ried to a scientist . 

And in a n n o u n c i n g he r e n g a g e 
ment from the pulpi t , a rabbi w h o is 
often though t of as a l iberal sa id , 
"Baruch HaShem, Judy H a u p t m a n 
is finally get t ing m a r r i e d . " 

All of which is ra ther like that old 
j o k e a b o u t the rabb i w h o g o e s to 
rabbinica l s choo l , gets two doc to r 
a tes , scales the he igh ts of scholar 
ship and br ings glory and pride to all 
J ews e v e r y w h e r e . U p o n pass ing the 
great synagogue w h e r e this learned 
man has his pu lp i t , the casua l o b 
se rve r r e m a r k s : " S e e tha t ? T h a t ' s 
Buddy Hacke t t ' s s h u l . " 

If only the rabbi w h o announced 
J u d y H a u p t m a n ' s e n g a g e m e n t had 
been M y r o n C o h e n tel l ing that j o k e , 
w e could all have a good laugh and 
go h o m e and forget it. * 
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