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LET US INTRODUCE OURSEIVES....
For many of you t h i s will be t h i s f i r s t time
you have heard of the Jewish Women s Resource
Center. For o thers , i t wil l be chance for
us to become be t te r acquainted. We are de-
l igh ted to be able to come to you in t h i s
format, which we hope to do four "times a
year . In t h i s , our f i r s t newslet ter , we will
t r y to give you a tas te of what we are a l l
about, the services we have to offer , how
you can best u t i l i z e us , and how you can best
help us .

The Jewish Women's Resource Center opened i t s
doors on September 6, 1978, and recent ly ce le -
brated i t s existence with a debut on January
l A t n . Over 100 people came to see what we had
to offer , and to hear a b i t of what they could
do for us . The following text t r i e s to answer
t h e i r questions and yours:

Jswish Women are emerging from a l a t e adoles-
cent stage of independence into young adul t -
hood. At f i r s t , about ten years ago, because
of our f rus t ra t ion in the home, our second
place in the synagogue, our auxi l iary role
in the Jewish Community, and above a l l , our
lack of posi t ive ident i ty and self-esteem,
we began to complain.

Oar a c t i v i s t s disrupted male meetings so
tha t they might be heard; we tore down men's
images of us; we presented ourselves forceful-
l y , demanding to be l e t into a l l the male
conclavesjthe minyan, the executive boards,
the pres idencies , and the rabbinate . In short,
we were not l ady - l ike .

We t r i ed for everything the men had, for many
good reasons, but we forgot ourselves. We
forgot the woman's side of Judaism. We forgot
our mothers and our grandmothers. We forgot
the s to r i e s they told us , the prayers they
u t t e r ed , the businesses they ran, the families
they ra i sed . And for some of us , i t wasn't
even a matter of forge t t ing ; we jus t never
knew.

But as we grew and became more sophis t icated,
we began moving toward a development of a new
se l f -de f in t ion . We began by remembering
Sarah along with Abraham, Rebecca along
with I saac , and Rachel and Leah along with
Jacob. We began probing our her i tage , the
one men never told us , and the women forgot .
Men d idn ' t t e l l us because they d idn ' t think
i t important and women forgot because for
a while there , we also d idn ' t think i t so
important.

But today we do.

Today we know how hard i t i s for many women
to wed Feminism and Judaism and come up with

a happy marriage. Too often one partner i s
sacr i f iced for the other , leaving half a
woman wh«re a whole one could be. This i s
not only a sad waste, i t i s destruct ive too;
for many women who would feel compelled to
choose between Judaism . and Feminism would
too quickly give up Judaism. Judaism cannot
afford tha t , and nei ther can that woman.

We want to know how we can be modern Jewish
Women, l i v ing whole l ives where each par t
of ourselves, modern, Jewish and Woman is
nurtured and developed; where each part
touches upon and enriches every other pa r t .

To do that we have to learn more about
ourselves, and the indispensable role that
we played in Jewish h i s to ry . We have to
look beyond the masculinity of Judaism and re-
discover our self-esteem.

That i s what the Jewish Women's Resource
Center i s a l l about. By studying our pas t ,
from L i l i t h to Golda, by exploring the
r iches in our mothers' prayers , by making
ourselves learned Jews and by assuming our
share of communal responsib l i ty and dec i -
sion-making now that those doors are f i n -
a l ly opening to us , not only will we be
f u l f i l l i n g ourselves , but we wil l be be t -
t e r ing the en t i r e Jewish community.

WHAT WE CAN DO FOR YOU:
The JWRC i s primarily an information co l l ec -
t i v e . Our resources are available to the gen-
e ra l public anytime the 92n d S t . "Y" Library
i s open. Those hours are 10:00-9:00p.m. Mon-
day and Wednesday; 11:30-9:00 Tuesday; 11:30-
6:00 Thursday; 11:30-4:30 Friday; and 1:00-
5:00p.m. on the f i r s t and th i rd Sunday of each
month. Our newsletter i s our f i r s t ongoing
attempt to reach you with news of recent r e -
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Master of the Universe, may it be Your will, my God and God of my fathers, God of Abraham,
God of Isaac, and God of Jacob, Your servants, that You act according to Your great, magni-
ficent and revered name. But if I do not so merit it, then, because of the merit of our
forefathers, and for the sake of Your holy name, pay heed to my heartfelt request that I
place before Your honored throne, that You cause, in accordance with Your endless mercy and
abundant goodness, my husband to love me with a perfect love. Place shalom between me and
my beloved, love, tenderness, harmony, and fulfilling companionship. At all times, every
day, every hour, and every moment, let him be with me as a parent who nurtures children and
loves them. So may my husband with me, from now and forever. Amen. Selah.

Jewish Women's Pra
In the 18th and 19th centuries, pious Ita-
lian women possessed a whole repertoire of
special prayers written for them. Indepen-
dent of the daily prayer structure built
by the rabbis, although occassionally bor-
rowing phrases and themes from them, these
prayers speak of the fears and desires of a
young wife, a pregnant woman, a mother and
a matriarch. Many of these Italian women
owned personalized copies of these prayer
books. The Jewish Theological Seminary of
America has a number of copies of these
books on which Nina Beth Cardin, the direc-
tor of the JWRC, i s working. In light of
the renewed interest in ceremonies for wo-
men and gir ls , and the recent spate of new-
ly developed baby-naming and Rosh Hodesh
(new moon) ceremonies, the JWRC would like
to further explore the nature of women's
prayers throughout the ages.

We invite you to share with us any informa-
tion on such prayers that you might have
from your mother or grandmothers, that you
have seen or read about. We would like to
have a permanent column devoted to publish-
ing those lost prayers. Above is a 19th
century Italian prayer, reprinted through
the courtesy of the Library of the Jewish
Theological Seminary of America, and penned

Li/ers
for the JWRC by Linda Waldman. I t is said
by a wife who petitions God, the Wonder of
the Universe, to hear her supplications and
to grant that her husband love her with a
whole-y love, and that peace, contentment,
mutual understanding, profound friendship
and love forever flourish between them.
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SHALL WOMEN BE CONSERVATIVE RABBIS?
The Great Debate Draws To A Close

On January 31, the Conservative Movement's
Commission for the Study of the Ordination
of Women as Rabbis will give i t s report at
the annual Rabbinical Assembly convention.
For the past two years, this independent
thirteen-member commission, established at
the request of the R.A. (the international
organization of Conservative rabbis) has
been listening to advice on the subject from
experts and laymen alike. In an effort to
increase general input, and to get a better
notion of the feelings within Conservative
Jewry, the Commission held seven public
hearings in the United States and Canada.
The following is a review of many of the
arguments aired at those hearings, by
Reena Sigman Friedman.

NEW YORK-Should women be ordained as Conser-
vative rabbis? Most of the Conservative con-
gregants who grappled with the question before
nationwide hearings on the issue strongly be-
lieve so.

Even in New York City,
to be a traditionalist
the speakers advocated
the Commission. While
the views expressed at
entirely representative
whole, since the "pro's
likely to testify, the
the- overall climate of

generally considered
stronghold, most of
a positive decision by
i t could be argued that
these hearings are not
of the community as a

are somewhat more
public showing indicated
opinion.

••One of the things that has impressed me about
these meetings is that the speakers have given
this matter much careful and sincere thought,"
Gordon Tucker explained. Tucker heads the
Commmission for the Study of the Ordination
of Women as Rabbis which was charged by the
Rabbinical Assembly (the international organ-
ization of Conservative Rabbis) in September,
1977 to study all aspects of the role of women
as spiritual leaders in the Conservative Move-
ment.

THE ARGUMENTS

Most of the arguments for or against ordaining
women as rabbis were based upon sociological,
historical, and psychological grounds, although
some speakers made reference to the Halachic
(Jewish Legal) issues, according to Tucker.

Many of those arguing in favor of the ordina-
tion of women spoke from a sociological stand-
point. They maintained that technological de-
velopments within the last century have com-
pelled a re-examination of the traditional pos-
ition of women in Judaism. Now that housekeep-
ing and child rearing require much less time,
women are are freer to play a more prominent
role in communal religious l ife and to observe
the positive, time-bound mitzvot from which
they had previously been excused.

Others urged Commission members to acknow-
ledge the impact which the women's liber-
ation movement has had upon all aspects

of American society. As Harlin Umansky of
Cliffside, New Jersey, New Jersey put i t ,
•• ..How can we in all conscience say to our
Jewish women: I t matters not what new dim-
ensions are open to you in the secular world
—the holy dimension is reserved to men
alone."

Along the same lines, number of speakers
listed the qualities considered necessary
for the successful performance of rabbinic
duties and concluded that biological dif-
ferences between the sexes could not pos-
sibly preclude women from serving in these
capacities. "What does the contemporary
rabbi do which a woman is not capable of
doing?", asked Dr. Sarah Lieberman, a lec-
turer in Jewish history, a religious school
principal in Framingham, Massachusetts and
the wife of a Conservative rabbi. "A woman
can engage in scholarly pursuits, counsel
couples and families, lead in study and
prayer and visit hospitals and homes of be-
reavement. On a lighter note, she can cer-
tainly announce pages, lead in responsive
readings, attend endless meetings and de-
liver invocations at shopping center dedi-
cations. But," she concluded,"above a l l ,
like her male counterpart, she can be a
role model, exemplary in moral and religious
conduct which, together with learning, is
the basic requirement of clergy."

Dr. Lieberman, along with several other
speakers, cited historical precedent in
support of her argument. Her own research
has reve.aled that, in the past, women often
occupied prominent positions within the Jew-
ish community as the spirit and needs of
the tim« dictated. For example, they served
as professional mourners and dirge reciters
long before the development of the modern
rabbinate. "The rabbis of today," she de-
clared, "have taken away from women what
was rightfully theirs by tradition." She
urged the leaders of the Conservative move-
ment to rediscover these models of female
communal leaders, and to build upon them.

Many pleas were of a more personal, emotion-
al nature. Some speakers suggested that
women could not only perform rabbinic func-

CConHnueet on ps-t)



tions as well as men, but would contri-
bute a uniquely feminine perspective, par-
ticularly a heightened sensitivity, to the
rabbinic role. Other women described the a l i -
enation they had felt from a Judaism which ex-
cluded them, as well as their elation upon
having an aliya or leading services for the
first time.

Explaining that she could not join a Conser-
vative congregation at this time because the
movement's'leaders "cannot see what is in my
soul," Sharon Strassfeld, co-author of The
Jewish Catalog, testified that only when she
began to participate actively in all aspects
of Jewish ritual was she able to return to her
Jewish roots. She maintained that there were
many young women like herself who, once they
had tasted the joy of full participation,
could . never again be content with the second-
class citizenship that traditional Judaism
held out to" them.

Another woman, Betty Berman, had been an active
member of her synagogue board and sisterhood
in Toms River, New Jersey for many years, only
to discover at a meeting of. the board that
women were not counted equally with men for
the purposes of the minyan (tradional prayer
quorum). As she put i t , "I wondered why I
s t i l l devoted all my time and effort to a kind
of Judaism that considered me half a person."
Rather than give up the fight, however, she has
actively lobbied on behalf of women's rights
within her own synagogue and looks forward to
the time when girls in the congregation's r e l i -
gious school can fulfill their youthful as-
pirations of "becoming a rabbi."

OPPOSING VIEWS

Those speakers who opposed the ordination of
women made equally emotional arguments. Several
pla inly stated that they were, as yet, psycho-
logica l ly unprepared to see a woman in the pul-
p i t and to entrust her with the i r confidences
and other rabbinic functions. Others contended
that they were acting in the best in teres t of
the women themselves for, as they were quick to
point out , the female graduates of Reform and
Reconstructionist rabbinical seminaries have
not been well accepted by the public and have
had d i f f icu l ty finding pu lp i t s .

According to Rabbi Wayne Allen of Staten
Island, New York, "L i t t l e will be gained
by deciding to ordain women. True, many
women will feel chauvinis t ical ly appeased,
but these effects are shor t - l ived." Allen
was refer r ing to the fact tha t , under Jewish
law, ordained women would s t i l l be unable to
serve as judges and witnesses in Jewish r i t u -
al matters, and could not serve as Torah
readers ar cantors . Were the Seminary eventu-
al ly to waive these r e s t r i c t i o n s , Wayne said,
"these women rabbis would violate the very
Halacha that they had been trained to respec t . "

Above a l l , however, opponents emphasized
the i r hear t fe l t concern for the future of
the Conservative movement. They re i te ra ted
that maintaining a balance between t r a d i -
tion and change has always been a hallmark
of Conservatism, and warned against jumping
on the contemporary bandwagon without giving •

the ordination question prolonged and ser-
ious thought. Moreover, as Rabbi Allen
argued, such a radical departure would un-
dermine the authority of the Seminary as
well as that of i t s Rabbinical School grad-
uates .

In the view of Rabbi Allen and otheTs, the
Conservative movement's strength has a l -
ways derived from i t s ab i l i ty to serve as
an "umbrella group" within which many d i s -
parate elements could feel comfortable.
Were the Rabbinical Assembly and the Rab-
binical School to take th is dras t ic step,
they admonished, the more right-wing elements
within the movement might be alienated and
withdraw their support. In Allen's words,
"The Seminary must be all-embracing, open
to a l l the va r i e t i e s of Jewish expression.
I t i s th i s t rad i t ion which must be main-
tained." He concluded that the question
ought not to be whether or not women should
be ordained, but what roles are availabe
to ta lented, educated Jewish women within
the Conservative movement.

HALACHIC ISSUES

Commission Director Tucker made i t c lear
tha t a def in i t ive Halachic decision against
the ordinat ion of women could override a
show of public opinion to the contrary. Un-
doubtedly, Halachic considerat ions play a
cen t ra l role in t h i s controversy and cannot
be dismissed l i g h t l y .

According to Rabbi David Weiss Halivni,
professor in the Seminary's Department of
Talmud and Rabbinics who opposed the ordina-
t ion of women during the 1973 debate,"The only
rea l Halachic problems would be marriage and
divorce since women cannot be witnesses in
r i t u a l matters ."

Other scholars are convinced that many of these ,
obstacles can be overcome. For example, Sem-
inary professor Rabbi David Silverman sugges-
ted that women be ordained and that subsequent
provisions be made regarding the d i f f i cu l t i s -
sue of "edut" (witnessing). Furthermore, Jud-
i t h Hauptman, Inst ructor in Talmud at the Sem-
inary, noted, in an interview with Amy Stone
two years ago, that i t "was possible to have
two , other witnesses at weddings in addition
to the woman rabbi . 'Rabbi ' means teacher, that
the person has attained a cer ta in level of
education." Surely, she concluded, a woman
was capable of performing t h i s key rabbinic
function. Thus, i t appears that the Halachic
case i s not as c lear-cut as i t i s generally
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made out to be.

Few of those offering testimony at the public
hearings relied heavily upon Halachic arguments
However, several observed that, in centuries
past, the great scholars and interpreters of
Jewish law were often compelled to yield to
popular demands, made in accordance with the
spirit of the times. In the same way, they
argued the leaders of the Conservative move-
ment must seriously consider the views of their
constituents in arriving at a decision on the
ordination question.

WOMEN AFFECTED

Whatever the d e c i s i o n reached by the Commis-
s i o n , and s u b s e q u e n t l y by t he R a b b i n i c a l A s -
sembly and R a b b i n i c a l School , i t w i l l af-
f e c t most d i r e c t l y t he women who are seek-
ing admission to the Conservative rabbinate.
Since 1970, thirty-four women have reques-
ted applications from the Seminary Rabbin-
ical School and were informed that the
school only admits male applicants.

One candidate who has been interested in
entering the school is Lynn Gottlieb, who
serves as rabbi to Temple Beth Or of the
Deaf and the Hebrew Association of the Deaf.
In discussing the upcoming Commission deci-
sion, Lynn, who has sought private ordin-
ation from individual Conservative rabbis,
noted, ' I t seems that the majority response
to the Commission up to this time has been
favorable. If the Commission is true to
i t s mandate and is responsive to the needs
of the Conservative community, then the
community should expect a favorable res-
ponse. Otherwise, one has to wonder about
the function of that Commission."

For some years now, the ordination question
has been the subject of heated debate with-
in the Conservative movement. Opponents
fear that enabling women to enter the pul-
pit will give rise to mass defections and
will severely weaken the movement. For
others, the question is not "whether" but
"when." They regard this step as being
in keeping with both previous developments
and the serious, balanced approach charac-
ter is t ic of the Conservative movement.

As Sarah Lieberman concluded her testimony,
"The Conservative movement, in i ts wisdom
and sensitivity within the content of Hal-
acha as i t saw i t , interpreted Halacha and
created new traditions which included mixed
seating, permission to ride to the synagogue
on Shabbat and holidays, and the rights of
women to be Bat Mitzva, counted in the min-
yan, to ascend the bimah and recite the
blessing over the Torah. I consider the
subject of the ordination of women to be
in the mainstream of these developments."

Reena Sigman Friedman is a graduate student
in American History at Columbia University
specializing in the history of American
Jewish Women. She regularly writes for the
Jewish Student Press Service.

Jewish Student Press Service. Jan./Feb.,1979

I t is all but a given that the Commission
will bring a positive report before the R.A.
convention this month. It is all but a given
that the R.A. will vote to accept such a re-
port, and strongly encourage the ordination
of women as rabbis be acted upon soon. All
the RAcan do at this time is encourage. The
final decision of whether or not to ordain
women rests in the hands of the institution,
and the faculty, that confers the respected
t i t l e rabbi on i ts students: The Jewish
Theological Seminary of America. JTS is a
conservative institution, and the outcome of
i ts faculty vote is very much in doubt. A
vote will be taken sometime in February. What
will happen after then, no one knows.

This "DIALOGUE" section of the JWRC Hews-
let ter is intended as a place for readers
to voice their concerns about issues we
confront as Jewish women. We welcome all
perspectives on such issues and look for-
ward to readers' contributions/feedback.

One of the issues emerging in the context
of our Jewish Women1s Movement concerns
the status of women's auxiliaries and s is-
terhoods. Should these organizations be
discarded or "revamped" in the interests
of full and equal participation—or should
they remain as currently functioning? Edya
Arzt addresses herself to this question
below.

The ides of "Women' s Lib"has had a number
of interesting and, in some cases, odd re-
sults. On one hand, i t has led to the con-
structive and productive utilization of
the talents of individuals in areas hither-
to closed to them because of their gender.
On the other hand, i t has been character-
ized by such nonsense as a woman seeking
to legally substitute the "person" for
••man" in her surname.

Many people have completely missed the legi-
timate intent of the Movement: to open to
women economic, social, political and even
religious doors which had been closed to
them simply because they were not men, and
to grant equality in opportunity, in pay,
in prestige, in status, in economic bene-
f i t s to women for services rendered, jobs
performed, skills utilized which are equal
to those of men.

In their zeal to achieve this equality,
womp.n have felt that they must reject con-
tacts which do not highlight and stress the
interrelationship of the seves and their
own independence. Women's groups have be-
come suspect. Women who choose not to go
back to school or to work are eyed suspi-
ciously. The concept of voluntarism is be-
ing seriously questioned. Sisterhoods,
women's clubs, women's auxiliaries are sud-
denly on the defensive.


