jwrc

newsletter

R

STy .

LA R N N
P R I

Jewish Women's Resource Center
at the 92nd Street YM/YWHA Library
1395 Lexington Avenue

New York 10028

Volume] Numberi

Copyright © Jewish Women’s Resource Center 1979

LET US INTRODUCE OURSELVES....

For many of you this will be this first time

you have heard of the Jewish Women's Resource
Center, For others, it will be chance for

us to become better acquainted, We are de-
lighted to be able to come to you in this
format, which we hope to do four times a
year. In this, our first newsletter, we will
try to give you a taste of what we are all
about, the services we have to offer, how
you can best utilize us, and how you can best
help us,.

The Jewish Women's Resource Center opened its
doors on September 6, 1978, and recently cele-
brated its existence with a debut on January
14th,  over 100 people came to see what we had
to offer, and to hear a bit of what they could
do for us. The following text tries to answer
their questions and yours:

Jewish Women are emerging from a late adoles-
cent stage of independence into young adult-
hood, At first, about ten years ago, because
of our frustration in the home, our second
place in the synagogue, our auxiliary role

in the Jewish Community, and above all, our
lack of positive identity and self-esteem,

we began to complain,

Our activists disrupted male meetings so
that they might be heard; we tore down men's
images of us; we presented ourselves forceful-
1y, demanding to be let into all the male
conclavestthe minyan, the executive boards,
the presidencies, and the rabbinate, In short,
we were not lady-like,

We tried 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 stories they told us, the prayers they
uttered, the busimesses they ran, the families
they raised. And for some of us, it wasn't
even a matter of forgetting: we just never
knew,

But as we grew and became more sophisticated,
we began moving toward a development of a new
self-defintion. We began by remembering
Sarah along with Abraham, Rebecca along
withIsaac, and Rachel and Leah along with
Jacob, We began probing our heritage, the
one men never told us, and the women forgot.
Men didn't tell us because they didn't think
it important and women forgot because for

a while there, we also didn't think it so
important. v '

But today we do,

deay.we know how hard it is for many women
to wed Feminism and Judaism and come up with
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a happy marriage. Too often one partner is
sacrificed for the other, leaving half a
woman where a whole one could be. This is
not only a sad waste, it is destructive too;
for many women who would feel compelled to
choose between Judaism . and Feminism would
too quickly give up Judaism. Judaism cannot
afford that, and neither can that woman.

We want to know how we ¢an be modern Jewish
Women, living whole lives where each part
of ourselves, modern, Jewish and Woman is
nurtured and developed; where each part
touches upon and enriches every other part,

To do that we have to learn more about
ourselves, and the indispensable role that

we played in Jewish history. We have to

look beyond the masculinity of Judaism and re-
discover our self-esgteem,

That is what the Jewish Women's Resource
Center is all about., By studying our past,
from Lilith to Golda, by exploring the
riches in our mothers' prayers, by making
ourselves learned Jews and by assuming our
share of communal responsiblity and deci-
sion-making now that those doors are fin-
ally opening to us, not only will we be
fulfilling ourselves, but we will be bet-
tering the entire Jewish community,

WHAT WE CAN DO FOR YOU:

The JWRC is primarily an information collec-
- tive, Our resources are available to the gen-~

eral public anytime the 9214 St, wy» Library
Those hours are 10:00-9:00p.m. Mon-

6:00 Thursday; 11:30-4330 Friday; and 1:00-
5:00p.m. on the first and third Sunday of each
month, Our newsletter is our first ongoing

. attempt to reach you with news of recent re-

(Continued on 93.6)
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Master of the !lniverse, 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 Womew's Prayers

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, is working. In light of
the renewed interest in ceremonies for wo-
men and girls, and the recent spate of new-
1y developed baby-naming and Rosh Hodesh
(new moon) ceremonies, the JWRC would like
to further evplore 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 1like 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

for the JWRC by Linda Waldman. It 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 its 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 tabbis) 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, generally considered

to be a traditionalist stronghold, most of

the speakers advocated a positive decision by
the Commission, While it could be argued that
the views expressed at these hearings are not
entirely representative of the community as a
whole, since the "pro‘'s* are somewhat more
likely to testify, the public showing indicated
the_. overall climate of opinion.

+One of the things that has impressed me about
these meetings is that the speakers have givea
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-
jzation 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 gpeakers 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 1life 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

~al nature,

of American society., As Harlin Umansky of
Cliffside, New Jersey, New Jersey put it,

» ,.How can we in all conscience say to our
Jewish women: It 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 all,
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 revealed that, in the past, women often
occupied profminent positions within the Jew-
ish community as the spirit and needs of

the time 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-
Some speakers suggested that
women could not only perform rabbinic func-

(Cortinued on pg.#)



tions as well as men, but would contri-

bute a uniquely feminine perspective, par-

" ticularly a heightened sensitivity, te the
rabbinic role. Other women described the ali-
enation they had felt from a Judaism which ev-
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 it, "I wondered why I
still 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
Wwithin her own synagogue and looks forward to
the time when girls in the congregation's reli-
gious school can fulfill their youthful as-
pirations of "becoming a rabbi.r

OPPOSING VIEWS

Those speakers who opposed the ordination of
women made equally emotional arguments, Several
plainly stated that they were, as yet, psycho-
logically unprepared to see a woman in the pul-
pit and to entrust her with their confidences
and other rabbinic functions., Others contended
that they were acting in the best interest 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 difficulty finding pulpits.

According to Rabbi Wayne Allen of Staten
Island, New York, "Little will be gained

by deciding to ordain women., True, many

women will feel chauvinistically appeased,

but these effects are short-lived." Allen

was referring to the fact that, under Jewish
law, ordained women would still be unable to
serve as judges and witnesses in Jewish ritu-
al matters, and could not serve as Torah
readers ar cantors. Were the Seminary eventu-
ally to waive these restrictions, Wayne said,
*these women rabbis would violate the very
Halacha that they had been trained to respect.”

Above all, however, opponents emphasized
their heartfelt concern for the future of

the Conservative movement. They reiterated
that maintaining a balance between tradi-
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 its Rabbinical School grad-
uates,

In the view of Rabbi Allen and others, the
Conservative movement's strength has al-
ways derived from its ability to serve as
an "*umbrella group" within which many dis-
parate elements could feel comfortable,
Were the Rabbinical Assembly and the Rab-

{binical School to take this drastic 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
Lto all the varieties of Jewish expression.
It is this tradition 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 talented, educated Jewish women within
the Conservative movement,

HALACHIC ISSUES

Commission Director Tucker made it clear
that a definitive Halachic decision against
the ordination of women could override a
show of public opinion to the contrary, Un-
doubtedly, Halachic considerations play a
central role in this controversy and cannot

. be dismissed lightly,

According to Rabbi David Weiss Halivni,
professor inthe Seminary's Department of
Talmud and Rabbinics who opposed the ordina-
tion of women during the 1973 debate,"The only
real Halachic problems would be marriage and
divorce since women cannot be witnesses in
ritual 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 difficult is-
sue of medut" (witnessing). Furthermore, Jud-:
ith Hauptman, Instructor in Talmud at the Sem-
inary, noted, in an interview with Amy Stone
two years ago, that it ''was possible to have
twWo , other witnesses at weddings in .addition-
to the woman rabbi,'Rabbi’ means teacher, that
the person has attained a certain level of
education," Surely, she concluded, a woman
was capable of performing this key rabbinic
function. Thus, it appears that the Halachic
cdse is not as clear-cut as it is generally

(Continued on pg.5)






