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Kos eryam' Development of a Women's thual

Matia Angelou

There are a number of elements included in
ritual being created by women today. Water ‘imagery is
used time and again, as are circles and spirals.
Miriam’s Well and the cycles of the moon are symbols
to express renewal and inspiration. Female role models
from the Torah, such as Sarah the Matriarch, Miriam
the Prophetess, and Deborah the Judge, give women
strong feminine characteristics to emulate. Women are
rediscovering and redefining the feminine aspects of
God, with Shekhinah and Rahameima becoming more
widely used as names of God. Mikor ha-Chayim
(Source of Life), Chei ha-Olamim (Life Ever-basting),
and other phrases from traditional liturgy are used in
new ways to describe a God who speaks persanally to
women.

Women are creating rituals which add to the
traditional liturgy with a feminine consciousness. A
women’s group from Delaware, the Judaism and
Feminism Study Group of Jewish Family Service, has
written a new service for Birkat ha-Levanah (Blessing of
the Moon). The women’s service is based on the
traditional Kiddush Levanah service, which is often said
in the synagogue, as it should be conducted with a
minyan (a quorum of ten people). This service, recited
between two days and two weeks after the appearance
of the molad (new moon), should not be confused with
Birkat ha-Chodesh (Blessing of the New Month),
announcing the upcoming Hebrew month on the
Sabbath preceding Rosh Chodesh.

The women have kept some of the traditional

‘elements, such as reciting the service out of doors. The

Hebrew is in the same form and they have kept the
traditional psalms, but they have added some original
stories and translations. They have also added some

'songs and readings to expand what is a rather short
service (just a few paragraphs) in the synagogue. By
standing in a circle outside holding candles, singing

together, and reciting personal intentions, they have
given a feminine feel to this service while keeping the
basic service in its traditional form.

There is a co-operative nature to women’s
rituals, both in their creation and in their expression.
More often than not, a few women will work together

to create a ritual. The rituals themselves usually
include a time for sharing feelings and thoughts.
Acknowledging and blessing their own inner qualities,
as well as blessing one another, is often part of
women’s ritual. Singing and dancing with each other
are favorite activities, and healing circles are often
included.

A number of these elements came together in a
ritual called Kos Miryam. The first time I  was
introduced to the idea of drinking water in honor of
Miriam was in Penina Adelman’s book Miriam’s Well,
Rituals for Jewish Women Around the Year (Biblio Press,
1986). On page 11 Penina describes a women’s ritual
using the image of Miriam’s Well (a water well that,
because of the merit of the prophetess Miriam, followed
the Jewish people through their long wandering in the
desert) as a centerpoint. Indeed, the entire book
affirms the well as a symbol of renewal and inspiration.
Miriam’s Well is an excellent source for information
about the well and about Miriam as a heroine for
Jewish women.

The development of the particular ritual called
Kos Miryam began with a guided meditation led by

Women are creatmg rituals which add
to the traditional liturgy with a
feminine consciousness.

Joyce Rosen. During the meditation, members of a
Boston-based Rosh Chedesh group visited Miriam’s
Well to gain inspiration and renewal from the mayim
chayim (living waters) found, there. We splashed in
these waters, bathed in them as in a mikveh (ritual
bath), or simply sat by them quietly. Joyce suggested
that we each, still in meditation, take a cool drink from
Miriam’s Well, filling ourselves with strength from
these living waters.

One woman, Stephanie Loo Ritari, met Miriam
herself at the well. Stephanie, a new mother, was
feeling a need for some loving support in tending her



baby. In her meditation, Stephanie felt Miriam
physically support her as she dipped into the well,
using it as a mikveh. Miriam took off her red leather
sandals and handed them to Stephanie.  Miriam
encouraged her to keep walking in the direction she
was going because she was doing just fine.

This image was so powerful for Stephanie that
she wanted a way to keep in touch with it weekly, to
feel on a regular basis the strength and support Miriam
gave to her at the well. She and her family began
drinking from what she called Kos Miryam before the
Sabbath Kiddush every Friday night. She holds up a
clear glass goblet filled with spring water or seltzer
water and. says in Hebrew, "This is.the Cup of Miriam.
Strength, strength, and may we be strengthened.” Then
everyone drinks, drawing strength from the living
waters. '

There is a cooperative nature to

women'’s rituals, both in their creation

and in their el)_(zression.

When Stephanie shared this new custom with
me, 1 felt it was a wonderful way to bring a new
dimension into Shabbat. I have built a more elaborate
ritual around Kos Miryam, using sparkling water in a
cut crystal goblet. Before Kiddush, I ask everyone at
the Sabbath table to share an inspirational thought,
something that helps them to renew themselves. I liken
the Sabbath to a well in which we can refresh and
purify ourselves after a long week. I say, "This is the
Cup of Miriam, the Cup of Living Waters," in Hebrew,
and then I add two blessings: "Blessed are You,
Shekhinah, Source of Life, who gives us living waters.
Blessed are You, Adonai, Ruler of the Universe, by
whose word everything is created." (This second
blessing is she-hakol, the traditional blessing said before
drinking water) My family enjoys beginning the
Sabbath by remembering Miriam, while ending it at
Havdalah by remembering Elijah.

I enlisted the help of Janet Berkenfield, who
had written some beautiful meditations and psalms for
Siddur Birkat Shalom, the new egalitarian prayerbook
produced by the Havurat Shalom Siddur Project.
Together we expanded the ritual to include Hebrew
and English readings, as well as some songs. My
family uses this expanded version of Kos Miryam to
begin the Passover Seder, ending'it with the traditional
Kos Eliyahu (Cup of Elijah). I think this is an
appropriate addition to the Seder because Miriam
played such a prominent role in the Exodus story.

Some Rosh Chodesh groups have also adqpted
Kos Miryam, using it in their closing rituals. As
women pass the clear goblet around the circle, they
share an intention for the coming month, something
they want to bring home with them from the ritual for
that evening. They sip from Kos Miryam, drinking in
strength, inspiration, and renewal from the living
waters of Miriam’s Well.
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The development of Kos Miryam exemplifies
the cooperative nature of Jewish women’s 1:ih.,1al.
Without Penina’s story in Miriam's Well, Joyce's original
meditation, and Stephanie’s Sabbath custom, there
would have been no expanded rituals using Kos
Miryam. This is a cooperative effort which all of the
women had a share in creating.

Matia Angelou, Associate Editor of Neshama, says t.hat she puts
the Kos Miryam ritual before Kiddush so as not to interrupt the
flow from Kiddush to the Ha-Motzi blessing. " For women who
observe traditional Jewish law, Kos Miryam would be performed
between Kiddush and Ha-Motzi because according to Halacha the
Kiddush wine is the first food or drink to pass the lips after the

Sabbath begins.

Women’s Minyan

Kimberley A. Shaw

mayim khayim

the water of Miriam,

we draw it up by cupfuls
and buckets

in a sunny circle

and portable shul

theé drumbeat leads us

kids run

the men stare

before they walk on

borkhu

loud, so they hear our voices
forbidden

weight of Torah on my arms
on my shoulders

in my head

on all of us

Kimberley A. Shaw is a Maine native now living near Boston.

The National Council of
Jewish Women, N.Y. Section,
is compiling an inter-
national directory of Rosh

Chodesh groups. For info
contact Alicia Driks, 9 E.
69th St., New York, NY 10021
(212/535-5900) .
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Women of the Wall

Cindy Olsher

In December of 1988, a group of women from
the First International Conference of Jewish Feminists
went to the Kotel (the Western Wall, remnant of the
Temple in Jerusalem) to pray. Some of these women
continued to daven as a group at the Wall on Rosh
Chodesh and on Friday mornings. This group
eventually received the "attention” of the Chief Rabbi
and the State of Israel. One of the most intriguing
aspects of the group is its religious diversity; the
women involved range from Orthodox to secular Jews,
and from politically conservative to radical.

e

It was just an opening of floodgates of
religious emotion and connection that
were blocked before and allowed to
open. It was truly a transcendent
experience.

For the Orthodox women to participate in the
service it had to follow the guidelines of a tefillah
group, which means they don’t do those parts of the
service which require a minyan. This in itself required
a compromise on the part of the women who resent the
implication that a minyan can only be made up of 10
men. For the Orthodox women involved in the group
the compromise has often come in the form of
community difficulties and/or rebuffs. The three
women interviewed for this article were asked to
describe themselves as Jews and to speak about their
involvement in and experience of the group.

Shulamit Magnus: "At the conference Rivka
Haut from Brooklyn had this idea that we would go to
the Wall and have a women’s service. There were not
enough Orthodox women for her to organize and pull
it off on their own so she was forced to reach out to
non-Orthodox women. She also wanted it to be more
than just Orthodox women and a broader kind of
experience, so she started asking who would be willing
to go and to participate.

"Right away we started to hit the
denominational walls. There were many women who
wouldn’t go there because there’s a mechitzah there, and
there were other women, myself included, who said
they could not participate in a group where women are
not counted. 1 was raised Orthodox, and 1 helped
found the Orthodox Women’s Tefillah Group, but I had
passed out of that and felt I could not go back. That's
what I said when they asked me to lead davening; but
I did say I would read Torah because I love to read

Torah and that to me did not involve any violation of
my self.
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"Ultimately what it meant for me was a way to
reclaim that place that I love dearly; I had felt I could
not go there alone and be whole as both a Jew anc; a
woman, but I hoped that with a group of women going
to daven as a group I would not have to park my self-
esteem in order to pray there. In fact, that is wh.at that
experience was for me; it was just an opening of
floodgates of religious emotion and connection that
were blocked before and allowed to open. It was truly
a transcendent experience. :

"It was absolutely marvelous, even with all \fhe
lunacy that started to happen on the men’s side, which
was quite frightening. But I consciously shut that out
so I could have a few moments there of something
wonderful.

“Then a group of Jerusalem women continued
to go to the Kotel. Initially I didn’t go because I
thought it. would be another Orthodox Women’s
Tefillah Group and I didn’t feel I could do that on a
regular basis. So I didn’t go the first time, in January,
but when I heard that they were very badly attacked I
felt I could not stay home. I was always afraid every
time I went, but what I got was, first of all, an intense
bonding to the other women doing this, who were an
extraordinary bunch of women whom I came to respect
immensely and for whom I have boundless loyalty and
affection. And that compensatedfor a lot of my
discomfort with praying as a tefillsh group. And we
did have some lovely tefillot. Despite everything going
on around us, we did daven.”

“.
It was absolutely marvelous, even with

all the lunacy that started to happen
on the men’s side, which was quite
frightening.

Geela Rayzel Robinson: " was at the
conference so I was part of the decision to go to the
Wall the first time. I was really caught up in the
excitement. I led Pesukei Dezimrah (introductory
psalms) and it was such a high. It was a very exciting
thing to be a part of.

"Then I was in the Rosh Chodesh group that
met a week later and decided to go to the Wall. I see
myself as a feminist who is bringing Judaism into the
New Age, and I sing and try to keep people
entertained along the way so they won't notice the
pain. When I started out in the group I was going to
daven but it became clear to me that it was not a place
I could daven, with all the screaming and noise. 1 kept
going as a statement of solidarity and political action.




“Also I see the group helping to shape the
policies of the State of Israel. Israel is young still and
has lessons to learn. I think this is going to raise the
consciousness of the State and help bring religion up as
an issue among feminists, and feminism as an issue
among the religious. I think it took a lot of brave
souls. I was really honored and excited and challenged
to be a part of that."

I was so impressed with their sincerity
and their sensitivity not to make the
whole thing political.

Barbara Wachs: "I grew up in Boro Park (New
York) which was really modern Orthodoxy. I am
currently Shomeret Shabbat (Sabbath-observant) and a
havurah member in an egalitarian traditional minyan.
Ideologically 1 am committed to egalitarianism, but I
have never actively participated in the minyan, possibly
because I don’t have a good voice and my feeling was
always that if I was going to participate I wanted to be
perfect, so I never felt comfortable participating in the
leadership.

"l got involved in the Women of the Wall
initially out of outrage. I was at the conference and I
didn’t go to the first tefillah in December because I
thought it was a gimmick of the women.

"But after the women were attacked I decided
to go. TI'm very straight and I knew some of the
women by sight who were involved and I was very
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skeptical. But I went to a meeting, to see who these
women were, and I was very touched. I was so
impressed with their sincerity and their sensitivity not
to make the whole thing political.

"So 1 began going on a regular basis on Friday
mornings, and while I started going to show solidarity
for the women, it became for me.a spiritual experience.
I found the courage in this group to stand up and lead
the davening! I would never have dreamed of it. And
before I left to return to the States I read from Torah.

L
This group caused the Kotel to be a
holy place. It returned the kedushah.

"That was very special, both reading and the
fact that I even wanted to do it. The Kotel used to be
a place I hated with a passion because I always felt
there was no place for me. I need a group for

kavanah. So the fact that I had no group to daven there
with was awful.

"This group caused the Kotel to be a holy
place. It returned the kedushah."

Cindy Olshér is an Assistant Edjtor of Neshama.

Yotser Or

Marthajoy Aft

shabbat shalom. going home.
though Chicago’s no longer home,
for me.
living in Boston long time now.
seventeen years.
and yet, somehow,
in exile.
seems only place to feel shalaym
is in Your city.
my real home is
the Wall.
well. that’s
where my soul resides, v
flies at night while body sleeps,
returning
each dawn.

yawn.
time for bed.
sun’s rising
in Jerusalem.

Marthajoy Aft is a consultant with the Bureau of Jewish
Education in Boston.
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Midrash of Our Mothers

| Rebekah'’s Cry No. |

While Rebekah is pregnant i'ogues," says Gen. Rab. 63:4,‘ "and this

with Jacob and Esau who struggle in righteous woman who came forth

her womb, she cries out, Im ken lama
zeh anokhi? ("I this be so, why do I
exist?")--an existential question, to say
the least.

Something extraordinary was
happening within her. Whenever she
passed by the doors of the schools of
Shem and Eber (the pre-Torah Torah
scholars mentioned in Genesis Rabbah),
Jacob "moved convulsively in his
efforts to come to birth,” but whenever
she passed by the gate of a pagan
temple, Esau "moved convulsively in
his efforts to come to birth" (Gen. Rab.
63:6).

When Rebekah, like her great-
aunt Sarah, was barren, she, unlike
Sarah, had a husband who prayed for
them to have children. Sarah,
according to Rashi, rebuked Abraham
for praying for himself to have children.
Isaac, however, "stood in one corner
and prayed while she stood in the
other corner and prayed." Isaac’s
entreating God "reversed her destiny”
(Gen. Rab. 63:5), as -they prayed
"opposite each other."

Why was Isaac’s prayer so
important? Rashi says, "There is no
comparison between the prayer of a
righteous person who is the child of a
righteous person and the prayer of a
righteous person who is the child of a
wicked person..She was the daughter
of a wicked man, sister of a wicked
man, and her native place was of
wicked people, and yet she did not
learn from their doings.”

"Her father was a rogue, and
her brother was a rogue, and the
people of her town were likewise
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among them might well be compared
to ‘a lily among the thorns’ ...the whole
population were included in the
category of rogues.”

Rashi and Ibn Ezra deal with
Rebekah’s question on the level of
asking about such a - difficult
pregnancy. “"She asked whether this
was the normal course of childbearing,
feeling that something extraordinary
was happening.” If the pain of
pregnancy is so great, she asked, why
is it that I longed and prayed to
become pregnant?

The Midrash (Gen. Rab. 63:6)
says she went around to women’'s
houses, asking them if they suffered so
much in pregnancy. "If the pain of
pregnancy be so great, would that I
had not become pregnant!"

Rabbi Nehemia believed that
"Rebekah merited that the 12 tribes
should spring directly from her," and
lists 12 phrases that God says to her.
Rabbi Huna claimed that she said, "If I
am to produce the 12 tribes only with
such suffering, would that I had not
conceived!”

Nachmanides sees her plight as
more existential. "Life was unbearable
for her, and she wanted to die," he
says. She asked, "Why am I in the
world? Would that I did not exist,
that I should die or never have come
into existence.”

Rebekah’s Cry No. 2 will be the topic of
the next "Midrash of Our Mothers."







