Birkhat Ha-Gomel: A Study in
Cultural Context and Halakhic Practice

ROCHELLE L. MILLEN

“IF THERE'S NOTHING MORE POWERFUL THAN AN
idea whose time has come, there is nothing more ubiquitously pervasive than
an idea whose time won't go."' These words clearly articulaie the dilemma not
only of feminism in general, but also of Jewish feminism in particular. The idea
whose time has come is twofold: the communal acknowledgement of the value
of that which is distinctly feminine; and the religious recognition of woman as
a public person. The notions whase time won't go are the canverse: the lack,
and downgrading. of rituals that celebrate the uniquely femining, and the insis-
tence in Lradmonal circles that woman'’s public (religious) role, even when

plicity p d ded, or required by Halakhah, is not 10 be en-
couraged normught nor spoken about The deeply ingrained axiom of rabbinic
law, that the pnivate sphere is more appropriately woman’s.? has been relent-
lessly dissected. analyzed, and attacked by feminists and social theorists of all
persuasions.* These scholars question whether women should function less in
the public sphere and more in the private arena. Hllegitimate argumentation to
this effect can raise the status quo to the level of prescriptive law. This argu-
mentation is founded on several premises, primary among which is the notion
that wornen may form relationships differently from men.* This observalion is
then viewed as an established fact which can validly be used to justify legal
decisions. Thus an ithicit causal connection is established in both religious law
and general socielal attitudes El of cultural develop t and historical
context are downplayed, as what was the norm in social behavior becomes the
norm forever and absolutedy.

The blessing of birkhat ha-gomel and the laws surrounding its recitation
provide a paradig case ill £ the reluctance of religious leaders to
inplement the very laws to which they claim adherence by basing halakhic
decisions on this illegitimate or narrow type of legal reasoning. Burkhat ha-
gomed is 3 blessing to be said upon emerging safcly from a situation of danger
At onc time. it scems to have been recited publicly by women after childbirth
The Jaw requiring a woman lo recite birkhot hagonel recoghizes woman's
autonomy and personhood and acknowledges her uniquely female contribution
to the ongoing reproduction of society. The unwillingness of many communi-
ties under the influence of their rabbis 1o actualize women's recitation of birkhat
ha-gomel, especially afier childbinth, manifests a deceply ingrained animus
against and discomfort wilth woman as an autonomous human being having a
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distinctive function and being 3 public person | will give the background to
hirkhat hagomel. avalyze some of the halakhic issucs involved. discuss the
responsa specifically about women, and briefly remark upon some curremt syna-
goguc practices.

Birkhat ha-gomel, ot the bencdiction for detiverance from a situation of
danger, is one of the blessings of thanksgiving, or birkhol hoda 'ah, that praiscs
God for the good (or bad) which befall a person, The Babylonian Talmud states:

There are four [classes of people] who have to offer thanksgaving: those who
have crassed the sca, thoae who have iraversed the wilderness, one who has
recovered from an illness, and a prisoner who has been sct free . .. And he must
ulter his thanksgiving in the presence of ten, as it is wriften, "Let them exalt
Him in the assemrbly (kahal} of the people (T's 107:32)7 (Berakhol S4b, Soncito
translation, 1960 )

The person offering the blessing states, “Blessed is God who besiows
loving-kindnesses,” while the assembly of people responds, “God who has be-
stowed all good upon you will yet bestow all good upon you, Seiah.” According
to some carly authorilics * birkhat ha-gomel is said in place of the korban todah,
or the ancient sacrifice of thanksgiving

‘Two textual poims of importance must be noted First, the commentary
says fzrikhin, “have to” or “must,” rather than hayavin, “obligated.” although
here the meaning of the twa terms is very close The distinction appears to be
that failure to implement an obligation is considered a sin of omission, while
the non-performance of a strongly recommendcd mifzvah docs not carry the
same legal weight, What is the import of this for women? It scoms omission is
not as importan! as failure to perform a mitrvah. or commandment. This leads
the way to women neglecting 10 say the blessing or even being barred from it
Second, the text states that birkhat ha-gomel inusL be recited in the presence of
ten, using as proofiext Ibe verse in Psalms, ~Let them exalt God in the assembly
of people.” The phrase kaha! “am, or “assenibly of people™ is considered to
consist of 1en,” but some authoritics specify that 1t refers only 1o ten men, not 1o
ten persons. This distinction has important practical implications for the reci-
tation of birkhat ha-gomel by women.

The long-held custom has been for a person who has been delisered from
danger 10 say birkhat ka-gomel inthe synagogie after (he reading of the Tosah,
there tecn men (persons) are gathered.® The four situations of danger described
in 1he Talmud apply to all persans. male or female: hence both men and women
are required (0 say the blessing. A woman afier childbirth is considered one
who has recovered from anillness, i ¢, in the third category, as indicated by the
special prayer for a new mother ‘s well-being made in the synagogue after child-
bitth.® This means all women after childbirth (in addition to the other circum-
stances described in the text). according to the law, ought 10 recite birkhat ha-

gomel. However, there are conflicting legal (halakhic) opinions concerning
thi-
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The Magen Avraham,” one of the “later authorities,” or aharonim." wrote
a commentary on the legal code of the fifteenth ceniury, the Shulhan Arukh (Set
Table)." In it he comments upon the words of a contemporary, Rabbi Haim
Benvenisti, whose legal work is known as the Keneset ha-Gedolah . Benvenisti
states:

1 am astonished at the universal custom that women do not say the blessing of
Sirkhat ha-gomel. It scems to me that this custom is in error, sinee gomel is a
biessing of thanksgiving, and who exempted women from this [type of] blessing?
And if {the custom of omission exists] because one must recite it [the blessing)
before len [men}, and it is not honorable for a woman to stand before men, since
“all glorious s the King's daughter within the palace, ™ this argument is not
adequate to cxempt a womnan from her obligation to recite this blessing. One
may recile it without ten micn, and therefore she should say it before onc man or
several woinen '

The Magen Avrahain’s comment is: “Perhaps [the authorities] refused to
permit women’s recitation of this blessing because it is an option (reshur).” '*
Severai implications can be drawn from the interpretations of Benvenisti and
the Magen Avraham

First, both are surprised at the fact that Jewish women did not recite
birkhat ha-gomel. From this can be deduced that their reading of the sources is
that women should say birkhat ha-gomel. Thal is, they are noling a discrep-
ancy between prescription and sociological descripiion, viz., the status quo, the
lived religious life in the seventeenth-century Polish and Turkish Jewish com-
munitics.

Second, Benvenisti attempts to explain the rcason for the “mistaken cus-
tom” of women not reciting birkhat ha-gomel. Clearly, according to the source,
women should not be exempt from its recitation. If one follows the opinion that
one must say birkhat ha-gomel in a congregation of ten men, one may observe
that this usually is not done by women. The customary separation of the gen-
ders in traditional Judaism has nurturcd the concept that it is inappropriate—
even shameful -—for 2 woman to perform or speak (even a prayer) in public
before men, However, there are aliernative ways of facilitating the recitation'”
of birkhat ha-gome! by women. The recitation of birkhat ha-gomel takes prior-
ity over presumied considerations of modesty and public recitation. The impli-
cation intended may be that woman can recite the blessing before ten men. If
she, however, or the men, deem it improper, then the other options of saying
birkhat ha-gomel before a group of women or a single man ought to be used.'®

Third, there is an obvieus difference of opinion between the two authori-
tics as o the nature of the requirement to recite birkhat ha-gomel. According o
Benvenisti. the llmuksgmng c\prcssod to God i isan obligation; he states: *
this arg [of the i desty ot dish of a woman smndmg
before ten menj is not adequate to exempt a woman from her obligation' to
recite this blessing.™ He intensilics the more ambiguous “must™ or “needs 10™
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in Berakhol, the original text, interpreting it as “is obligated to,” which has
much stronger implications. The Magen Avraham, however, in attempting to
undersiand the obvious disparity between what secmed to be a theoretical re-
quirement—that women say the blessing after childbirth and at other appropri-

ale times—bul in fact was not observed in practi that rabbinic au-
thorities did not permit® women to recite the blessing since it was optional
(reshut), and iled the problem of the questionable propriety of a woman

saying it before ten men. Otherwise, the custom of woman refraining from
reciting birkhat ha-gomel rematns for him both puzzling and illogical.

The halakhic argumentation on this issue continued into our century.
The Kaf Ha-Haim.” whose lcgal compendium was written for the twentieth-
century Sephardic ¢ itics of Baghdad and Jerusalein, says the foll

ng:

Wornen are obligated in birkhat ha-gomel . . . but it is not for her to make the
hlessing before ten jmen] like a man does, since it is not honorable for a woman
to stand before men. Thercfore she should recite the blessing from the women's
gallery in the synagogue so ten men in the synagogue will hear her, or before ten
of her [male] relatives and friends: if not, she should say the blessing without
God’s name ¥

The assumption here is that kahal-‘am, or “asseinbly of the people,” is
constituted only by ten men. For were a woman to recite the blessing before a
group not containing ten males, God's name would be omitted, as is the cusiom
in Judaism where a blessing requires the presence of the “community.”

In contrast are the words of the late-ni h, carly-t icth century
rabbinic authority, Rabbi Mcir Ha-Cohen, who authored {and is known as) the
AMishnah Berurah:®

1t is a widespread custom that women do not recite birkhrat ha-gomel, snd the
reason is that it is said before ten {men] and to do so is not the way of women;
but there are those who have written that # is correct that she should recite the
blessing before ten [men]-- at the very least before women and one man ™

Severat conclusions may be drawn from the above. First, from the carlier au-
thoritics’ astonishment that women dld not recite the blessing, which was sccn
as an obligation, comces the vi t that its bservance is wid
Thus is validaled the concept lh'll the longer an action or behavior is main-
tained as standard and expected ideal practice. even if it violales the original
prescribed obsen ance, the more likely it will becosue normative (real). Second,
the Mishnah Berurah obviously defines kahal- ‘am as consisting of cither fen
men or a group of women and at lcast onc man. This is different from the
earlicr opinion of the Kaf Ha-Haim, for whom kahal-‘am (the community) is
only a male category.

A somewhat earlicr authority, writing in the nincteenth century and known
as the Arukh Ha-Shuthan,* expresses a viewpoint both similar to and different
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from these two perspectives. He states:

1L is cuslomary for women not 1o recile birkhat ha-gomel and there is no reason
Jor this |emphasis mine]. It only scems to be because the cusfom is to say the
blessing during the Torah reading; therefbre [people]| imagine that women are
not obligated in this blessing. Thus il is correet that women should recite the
blessing. Perhaps (the reason women don’t recite it is] because if is wrilten “in
an assombly of people” |be-kahal ‘am), and women arc not designated as kahat
and 1o recite the blessing before ten men is improper and therefore women were
prevented from doing it*

As in the earlier cilations, the Arukh Ha-Shuthan is trying to understand
why women did not observe what for him is an obvious obligation and consti-
tutcs correct religious behavior.

From the confusion about what women should do and what women in
fact did arose the custorn for a husband to recite birkhat ha-geme! for his wife
after childbirth. Halakhic austhoritics wavered on accepling this innovation,
some asserting its wrongfulness, since the man has no obligation and the woman
is an autonomous person. Others proclaimed the appropriatencss of a husband
acting in his wife’s behalf, based on the principle of ishio ke-gufo (“his wile is
as himseIf").”

Several things can be lcarned from this survey of responsa. First, all the
cited authorilies agree that wemen ought to recite birkhat ha-gomel, and are
forced to find an explanation for the custom among women in most Jewish
comrwnities not to do so. Some of the reasons given secm somewhal contrived,
but they constitute legitinate aticmpts to make sense of socioreligious behavior
(hat contravenes prescribed law. In the development of Hatakhal, there are
many examples of culfural factors influencing the non-actualization of a law
deenied ideal from a theoretical framework. In the area of women and Halakhah,
for instance, three or more women are obligaled or have the option (there are
two opinions) of saying the grace afler meals, or birkhat ha-mazon, with an
introduction called zimun. However, until the tast two decades or so, zimun for
women was hardly ever ulilized. Many halakhic authorities from the easly Middle
Ages on question (he discrepancy between the talmudic sources and the aclual
behavior of women, resorting even to assuming that the ignerance of women is
a substantial contributing factor.®® In altempting to understand why ceriain
observances—or lack of them—are different from their anticufation in rabbinic
sources, commentators on these sources were compel led 10 recognize the power
and pervasiveness of cultural attitudes.™

Second, the expectation that women ought to recite this blessing mani-
fests an understanding—howcever faint by our standards—of woman as au-
tonomous person. It is clear from the responsa that there is either an obligation
or strongly-bascd cuslom for a woman to say birkhat ha-gomel. No one can acl
for her. Woman is perceived as a full spirilual being whose relationship with
God must be molded by her own efforts. Therefore others cannot act on her

Reprinted with permission from Judaism, published by the American Jewish Congress.
Jewish Action

BIRKHAT HA-GUMEL : 21>

behalf. The ideal forin of the 1aw on hirkhat ha-gomet rccognizes the responsi-
bility woman has to speak in her own voice: her personhood is affirmed. This is
so despite the limitations on women’s independence and antonomy cvident in
other arcas.*

Third, the reasons in the responsa why women customarily fail 10 recite
birkhat ha-gomel hinge on (he public/private question: Can a woman recite
the blessing publicly before ten men? This theme, which appears in various
forms in all the responsa cited, relates to the discomfort of men with women in
the public sphere. This discomfort is the result of many factors: the strict differ-
entiation of gender roles; and the illegitimate extrapolation of value from this
fact. That is, since the work of the world has been divided into tasks suitable
exclusively for nien and others exclusively for women, the world ought always
to be so structured. An additional variable is that women thus become vnaccus-
tomed to the public role, and men to secing and accepling women as compeltent
public persons. Finally, and perhaps most essentially, is (he hicrarchy of power,
of weikness, subiission. and passivity as opposcd to initiative, domination,
and action. There is a strong sexual basis to this hicrarchy; the cultural limita-
tions placed on womanhood can be scen 1o derive from a fear of the power of
female sexwality and nurturance.™ This, in turn, may be a projection of the
nale’s fear of his own sexuality. Somchow (he world scems safer and less threat-
ening when both men and women know their proper places. The public arena
is normative, as is maleness, women, relegated 1o the private sphere. are “other.”
And “otherness,”™ as Simone de Beanvoir saw most clcarly, implics alienation
from power.’? Lastly, a study of Ul responsa demanstrates that what peopic
actuatly do has a significant impact on how religious law. custom, and colture
develop. Tradition is the outcome of a dialectical process involving law, cus-
fom, and cultural context. The religious view that Taw alone determines prac-
tice is demonsirated to be untruc in the above analysis.

Why has the recitation of birkhat ha-gomel by women almost completely
atrophicd? Especially afler chitdbirth. it seems to me, the blessing of thanks-
giving offers a unique oppertunity for the proclanation of the vatue of a dis-
tinctly fenunine expericnce and contribution to society. Among Lubavilch
Hasidim, women after childbirth routinely recite birkhat ha-gome! in the syna-
gogue during the Torah reading: the same is true in some synagogues in lIs-
racl.? On occasion it has boen done elsewhere ™ Bul birkhat ha-gomel for woimen
remains a “special request” eption. Among mainstream traditional Jews, it is
not recited as a matter of course and is stifl not expected and accepled practice
Among the Conscrvative synagogues 1 polled, rabbis 10ld mc they don’t have
enough alivot (i.e. stops in the Torah reading when a person is called vp (o
offer the blessing on the Toralt).™ or wonen don’t need to recite hirkhat ha-
gomel since they are more publicly involved in the Consenvative serviee; or the
rabbis only inform certain women for whom the blessing would be “meaning-
ful” about the option of reciting it These seem 1o be weak excuses for more
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powerful underlying detcrminants. It must be noted that in many Conscrvative
synagogues, men do not routincly say hirkhat ha-gomel cither. Perhaps deco-
rum is valued more highly than giving the opportunity (to congregants) to offer
the prayer of birkhat ha-gomel. Certainly calling extra pcople up to the Torah
Iengthens the service and increases the possibility of noise and distraction from
the reading. Or perhaps the motivation is absent duc to lack of awarcness. The
middlc-aged daughter of a prominent Conservative cantor told me she never
heard of reciting birkhat ha-gomel after childbirth, and rarely saw the blessing
said af all in her father s synagogue. Obviously, not knowing led to not doing.
But young people. it scems, were deliberately not taught. Birkhat ha-gomel
appears lo have a low priority in some Conservative synagogues.

For Jewish women involved in the tradition, the “idca whose time has
come” is the regular recitation of birkhat ha-gomel. in all designated situa-
tions, but especially after childbirth. The “idea whose time won’t go™ is the
ambivalence-—in both modern Orthodox and Conservative synagogues—to-
ward making such recitation a usual, accepted, expected part of the communal
prayer experience. The mythology of woman as private rather than public per-
son lingers on—not only in the religious literature, but also in decply ingrained
socictal altitudes.*

For centurics the parallct oppositions of inncr/outer space. female/male,
naturc/culture, home/socicty, nurture/action, emotional/rationat, recipicnt/giver
have framed our cultural outlock. They remain often unarticulated assump-
tions of social, religious, and cullural history, and have decply influenced the
notion in Judaism that woman's intrinsic nature is private ¥

In the Jewish fegal tradition, however, women are not routincly treated as
non-persons. Can we then infer that much of the climination of women from
public prayer-—in fact the neglect of women's prayer in general™--in the
responsa is more culturally than icgally mandated?

The discussion of birkhat ha-gomel demnonstrates that the myth of woman
as privatc person is not an idea held sacred in the reponsa. It is an idea whose
time must go, to make room for those idcas whose time has come. What must
g0 is our interpretation of cultural custom as the absolute law, what must come
is a more thorough scarch of the law to find support for new or renewed behav-
tors thal more accurately reflect its versatility and variations.™
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