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IN MEMORIAM  

Rabbi Emanuel Rackman
By Blu Greenberg

W ith the passing of Rabbi Rackman, zatzal, the world has lost a man of great moral courage; the
Jewish people, a fierce defender; the denominations, a promoter of internal unity; the Ortho-
dox community, a model of Torah, derekh eretz and ethical standards; and Jewish women, a

singular rabbinic champion of their causes. And my family lost a dear friend, for Rabbi Rackman and
my father, zatzal, were close friends since college days and daily havruta for 32 years.  

Rabbi Rackman was a great friend of JOFA. He was a presenter at the opening plenary of the first
international conference in 1997 and he continued to attend JOFA conferences for as long as his health
permitted. He did not come late to Jewish women’s issues. Long before JOFA, before agunah activists,
and even before the fledgling Jewish feminist movement of the 60’s, he spoke and wrote about the
problem of the abandoned wife. He saw the situation as one of injustice, and it deeply pained him that
his beloved Judaism could be complicit.  Not satisfied with hand wringing in the face of injustice, he
called for halakhic transformation and repair. 

After several decades of speaking out for agunot and seeing no response to his plea for a global
halakhic solution, Rabbi Rackman, together with several other rabbis, created the Beit Din L’Inyanei
Agunot. The sole function of this special court was to release women held in marriage against their
wills by recalcitrant and oftentimes blackmailing husbands. The methodologies the dayanim used were
not standard ones; but they had been used by earlier halakhists and were thus available as precedents.
Particularly, the beit din relied on the broad Talmudic principle of mekah ta’ut, a mistaken transaction.
If a transaction was found later to be based on false information, it became retroactively void and the
purchase price had to be returned. As had others before him, Rabbi Rackman loosely applied this prin-
ciple to certain marital transactions. If a marriage was based on false pretense, such as man hiding the
fact that he was gay, impotent, prone to violence or had a criminal record, the marital bond was con-
sidered invalid ab initio. There was no need for a get and the agunah could be released.   

Rabbi Rackman searched for other precedents as well. I recall a phone conversation with him in the
1990’s in which I heard a distinct thrill in his voice. He had come upon a teshuva, by Rabbi Moshe
Rozin, a 20th century posek [Sheilat Moshe] that pointed to a new support to release an agunah. It
was the umdenah, the rabbinic estimate of what would have been in the mind of a particular person
in a time past had that person known certain facts. The particulars of this teshuva were that a man and
a woman had married and almost immediately,  he committed suicide by drinking poison. His broth-
er, the levirate husband who could release her through the halitzah ritual, was nowhere to be found.
For seven years she remained an agunah. Rabbi Rozin posited an umdenah on both counts: – had she
known the husband had no intention of marrying for life and had she known that the brother would
not be available to release her, the rabbis assume that she would not have entered into marriage and
thus the ceremony of seven years earlier was considered invalid. 

Rabbi Rackman saw in these methodologies a halakhic way to secure justice for agunot. In his eyes,
a single case of iggun in the community was intolerable. He came under censure from certain Ortho-
dox colleagues for taking alternative, minority decisions and acting upon them, but he was committed
to halakha as a living, ethical system and could do no less. When several colleagues tried to challenge
his authority by asking to see his case work, he objected, saying ‘No other beit din is required to 
publish its cases, and the principle exists that one beit din should respect the work of another. They are
asking me to publish in order to invalidate my releases and I won’t let that happen.’ He was not naïve.
He had political savvy but no rancor, no pettiness. His politics were about the cause, not about 
personalities.

On the larger canvas of his life, too, his actions and words were all about justice, about a principle
of equality for the disenfranchised, about mutual respect, about care for the downtrodden, about the
beauty and ethics of Judaism, about the capacity of a living halakha to carry us with righteousness and
dignity on our walks through life.  

In the internet exchanges after his death, Rosalind Preston, feminist and leader of English Jewry
mused for all of us: “Will we ever see the likes of him again? 

Yehi zikhro barukh  

For the text of Blu Greenberg’s eulogy delivered at the funeral of Rabbi Rackman which gives a fuller view of his life and
work, visit www.afbiu.org and click on Remembering Rabbi Rackman at bottom left of page.
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Emerging Voices

A fairly well-known rabbi gave a
shiur to my class a few weeks ago.
Like any good speaker, he began

with a hook. He told my class about a
discussion regarding Shabbat he had led
at Camp Moshava a few summers ago.
When asked what was the first word
that came into their minds in relation to
“Shabbat,” many of the kids said,
“Don’t.” They felt that Shabbat was
simply a giant restriction. 

Interestingly, I don’t ever remember
having that kind of relationship with
Shabbat. My Shabbat has always been
comprised of all the things I love best. 

Starting in second grade, my friends
and I studied mishnayot on Shabbat. 
We used to sit in the shul library during
se’udah shlishit, learning and joking and
driving our teacher (my friend’s father)
absolutely crazy. He walked out on us a
couple of times, but he always came
back. Between first and fifth grade (at
which point we all branched off to do
our own studying in preparation for
becoming B’not Mitzvah), we miracu-
lously covered about four tractates. 

Those elementary school years set my
standard for what every Shabbat ought
to include: family time, good food,
engaging tefillot, friends, and learning.
Nearly ten years later, I’m now a senior
in high school. My Shabbat still includes
all of the above, plus a significant help-
ing of sleep. 

My whole family davens Kabbalat
Shabbat and Ma’ariv together, and then
we sit down to a sumptuous meal. We
talk about Torah, the goings-on in our
own lives, and world events and politics
(which was particularly fun last March,
when all four of us supported different
presidential candidates). When dinner is
over, I generally nap in a chair after a
failed attempt to read a book or news-
paper. Later, I remove my contact lenses
and go to bed. 

On Shabbat morning, I wake up early
and go to hashkama minyan. Afterward,
a friend and I run youth groups for chil-
dren in grades one to four. We daven,

talk about the parasha, and play games.
I don’t find this activity particularly
meaningful, but as I (and my parents)
benefited from these groups when I was
younger, I feel compelled to give back to
the community. 

However, I always wish that I could
daven with my synagogue’s main min-
yan, which is wonderful. The women
stand beside the men, but a step higher.
The step on the women’s side of the
mehitza is surprisingly helpful, because
with it, we are equal in height to the
men. The davening, leyning, and speech-
es are of a high quality, and there is rela-
tively little talking. Anyone can give a
d’var Torah, including women and
young people. The key is having some-
thing worthwhile to say. 

Kiddush is the social hour, and my
friends and I make plans for the after-
noon, which we will all inevitably sleep
through. After lunch, a sixth grader, who
is preparing for her Bat Mitzvah, comes
over my house. She’s going to be one of
the first Women’s Tefilla B’not Mitzvah
celebrated during Shaharit at my shul
(the norm is Minhah), and I teach her
how to lead the davening. Along with
the finer points of Hebrew vowels, we
discuss questions of greater interest: why
Women’s Tefilla includes certain parts of
davening, but not barkhu, kaddish, or
hazarat hashatz; why we call Torah
reading “limmud Torah” and how that
makes sense with the blessings we recite
before and after Torah reading; and so
on and so forth. 

Some weeks, my mother and I walk
back to synagogue mid-afternoon for a
Women’s Tefilla Minhah. The women in
my community have uncommonly good
voices, and the service is always beauti-
ful. After Minhah, a woman gives a d’var
Torah about the parasha or in relation to
an upcoming holiday or event. This is a
chance for any woman in the communi-
ty, whether she has a strong or a weak
Jewish education, to share some Torah. 

My regular Shabbat is filled with
learning and teaching Torah. Occasion-

ally, I have what I would term an “irreg-
ular” Shabbat. From a patriotic Reform
Temple with services conducted in Eng-
lish to Sephardi synagogues with divrei
Torah and piyyutim in Portuguese, to a
Danish shul celebrating two B’nai Mitz-
vah and two B’not Mitzvah on one Shab-
bat (with 14 aliyot), to a haredi shteibl
with floor-to-ceiling, wooden, sound-
proof mehitza, I’ve spent Shabbat in a
wide variety of communities. 

While this variety has generally been
enriching, I found the last experience
frankly disturbing. As my friend and I
walked into the shteibl on Friday night,
we found men in the ezrat nashim (here
a separate room connected by a wall of
curtained windows). Apparently no
women ever go to shul on Friday night,
so the teenage boys daven there. Upon
our arrival, the boys quickly cleared out.
We davened alone, struggling to hear the
shaliah tzibbur.

Our hosts had invited another family
to dinner that night. The father was a
rabbi and the mother a preschool
teacher, and they had two boys and two
girls. Throughout dinner, the father
called on his sons to give a d’var Torah
or recite the chapter of Mishnah they
had studied recently. The daughters and
their mother spoke about cooking, cloth-
ing, and school. Torah, it appeared, was
only for the men. 

I was shocked.
At my school and in my home, women

study Talmud with as much dedication as
the men. In my community, women come
to shul, participate in davening, and are
full-fledged members of the community.
Women give divrei Torah and shiurim.
Women may serve as president of the shul
and make the announcements. Women
bentch gomel and say kaddish. I always
imagined that women of our generation
who didn’t have these measures of equal-
ity would…well…want them. 

That is what set this Shabbat experi-
ence apart from the other irregular 
experiences. It baffled me that the

It’s Not About The Don’ts: Shabbat Possibilities 
By Leah Sarna

We welcome future submissions
from all high school students.
Please contact www.jofa.org.

...continued on page 40
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The Tzena U’Rena of 
Our Foremothers 

Beginning in the 17th
century, Ashkenazi
women traditional-

ly studied a text called
Tzena U’rena on Shabbat
afternoon and would
read it to their children.
In many memoirs, indi-
viduals wrote of the
tremendous impact that
this text had on their reli-
gious development and
knowledge. 

Taking its title from the
Song of Songs (3:11),
which enjoins the daugh-
ters of Zion “to go out
and see,” the Tzena U’re-
na was a Yiddish transla-
tion of the Pentateuch,
haftarot, and Five
Megillot with midrashic
and aggadic interpreta-
tions. Written by Yaakov
ben Yitzhak Ashkenazi,
the earliest existing print-
ed edition dates from Basel in 1622. The text was reprinted
more than 200 times in Yiddish and translated into other lan-
guages. It was immensely popular, becoming known as the
“Woman’s Bible,” and many women claimed it as their ency-
clopedia of Jewish knowledge. Through this work, Jewish
women (and many men) who could not read Hebrew or Ara-
maic came to be familiar with midrashim, commentaries
such as that of the 13th century Rabbeinu Bahya, kabbalistic
works, and many other traditional Jewish texts. From the
end of the 17th through the 18th century, many editions of
the Tzena U’rena were printed with woodcut illustrations,
which were intended to help women understand the meaning
of the stories. 

Thankfully, we are way past the time when we need pic-
tures to explain the meaning of biblical stories. Whereas in
the past, only a few women had access to the original texts
of our tradition, in contemporary society all Jewish women
have access to the multiplicity of our texts, both in the orig-
inal Hebrew and Aramaic and in the many available transla-
tions and scholarly editions. Today we have the added bene-
fit of internet resources, which are growing exponentially in
number. Now women – both those with strong textual skills
who have had the benefit of a good Jewish education and
those to whom the sources are less familiar – can fix times for
learning on Shabbat, through individual study and in shiurim
and learning groups. In this way we can continue the tradi-
tion of our foremothers and enhance the holiness and joy of
Shabbat.  

Frontispiece of Tzena U’rena   
Metz 1768.

Courtesy of the Library of 
the Jewish Theological 

Seminary.

The Judenstern

Halakha tells us nothing about the structure or design of
Shabbat lamps. Although we talk generically about “can-
dle lighting,” Shabbat lights were not always candles or

candelabra. In the ancient world, clay bowls were probably
used as oil lamps, and some had more than one spout for mul-
tiple wicks. It is thought that hanging lamps developed in the
Middle Ages from the simple hanging bowl. These hanging
lamps were found in the homes of both European Jews and
non-Jews, although Jews also used them for ritual lighting on
Shabbat and holidays.

By the 16th century, non-Jews no longer used these lamps in
their homes, switching to wax candles. Yet, the hanging lamp
continued to be used in Jewish homes and came to be known as
the Judenstern or Jewish star. Made of bronze or cast brass, the
Judenstern had a star-shaped container for wicks with oil sus-
pended from a shaft and a drip pan below to catch the dripping
fuel. Often the lamp hung over the dining table, suspended by a
ratchet that could be raised and lowered. All week it would hang
close to the ceiling; for Shabbat it would be lowered. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, in Jewish communities in 
Germany, Italy, Holland, and England one could find very elab-
orate hanging lamps made of silver and some made of pewter.
Yet, the basic form of the lamp remained unchanged.  

Candlesticks began to be used in Jewish homes in the 17th
century and for a long time it seems that families would light
both candlesticks and hanging lamps for Shabbat.

Images of hanging lamps are found in German medieval
manuscripts, and later, we see their prevalence in many illus-
trated books of Jewish customs printed in Ashkenazi commu-
nities. Even in the nineteenth century, all the paintings of
domestic scenes by the celebrated painter Moritz Oppenheim
show hanging lamps. The earliest hanging lamps that we are
sure were owned by Jews date from the 17th century. Howev-
er, one in the Jewish Museum in New York dates from the 14th
century and was found in the Jewish quarter of a city near
Cologne in Germany, although Jewish ownership cannot be
confirmed. Another one, now in the Cathedral of the German
city of Erfurt, is decorated with biblical scenes (all from the
Hebrew Bible) and dates from the 12th century; some believe it
could be a Sabbath lamp. Similarly, a copper alloy hanging

lamp, found in an area of
London where Jews lived
before the 1290 Expulsion,
was recently identified as a
Sabbath lamp.

For a study of hanging
lamps see Hanging Sabbath
Lamps by Adi Dermer née
Blumberg z’l based on her sen-
ior project at Pelech High
School in Jerusalem in 1989,
(Hanging Sabbath Lamps by
Adi Blumberg, translated and
edited by Ariel Hurwich
Braun, Jerusalem: The Adi
Foundation, 2001/2005).

Brass Hanging Sabbath Lamp,
Germany, 19th century.

Courtesy of The Maurice Spertus
Museum of Judaica.



Shabbat in Phoenix
By Elana Bernstein Storch 

I grew up in a large family and busy household in New
York’s Upper East Side. On Friday afternoons my friends
and I would part ways to go home and help our mothers

prepare for Shabbat. Later, as we lit the candles we felt as if
we were re-creating the miracle of beriat ha’olam. Although
I always hoped that I would one day have a family to pass
these traditions on to, I never imagined that today I would be
re-creating this special feeling of holiness in the southwestern
desert of the United States. 

Our Shabbat candles here in Phoenix do not just create a
“palace in time” for ourselves; instead we have the privilege
of sharing Shabbat with a diverse population of wonderful
people who have never before been involved in this weekly
ritual that was woven into the fabric of our lives in the com-
munity in which I was raised. In Phoenix, Shabbat could eas-
ily pass by unnoticed. I was challenged to move here from
our comfortable and familiar surroundings on the East Coast
when I realized the potential role our family could play in
improving the quality of Jewish life in Arizona.

Throughout our 18 years in Arizona, we have invited
countless numbers of people into our home for a Shabbat
meal and have come to discover that many of them are new-
comers to the traditional Shabbat experience. They usually
sit down at the table and ask, “You do this every Friday
night?” They are astonished and intimidated at the thought
of re-creating this experience in their own homes.

Hence was born the notion of SHORTCUTS TO SHABBAT®

Through specially crafted seminars I have taken hundreds of

people through Shabbat preparation–from soup to sorbet. I
have taught women in the community to maintain a kosher
kitchen, bake hallah, and create Shabbat and holiday meals
with ease. My goal is to present simple shortcuts to what
looks like hours of work. I ask the participants to imagine
their kitchen as an art studio, a place of inspiration and
experimentation as they artfully arrange their menus and
platters. My friends always laugh when I tell them the words
my mother has lived by: “No one will ever write on your
tombstone, she made it all from scratch.”

Over the years, I have found that sharing the brightness of
our Shabbat candles and the tradition of Torah with others,
especially with people who are new to Sabbath observance,
has added to the specialness of our Day of Rest. It has also
given my children something invaluable. They quickly
learned that our “open door” policy on Shabbat and the con-
stant element of surprise in our guest list serve to enhance our
Shabbat and help us create a mikdash me’at–a little sanctu-
ary–within our own home. Through the act of lighting the
Shabbat candles, we not only inspire ourselves but also have
the opportunity of inspiring others to fulfill the mitzvot of
Shabbat. And that is a great gift.

Elana Bernstein Storch is the co-founder of the Jess Schwartz
Jewish Community High School, the first Jewish high school in
Arizona, and co-founder of The New Shul and KiDMa–The
Southwest Community. She is the creator of SHORTCUTS TO

SHABBAT® seminars and workshops. 

Birkat Habanot
Blessing of the Daughters

The traditional blessing for parents to give to their sons on Friday night is,
“May God make you like Ephraim and Menashe (the two sons of Joseph) and
for girls, “May God make you like Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel and Leah. Rabbi

Yehuda Henkin, a distinguished  halakhic authority in Jerusalem, uses a different
blessing for girls. Dissatisfied with the traditional blessing because it is not parallel
to that of the boys, he states that in the case of voluntary blessings there is no
halakhic problem in changing the wording. We do not bless the boys that they
should be like the Three Patriarchs (In Hebrew it is also not exactly parallel gram-
matically either.) Because of this, he substitutes “Yesimekh Otakh Elokim k’Rachel
ukh’Leah asher banu shtehem et Beit Yisrael–May God make you like Rachel and
Leah who together built the house of Israel.” 

This is based on Megillat Ruth, 4:11, “All the people who were at the gate said,
with the elders as witnesses: ‘May Elokim grant that the women who enter your
house be like Rachel and like Leah who both built the house of Israel.’” 

According to Rabbi Henkin, there is no reason given why boys are blessed to be
like Ephraim and Menashe, but he posits that it is probably because they lived
together in harmony unlike previous generations of brothers in Genesis. Although
the Torah records bitterness between Rachel and Leah, the Midrash asserts that
Rachel revealed her personal signs of identification to Leah to enable her sister to
be married first. Together with their maidservants Bilhah and Zilpah, they became
the mothers of Bnei Yisrael.

Emerging Voices
...continued from page 38

women didn’t seem to want to take part
in the study of Torah and didn’t seem
frustrated by their exclusion from that
study.  

Thanks to the work of my mother and
her generation, I grew up in a feminist
Jewish world. My Shabbat is a feminist
Jewish Shabbat. Anything else just does-
n’t feel like Shabbat. Yet my Shabbat
experience in the haredi community left
me with questions. Living a sheltered life
in a modern Orthodox, transdenomina-
tional klal Yisrael bubble, how inclusive
am I really? If I can only accept those to
my religious left, am I really as tolerant
as I think I am? 

Leah Sarna is a senior at Maimonides
School in Brookline, Massachusetts. She
attends Shaarei Tefilla in Newton, Mas-
sachusetts, and will be studying at
Migdal Oz next year.  40
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The ritual of candle lighting,
although incumbent on both men
and women, has historically been

associated with women. Visual evidence
for women’s role is found in illustrations
from early periods. In Eastern Europe,
women’s tombstones were traditionally
engraved with images of Shabbat lights
or candles, sometimes accompanied by a
woman’s hands blessing them. Today,
candle lighting is a mitzvah observed by
many women who do not observe other
religious rituals. While many married
women now share in kiddush and
hamotzi at the Shabbat table, few are
willing to give up being the one to light
the candles. 

Some sources characterize women’s
candle lighting as a rectification – a
tikkun – for Eve’s sin: just as the bibli-
cal figure diminished the light of the
world through her sin in the Garden of
Eden, women can return light to the
world through lighting Shabbat can-

dles. But there is another way to view
candle lighting. 

Those looking at candle lighting as a
reward can turn to kabbalistic sources
that view women as the bearers of life
and light to the world. As Shabbat
itself is a remembrance of creation,
zekher lema’asei bereishit, so a woman
lighting Shabbat candles reenacts
God’s creation of the first light – the
ohr haganuz. Through the generations,
the woman has traditionally been seen
as the Shabbat Queen, bringing light
and Torah into her house and into the
world. When a woman lights candles
on earth, candles are kindled in the
divine realm, symbolizing the union
and harmony between heaven and
earth that is achieved on Shabbat.
Thus, the time of candle lighting is con-
sidered a very personal and auspicious
time, appropriate for expressing inner-
most feelings. There exist numerous
individual and personal prayers from

diverse Jewish communi-
ties to be recited at this
time. Women saying these
prayers often declared that
their mitzvah of candle
lighting was equivalent to
that of the High Priest in
the Temple. Before light-
ing, many have the custom
of putting coins into a
tzedakah box. After light-
ing, one covers one’s eyes
in order not to enjoy the
lights until the berakha is
recited.

Although the mitzvah of
candle lighting can be ful-
filled with one candle, as
this traditionally would
enable oneg Shabbat, the
enjoyment of Shabbat, we
generally light two or more
candles. Indeed, once one
lights a certain number as
a norm, one should contin-
ue lighting that number
and not light less. Lighting
two candles has several
meanings. The two candles
represent the two versions
of the biblical command-
ment, “to remember the
Shabbat “and to “keep the
Shabbat,” or, according to

Kabbalah, the masculine and feminine
aspects of God’s creation; some early
sources suggested that one candle is to
illuminate the home and the other to
honor Shabbat. 

Some women light more than two
candles. Some mothers light one candle
for every member of the family. Some
light six to represent the days of the
week leading up to Shabbat, and others
light seven corresponding to all the
days of the week. The ten wicks on the
ceramic Libyan Sabbath lamp on this
page  were  said to represent the Ten
Commandments; others light 12 lights
representing the 12 tribes. 

There is a practice that if one forgets
to light candles on any Friday evening,
one should increase the number of can-
dles ever after. Yet, this practice seems
to relate to the notion of candle light-
ing as a punishment or as a rectifica-
tion – hardly to the joy and feeling of
specialness that most women feel when
lighting.

Contemporary Sterling Silver Shabbat Oil Candelabra
Menahem Berman, Jerusalem.

Private commission 
Photo courtesy of Yeshiva University Museum.

Terra-cotta painted Sabbath Lamp, 
Libya. 18th century.

Courtesy of The Maurice Spertus 
Museum of Judaica.

The ten fonts symbolize the 
Ten Commandments.

Candle Lighting Practices
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Four Centuries of Jewish Women’s Spirituality:
A Sourcebook (rev. ed.)
Edited by Ellen M. Umansky & Dianne Ashton 
Brandeis University Press, 2009, $29.95 paper

This volume, revised and expanded from
the first edition published in 1992, is a
valuable window into the spiritual lives

of women, past and present. With a broad
definition of spirituality, it sets out to pres-
ent selections from the prayers, personal let-
ters, memoirs, poems and other writings by
Jewish women through the ages, who
sought God’s presence in their lives. Edited
meticulously, the volume is arranged chronologically, and
opens with a petition found in the Geniza, dating from 14th-
century Cairo, addressed to the head of the Egyptian Jewish
community from a woman who fears that her husband is
abandoning her and traditional Jewish life for Sufiism. The
extracts are preceded by introductions putting them in con-
text and showing the influence of social and economic factors
and the literary culture of the surrounding society. The 
volume includes: contemporary prayers penned in Israel and
America; a mikvah ceremony conducted in 1989 for a woman
who has been raped; translations of Malayalam Jewish folk
songs by women in Kerala, India; public addresses such as Blu
Greenberg’s to JOFA’s second international conference in
1998; and the script of Mierle Ukeles’ performance piece,
“Mikva Dreams.” Over the centuries, the extracts become
both more personal and revealing of the interior lives of the
writers, and delineate the public and communal arenas in
which many Jewish women express their spiritual yearnings.
Not all the extracts in the volume are by Orthodox or tradi-
tional women, and the variety, particularly in the modern
period, shows the diversity of contemporary Jewish religious
life and the wide range of spiritual paths being taken by Jew-
ish women.

Taking Back God: American Women Rising Up
for Religious Equality
By Leora Tanenbaum 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008,  $27.00 

L eora Tanenbaum has written this fasci-
nating book dealing with Catholic,
mainline Protestant, Evangelical, Mus-

lim, and Jewish women who are challenging
their religious faith communities from a posi-
tion of commitment and not of alienation.
Woven into the book is Tanenbaum’s own
story as a woman frustrated by many aspects
of the position of women in Judaism, but
who is committed to being an observant Jew. The section on

Judaism deftly gives a historical survey of the growth of Ortho-
dox feminism in America, explaining the role of JOFA and the
development of women’s tefilla groups and partnership minyan-
im. What is illuminating for the Jewish reader is to learn about
similar struggles and tensions in Christianity and Islam. The sit-
uations in the different religions are not identical, but the simi-
larities are striking. Tanenbaum skillfully weaves interviews
with 95 American women of all faiths into her own extensive
research on the history of each religion. The book underlines
how, across religious divides, women of faith can learn from
and inspire one another. What unites the compelling individual
stories she tells is the sincere struggle of women to achieve spir-
itual fulfillment within their tradition and not to be treated as
second-class citizens. Many use techniques of creative textual
interpretation, looking for precedents within their own religion
to introduce changes to the tradition for the benefit of both men
and women. Tanenbaum stresses the importance of women
achieving leadership roles in their religious communities because
“when a woman is distanced from leadership roles, it is all too
easy to consequently become distanced from the tradition.” She
ends her book with suggestions for religious women of all faiths
“who simply want to experience their faith to the fullest.”

A Jewish Woman’s Prayer Book
By Aliza Lavie
Spiegel & Grau, 2008, $35.00 

As readers of this Journal know,
increasing work has been done in
recent years to make prayers recited

by Jewish women accessible to a wider
audience. Aliza Lavie, a lecturer in political
science at Bar-Ilan University, makes a
major contribution to this endeavor. The
original Hebrew version has been a huge
bestseller in Israel since it was published in
2005. Lavie was inspired to start researching and collecting Jew-
ish prayers from different periods and different societies when
she felt that the standard prayer book did not contain any
prayer to comfort an Israeli woman who had lost both her baby
daughter and her mother in a terrorist attack. She assiduously
collected prayers from Yiddish tekhines, siddurim, Midrash and
other rabbinic literature, and a host of other sources. The Eng-
lish version contains the Hebrew text of much of the original
volume with an accompanying English translation on facing
pages. It is beautifully laid out and can be held like a prayer
book. Arranged in categories, it includes special prayers for
Shabbat and the holiday cycle; different times in a woman’s life
cycle; prayers that relate to the specific women’s mitzvot;
prayers relating to fertility and pregnancy; and prayers for
mothers. From the volume, readers will understand that
women’s prayers are generally more personal and more concrete
than standard liturgy. In the context of the Shabbat theme of

Book Corner
By Jennifer Stern Breger
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this Journal issue, one particularly moving prayer is the simple
one recorded in the name of Perl, wife of Levi Yitzhak of
Berdichev, who prayed when she prepared her hallot that, when
her husband would make the berakha over the hallot, he should
have the same feelings in his heart as she has while kneading
and baking them. Particularly valuable is Lavie’s inclusion of
many prayers from Persian, Ladino, and Arabic sources. Also
included are the prayers and poems of many contemporary
Orthodox women in Israel, and elsewhere, such as writer Yael
Levine. One modern prayer expresses a mother’s feelings at the
onset of her daughter’s first period. The English volume of
Lavie’s book was the winner of the Barbara Dobkin Award for
Women’s Studies in the 2008 National Jewish Book Awards.   

New Jewish Feminism: 
Probing the Past, Forging the Future 
Edited by Rabbi Elyse Goldstein 
Jewish Lights, 2009, $24.99 

This volume, the runner-up for the 2008
Barbara Dobkin Award for Women’s
Studies, contains a rich collection of

articles by Jewish feminists across the spec-
trum. It represents all denominations and
includes international as well as American
voices. It looks at the flowering of Jewish
feminism, its accomplishments, and the vari-
ety of challenges that Jewish feminists face.
JOFA readers will be gratified to see thoughtful and sophisti-
cated pieces by Idana Goldberg, Sara Hurwitz, Haviva Ner
David, and Wendy Zierler, as well as an insightful piece by
Jerusalem scholar Margalit Shilo which analyzes the first
decade of Kolech: Religious Women’s Forum, in many ways
JOFA’s sister organization in Israel. But what is most valuable
is that this book enables Orthodox feminists to put our paths,
our achievements, and the challenges we face in a broader con-
text and to become more aware of shared concerns. As Ortho-
dox women committed to halakha, our challenges and options
are often different from those of other women striving for fem-
inist goals within Judaism, but it is important to get a sense of
the vibrancy of Jewish women from different backgrounds who
are addressing a range of ritual, theological, and political issues.
There is a freshness in the articles in this book that is quite
remarkable as the contributors both look back and look ahead.
Some of the articles are necessarily less directly relevant to
Orthodox women, but all of them, representing both the early
Jewish feminist pioneers and the generation of young leaders
(as well as the up and coming leaders), are vital reading for all
of us interested in the future of contemporary Judaism. 

Waiting for Rain: 
Reflections at the Turning of the Year 
By Bryna Jocheved Levy
Jewish Publication Society, 2008, $30.00 

Many JOFA readers have had the privilege of hearing
Bryna Levy lecture at MaTaN or other venues in
Jerusalem. This book is based on lectures that Levy gave

at MaTaN exploring the biblical and liturgical readings associ-

ated with the Tishri holidays from Rosh
Hashanah through Simhat Torah. Levy, one
of the leading biblical scholars in Israel today,
combines close textual analysis with original
insights based on a wide range of sources,
traditional and modern. She draws on lesser
known figures – such as Rabbi Abraham
Sabba, a scholar and preacher who was
exiled first from Spain and then from Portu-
gal, who, on reaching Fez in safety, reconstructed from memo-
ry some of his earlier writings that had been destroyed. Incor-
porating many modern biblical scholars, Jewish and non-Jew-
ish,  she weaves in sources like the writings on Holocaust sur-
vivors of Terence Des Pres. A remarkable chapter deals with the
piyyut, Eleh Ezkerah, recited at the end of Musaf on Yom Kip-
pur. In another chapter, writing eloquently that rain is where
heaven and earth meet, she underlines that the hope for rain is
the hope for life and that the prayer for rain recited on Shemi-
ni Atzeret is an appeal for the revival of our souls. Levy’s love
of the land of Israel where she has lived for more than 27 years
is apparent on every page of her text. In her words, “In Eretz
Yisrael every word resounds with a truth of its own.” While
this volume, whose deep scholarship is combined with a very
accessible style of writing, can serve as a wonderful way of
preparing for the holiday period or as a companion to be read
during the hagim, it is so rich in textual analysis, exploring such
a wide range of biblical characters including Noah, King David,
and Ezra, and casting fresh light on countless topics relating to
Jewish tradition and contemporary life, that it is not only rele-
vant to the holiday period but throughout the year. 

The Marriage Covenant: 
A Guide to Jewish Marriage 
By Rabbi Elyashiv Knohl  
J. Levine/Milennium, 2008, $34.95

F irst published in Hebrew in 2002, this
book has become the accepted guide
in the Israeli national-religious com-

munity to marriage and the laws of family
purity. The English version offers young
couples a clear discussion of issues relating
to marital intimacy and sexuality, provid-
ing halakhic guidelines and sources in an
accessible manner and dealing respectfully
with practical questions that arise in daily life in contemporary
society. Never losing sight of the emotional and psychological
aspects of marriage, the author stresses the importance of devel-
oping respect for differences and individuality within a marriage
while learning to live together in harmony. Rabbi Knohl, one of
the authors of the Israeli pre-nuptial agreement, (The Agreement
for Mutual Respect), deals with many real-life situations, and
suggests possible leniencies within the halakhic system. It
includes a 56 page supplement, “A Guide to Marital Rela-
tions from a Torah Perspective.” Noting both Ashkenazic
and Sephardic customs, the book contains sections on wed-
dings and sheva berakhot.
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Statement of the 
Jewish Orthodox 
Feminist Alliance

The Alliance’s mission is to
expand the spiritual, ritual,
intellectual, and political
opportunities for women
within the framework of
halakha. We advocate 
meaningful participation
and equality for women 
in family life, synagogues,
houses of learning, and
Jewish communal organiza-
tions to the full extent 
possible within halakha. 
Our commitment is rooted
in the belief that fulfilling
this mission will enrich 
and uplift individual and
communal life for all Jews.
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a community striving to expand meaningful participation for women in Jewish life.
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