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The Road to Wearing a Tallit. Why an Orthodox Woman Wears a Tallit

By Bat Sheva Marcus

will never forget the first time [ saw a woman wearing a tal-
lit. 1 was 27 vears old, living in Isracl and attending the fiest
International Conference on Women and Judaism. [ arrived
carly, stumbled upon the “wrong” room and came upon a room
full of women praying. Many had on tallitet, tefillin and kippot.

I thought 1 was going to throw up.

To me it looked awful. It looked like a mockery of evervthing
I loved. It seemed to me a caricature of the pictures [ held close
to my heart, of my father standing in the carly morning in a
faintly it room wrapped in tallit and tefillin. 1 backed out of the
room, and went into the ladies room to calm down. Even then,
I was rational cnough to be annoyed at mysclf for my viclent
oVErreaction.

S50 here Lam, 15 vears later, a tallit-wearer. | often marvel at
the transitions we go through in our lives.

I cannot pinpoint exactly when my feelings began to change,
when my sense of disgust transformed itsclf into an indefinable
longing, when I began to look over the mechitzab  at my hus-
band wrapped in the white tallit and find that [ too wished 1
could be wrapped in white, fecling cool cotton transport my
existence into a space of holiness. Somewhere, somechow my
frelings had changed.

Mayhe it was that [ got older, and as 1 gor older right and
wrong often sccmed less sct in stone.
Meeting different people, discussing
1ssucs openly, somechow [ found out
that in so many arcas of my life, right
and wrong were not quite as black and
white as | had originally assumed them
o be.

Mayhbe it was also thar 1 could not
seem to get myself into a good space for tefiflab. I grew up in the
day school system, praying daily. 1 grew up in a home where
tefillaly was cxpected to be a part of my daily life, cven on vaca-
tion days, but 1 never really davened. Usvally 1 daydreamed.
Often | moved my lips to mimic the prayers. And then [ found
myself an adult, no longer praying to fulfill someone clse’s
expectations, yet unable to sustain regular daily, ongoing
prayer. The agonizing fact was thar, pluh:usnphlcall}r, I believe
prayer to be critically important in our lives. It 1s a chance
amidst the chaos and the self-centeredness of our generation to
stop and thank God for all the everyday miracles, for our chil-
dren, our community and our health. So here [ was, 35 years
old, stll scruggling with daily praver and full of frustration and
guilt over it

And then my daughrer was born. If [ knew one thing as a par-
ent it was that if she did not see me davenisng daily, it would be
hard, if not ndiculous to cxpect her to. In my heart of hearts [
knew that if | did not want her to grow up with the same strug-
gle, it was time for me to resolve the i1ssue once and for all.

And then my oldest son celebrated his bar mitzval.

I watched with growing wonder and no small sense of envy,
the excitement with which he approached the tangible clements
of becoming an adule in praver. The day his tefillin arrived from
lsracl, he ran to the neighbor to pick them up. He tried them on.
He was in love with his tefillie. He went with my husband to
buy a tallit. He tried it on. He looked at himself in the mirror
He tricd it on again. I wartched, and my scnse of amazement
grew.

[ went to his veshivah the day of his school bar mitzvab, and
the pride and excitement in the boys, newly wearing tefillin, was
tangiblc. They felt grown up. Much like a ‘marricd couple wear-
ing wedding rings, vou could tell that they felt a sense of respon-
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sibility and a sense of commutment. And the giels? They sar, as
they always had, on their side of the mechitzab, some davening
quictly, some just moving their lips. And [ felt a sense of loss and
sadness. | decided that day that my daughter too must have, at
her bat suitzeab, a tangible expression of her commitment to
praver and a transitional abject that would allow her to feel like
an adult in her relationship to praver.

1 spent a great deal of oime thinking over the 1ssue. Somehow
tefilliss scemed less obvious. For me, there was something decid-
cdly masculine about tefillin. And then agam, tefdfin carried
with it so many more balakbic concerns. But tallit, that seemed
almost perfect. White cotton, white silk, soft cloth, wrapping
yourself in gentleness, in holiness all tied to the #zizit, to which
so many pravers refer. And this garment carried with it negligi-
ble, if any, balakbic concerns. The Rambam (Hilkhot Tzig,
I11:9) states that a woman mayv wear a fallit. And although the
Rema in his glosses to the Shalban Aruklb disputes this position,
the only reason given 1s “yebora™ or religious arrogance.

50 I made the decision. I would wear a #allit,

That was three years ago. From that day to this, | have not
missed davening one dav. 1 love the soft feel of the tallit as [
wrap 1t arcund me. Whenever possible I daven outside, on the
porch, so that the sun can shine through on me, and in my fan-
tasv, | am wrapping mysclf in the
warmth of the shechina.

Do 1 concentrate on the tefillab
everyday or even most days? Certamnly
not all of it; probably only parts of it. Is
my davening where | would like it to
be? Mo, Bur it 13 so much better than
betore.

Am [ secing the tallit as a magical solution? For me it was.
Well, perhaps not magical. Maybe mystical. Bur somechow it
manages to scrve for me as both an expression of scrious and
deep commitment and a tactile experience with which I can con-
nect daily.

I look back at my transformation and what strikes me most
1s not that [ now wear a tallit, but rather mv own sense of trans-
formation. [ am struck at how much we can change and grow
and learn. | look at myself as a voung woman who thoughe the
idea of wearing a tallit was disgusting, and 1 see mysclf today
wearing a fallit daily, and [ wonder what tomorrow will bring.
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FROM THE EDITOR

OFA recognises that there are many times and situa-

tions in life at which prayer is particularly difficult for

Jewish women, when it is hard to find meaning in the
texts and when synagogue frameworks appear unwelcom-
ing. We would like readers to share their experiences by
writing to jofa@jofa.org or by joining our Women and Syn-
agoguc  discussion group. To join, visit our website
www.jofa.org and click on “discussion forums”. We would
also like to hear of ways in which individuals have been
able to make their prayers more meaningful ac different
stages of their lives.



