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Women's Organized Tzedaka and Chesed in America

A Historical Perspective'
By Bl Greewberg

he history of Orthodox women’s organizations in Amer-

ica is as old as Orthodox scttlement on thesc shores. The

carlicst groups were created as auxiliarics, sisterhoods,
and benevolent societies of synagogues and religious schools
tor boys. Yet, their work went far beyond scrvice to their
host-and primarily male-institutions. The women’s groups
modeled themselves on the chesed societies of Orthodox
men in American and Europe, as well as on the Protestant
women's societies of that time. Indeed, the Orthodox
women's sisterhoods often borrowed the conventional Protes-
tant title, “female benevolent socicry ™.

Orthodox women assumed the 1csp|:sn51blht} of aiding rh:
downtrodden in their ow n communitics. Phrases such as “ro
carc for the indigent” or “to help cur needy country-people
become sclf-supporting.” could be commonly found in their
charters and mission statements,

The ladies auxiliaries took special interest in helping
women. The Benevolent Hebrew Female Society of Congre-
gation She’arich Isracl in New York, the first congregation to
be established in North America, included in 1ts charter the
task of “succoring of the indigent female.” Widows and other
women in need were the natural focus of the women's groups.
Help for pregnant, birthing, and nursing mothers was a pop-
ular agenda for many of the groups in an age w ]1::1 marterni-
ty was perceived as a major upheaval in a woman'’s life.

Religious orphans became the special concern of Orthodox
women's groups. They formed their own orphanage societies to
prevent these children from being placed in “Americanizing”
orphanages where they would lose their religious denticy
Helping to make a wedding for a bride and furnish her house
were common tasks of women’s socictics. This was particular-
ly important after the mid-1880s, when, in responsc to
marriage restrictions on Jews in several European countries,
large numbers of single [ewish women immigrated alone to
America in search of marriage partners. The Orthodox women
also formed female chevra kadisha associations. In a leter “to
the ladies of Jewish persuasion of congregation She'arith
lsrael™, the rabbi recommended that they create a woman's
chevra kadisha, adding that “separated by peculiar laws and
customs of the rest of mankind, there are none who can appre-
clate our situation, ascertain our wants or gratify our sympa-
thies so readily as those of our own race and persuasion.™

Other tasks undertaken by Orthodox women's auxiliaries
were visiting the sick, setting up burial socictics, creating
support networks for bereaved family members, feeding and
clothing the poor, supplying kosher food to the clderly and
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“For me, the most fullfilling and reward-
ing vehicle for fzedaka has been from my
heart and hands, be it to my family and
friends, to my favorite community causes
or to total strangers on a broader scale.”

mfirm, and raising money for synagogue improvement proj-
ects. Some Orthodox women'’s groups, modeled afrer Reform
ladies auxiliaries, expanded their services beyond members of
their own faith or immediate community. The Sisterhood of
Congregation Orach Chaim in Manhatan, for example,
stated that its general purpose is “to help the poor of the sur-
rounding neighborhood. Activities include providing reli-
gious instruction for 400 children of the poor as well as sup-
plving clothing to the ncedy children and creating mothers’
sewing circles.” According to the records of one Orthodox
sisterhood, activities included “Probation work in the Might
and Dav Courts with delinguent girls, Cooperation with
reformarories and rescue homes,”™

Although the Orthodox women's associations often ran
purcly social events commonly associated with sisterhoods,
their main focus was on helping others. Many of their charters
resonate with verses from rabbinic sources emphasizing the
different elements and supreme value of gemilut chasadim.

In the process of doing good, Orthodox women gained a
great deal from their local female assocations. Sisterhoods
served as wehicles of socialization for women who had
sutfered the loss of extended famuly relationships that had nur-
tured them in Europe. These socictics and auxiliaries created a
substitute family framework in which immigrant women
learned to become Americanized, democratized, and accultur-
ated. They learned to run for office, hold clections, vote dem-
ocratically, pav dues, keep budgets, take minutes, draft
bylaws, and follow crganizational procedures. In an era in
which wives were given weekly allowances by their husbands,
never signed checks or held joint bank accounts, these were
tremendous steps forward. These competencics served them in
good stead a generation or two later when they began to form
the national women's organizations of the 20th century. Addi-
tionally, through the camaraderic of their shared work, the
women also learned about fashion and techniques of child
rearing that contributed further to their acculturation.

The turn of the 20th century witnessed a change in the local
women’s groups. The Orthodox men’s groups increasingly
began to federate into national organizations, and the
women's auxiliaries, which until then had acted quite inde-
pendently, were asked to join them. Joining the national
groups poscd a challenge to Orthodox female autonomy and
independence. In some cases, the women were absorbed into
the new organizations, making important contributions, but
no longer holding primary leadership roles. In other cases,
Orthodox women decided to maintain or form scparatc
organizations. It was these inde-
pendent national women’s organ-
izations, somc synagoguc-bascd,
others Zionist in orientation, that
had the greatest impact—on the
women themselves and on the
Orthodox community. We shall
brictly cxamine the origins and
u:lv:vr:l-:upmcnt of several of these
organizations.

The Mizrachi Women's Organi-
zation of America (now AMIT),
the largest Orthodox women's
organization, with a currcnt
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