Separate but Equal? Feminism and Post-Feminism in Birkat Hamazon

By Debby Koren

n this era of third-stage feminists, cul-

tural feminists, and post-feminism, [

often find myself feeling that [ am of
an older, out-dated generation. Many
women today glonty the “women-only™
experience. They walue the opportunicy
to create new women's pravers and reli-
gious cxpericnces, while feeling that the
litwrgy and ceremonies created by men
were created for men and do not “speak™
to women. My reaction to these ideas 15
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ipation by women. So long as we accept
the halaklvc system as the system by
which we live our lives, we are subject to
the status that it defines for the miitzeot
and for those who observe them. In the
balakbic system we follow, only those
who are obligated (at the same or higher
level') 1n a particular sadtzvah can por-
torm the mutzeal on behalf of another?
The lesser obligation or exemption of
women in many sftgeot is onc of the
prime balakbic reasons given for women
not being allowed to fulfill public reli-
gious positions. Other reasons such as
torint (need for modesty), pritoue® (foar
of loose morals), gils milta® (undignified
behavier), and kevod batgibbuy® (honor
of the community) are not truly
halakbic, bur rather values and public
policics that, at times, are enacted when
bhalakbic arguments fail to prevent
women from fulfilling a particular role
that halakbic decisors belioved should be
reserved for men onlv. When studving
the balakbic litcrature and codes, we
tind more allowances for women to per-
form public functions than is commonly
granted today. Further, we find that
there 15 room for redefining what 1s con-
sidered fgnint, pritzut, zila milta, or
kevod hatgibbur, according to societal
and communal standards®.

that though most great science, mathe-
matics, music, art, and literature were also
discovered and created by men, I will not
deny mwself participation in these great
endeavors of humankind, nor do 1 feel
thar they “speak™ to men only. Further, 1
am not interested in living in a women-
only world, creating arr, music, and licer-
ature that is meant for women only. Sim-
larly, in the religious world, 1 wish to
partake of the vast religious experience,

Let us consider the cxample of bivkar
hamagon, the grace after meals. Some
women are troubled by the words, af
brit'kha shebatamta bivsareinm “for the
covenant that you have mscribed on our
tlesh.”™ 1n the second paragraph. They
wonder how women can relate to those
words. Arc they not words composed
by men with men in mind?  Should not
women recite a different text, more
appropriate for women?

When one considers changing the text
of the statutory pravers and blessings,
one must be very aware of the halakhic
implications of doing so. The Talmud
attributes the composition of the sccond
berakhba (for the land) to Joshua'. How-
ever, though the major elements of
birkat hamagon arc in place in the Tal-
mud, the specific text evolved over the
centuries. Manuscripts and genizah frag-
ments show that the text that is included
to mention the covenant (clearly under-
stood to mean crcumcision), was much
simpler in its early form. In ancient frag-
ments we find the text “we thank You
Lord our God for the desirable, good,
and spacious land, covenant and Torah™
without saying “the covenant thar You
inscribed on our flesh.® This simple
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which heretofore was created by men,
mostly for men, but based on one Torah
that was given to both men and women.
I do this with the hope that greater
participation by women will eventually
influence the contunuum of balakbic
development.

Beyond my appreciation for our wvast
Jewish legal system and codes, liturgy and
ceremony, 15 the halakbic aspect of partic-
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