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The Feminist Revolution
in Orthodox Judaism in America

Blu Greenberg

NO MATTER WIIERE one stands on the issue, there is no dispuling the
facts: fundamental changes in women's roles in Judaism have taken place
during these past few decades. And those who applaud these changes as well as
those who decry them would agree that the driving force has been secular femi-
nism. The anlagonist, of course, would maintain that fernnisin is a contaminating
foreign body, alien to Judaism, and Lherefore not usable or allowable. The protag-
onist would nsist (hat feminism is a Utopian vision embedded in the earliest
sacred sources of Judaism: “...male and (emale created [as cquals] in the image of
God” (Genesis 1:27). Not only does this new theology of wuinen not run counter
ta Judaism, the lailer would insist, bui it is an authentic hermeneutic by which to
chart the course for the future,

Now this 15 no small matier 1n a religion so heavily oriented to the use of
the hermeneutic. Judaism is a system of Revelation, overlaid with tradition and
culture. Incredibly vast sources have prown up around the revealed word of God.
The basic process, and the means by which all of this 1s carried forward, made
accessible, and confinuously connecied Lo our lives 18 this use of {he hermeneutic
in interpreting the sources. In other words, to effect change, yet be consistent and
continuous with fradilion, a valid interpretive key must be found, For many mod-
ern Jews, and for their denominational institutions, this new key is feminism  the
[undamental statement of equality of Lhe sexes.

X
But wait! Why he need here for a new hermeneutic, or, more APPrOPri-

ately, a newly resurrecled old hermenculic? The answer grows largely out of a
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dispaity between feminism and Judaism in their respective presumplions about
women and men.

Feminism presumes women to be equal to men in their potential abilities,
o be entitled to equal access in all areas of life, and to be able to achicve and

wield power in arenas heretofore closed to then,

Jewish tradilion never flatly declared women to be uncyual, but as the law
was expounded through time and history, it assigned different rolcs and responsi-
bilities to men and women; and some of these placed wamen in hierarchical rela-
tionship to men.

It must be said, however, that on balance, women were treated with con-
siderable benevelence and respect in Jewish tradition. This is & fact, independent
of apologelics and quite apart from the “women-on-a-pedestal” theory. One must
refute those who unjustly accuse the Rabbis of being singularly bent on subjugar-
ing women Lo men's will or whim. On the contrary, given the extraordinary pow-
ers of inlcrprelation men held in a patriarchal syslem, (here was a relative absence
of abusc as the law continued to expand and deepen over the long course of
Jewish history.

Still, in certain areas of Jewish life, hierarchy did exist. And continues 1o
do so. While it largely manifested itself in matters ol access and responsibility, in
some few areus the potential for autright discrimination was built directly into the
law. For cxample, in Jewish divorce proceedings, there is great room for a man’s
mischief. Muoreover, while [ have drawn the distinction belween access and dis-
crimination, I do so largely for the purpose of assigning urgency to remedy. One
can also nterpret limited access and lesser responsibility—participation in coin-
munal liturgies, study of Torah, arbiters in courts of law, equal celebrants in life
cycle ritual -—as forms of discrimination. Or, to look at it yet anorher way, because
uf the domino effect of une thing upon the other, pethaps every aspect of imbal-
ance constitutes a form of discrimination. I hesitate 16 use the word “abusc” here
because a) most orthodox women, including myself, do not “feel abused” by the
lack of, say, equal participation in communal prayer, and b} exempting woinen
from certain public roles was not intended, I believe, as abuse.

@
Which brings us o the next 1ssue, the paintul question of “why?” This is a

difficult question for vne who Joves Judaism and believes that it holds the greater
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truths. If feminism is a higher order definition—and any thinking person would
have to acknowledge a definition of equality to be of higher order thag one of
hicrarchy—ithen why should a religinn as ethical and scensitive to human concerns
as Judaism have allowed hierarchy and inequity to be built inio its basic struc-
tures?

One answer is that hicrarchy was the social truth of all pre-feminist soci-
elies. Just as in any living religious systcm sociology tends to he codified into
canon law, so hierarchy became part of hAalakha (Jewish law) and therelore resis.
Lant to change.

A second reason is that the Rabbis, reflecting community design and
expectalion, perceived women to be primarily involved in the open-ended tasks of
family life. Thus, they exempted women from roles that would pose conflicis in
time and energy or thal would pull them away from their primary responsibilities.

Third, there was 4 lopsided view of modesty, with women expected to be
“inside persons,” i.e., minimally inhabiting public roles.

Fourth, hierarchy could be interpreted in theological termus: women are to
iuen as men are to God. 1

Finally, some outright miscgynist statements do cxist in the sources, such
as women being incapablc of sustained ritual performance because of their light-
rindedness. Though such statemnents are relatively few in nunber, they raust be
acknowledged.

Thus, while the {irst and second reasons seem {o me 1o be most accurate
and authentic, one can find a variety of reasons that run through the traditional
SOUTCLS.

-

Now, fast forward 1o the 20th century, to the 60s and 70s and the flowering
of ferminism within ludaism. All along the religious and denominational spectium,
women il many new roles. This is most evident in the liberal denominations. For
example, [tom no religious lcadership at all (a handful of isolated exceplions dui-
ing the past two millennia} to the eidination of women in Reform Judaisin in
1972, Reconstructionism in 1974, and Conservative Judaism in 1983 These are
not excepnons to the rule. They are now lhe norm. During the fast decade,
Hebrew Union College (Reform) has ordained an equal number of men and

women as rabbis.
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Similarly, counting woinen as part of a minyan, calling them up to the
Toarah, creating pender inclusive litwrgies and interpretations of fexts, eliminating
incquity in Jewish divorce law—it all looks very different from the previous 2000
years. The new henmeneutic ol women's equalily 15 working. It bas led to a funda-
mental reevaluation of inherited rofes for women In fact, it almost seems as if
Jewish feminism in the liberal denominations has filled most of its agenda and
imay soon be able (o sell-destruct.

But what about Orhodoxy? Tt is 1o this topic that T wish to address myself,
Contrary 10 the stereotypical view of Orthodoxy that nothing ever changes; con-
trary to the facl that here femimism does not carmy the weight of hermencutic by
which to reinterpret halokha, and contrary to the recent and hefty pull of
Orthodoxy to the right—much bas happened during the last two decades. T hope
that 1 will be able to surpnse you with some of Lhe new advances, because 1 find
them suprising wysell and & source of hope as well.

»,
o

Before doinyg that, T shall brielly summanze seven areas that call for atlen-
tion—and repair:

1. Language. By and large, language ot Scnptures and liturgy is non-
inclusive, God and community are referred to in the male pronoun, God is the
God of our fathers; some parts of the Torah are addressed to *. . _you and yonr wife
{wivesy, ...

2. Courts of law, Only men may serve as witnesses in religious courts of
faw.

3. Family law, In divorce cases, Jewish law prescribes that the nan issues
the writ of divorce [the get] to the woman and not vice versa. There are many
instances where a man withholds this wnit, for reasons of spite or blackmail, from
a woman whe hiitiales divorce action.

4. Prayer. In the communal liturgy, the rminyan, women's presence was
neither required nor counted. Conseyuendly, they did not parlicipate’in the more
public liturgical honars such as being called np the Torah or leading the congrega-
tion in prayer.

5. Life-cycle ceremonies. By and large, through seveial thousand years of

tradilion, ceremonics were developed 1o mark the entry or growth of maies from
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one stage to another. Paallel celebrations or ries de passage for females did not
cvolve through the centuries.

6. Learning. in the Talmud, women were explicitly nol included in the
mitrvah (commandmentfopportonity) of study of Tocah, a daily obligation for
male Jews.

7. Leadership roles, Tradition dictates, morc by absence of discussion
than by argumsent, the inaduussibility of women o leadership roles, rabhinie and
lay alike. Not surprisingly, history has pravided us with very few models.

2

‘Ihis, then, 15 what the tradilion taughl, what Rabbimse Judaism transmitted
gengration to generation. And this is what modern Osthodoxy looked like twenty-
five years ago, when the women's movement tendered its new theelopy of
WOILIEIN,

What has happened during the last twenty years? To understand the global pic-
ture, we rmust cxamine the issue item by item.

1) Language. In contrast to the liberal denominations, where language-
inclusive (non-sexist) prayer books are becaming the norm and oot the radical
exception, in Oithedoxy there is not only no change, but hardly any discussion of

the issue.

When it comes to changing ancient texts, I must admit 0 a measure of
ambivalence myself. Recently, 2 Los Angeles rabbi related an incident which 1ook
place in his synagogue, a laige Conservative congregation with several parailel
minyanien tuniing concurrently on Shabbat mornings. At onc of these, a
chavurah-type (small, informal) miryan, the service wus being led by a woman.
She had just rcached the point of repetition of the Amidalh prayer, one of the vld-
est purls of the litargy (thought by many to be over twenty-tive hundred years
0id} Whelher spontancous of pre-meditated  but cectainly without prior consul-
1ation—she amended the opening blessing. To the phrasc “Blessed are You, Lord

om God, Ruler of the Universe, the God ol Abrahan, | . . lsaac, ... Jacob ., "
she added these now words. * . he God of Sarah, .. . Rebecca, . . . Rache] and
Leah . .

Some membets 0f the smyan balked, upset that a formula so hallowed
with ume should be so casually allered. Others felt that it was aboul bime, 10 fact,
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long overdue — ]
r “g overdue — Reform had dune 1 a dozen years eartier and the skies had not
Y _— ’ i
) en :;1, But you can't change whal iy community norm — We are the descen
ants iarchs ; J did
of the matriarchs as well, and they deserve a tenembering lor what they did

W Carry on the lmc — \‘\f‘h(} 3V ¥a ¢ authority? Aad s th
gave u th ¥ i € Brgume
Bl nt

)}ftsr much debale, it was decided to take (e malter to the rabhi for
halakhic verdict, He deemed it weighty enough to turn over to the L .
Committee of the Conservative movement. The Law Comminee turned « a:
around and handed the question back te him with the rcqucst. that he w ‘:g t
_rss!mva (responsum?} Qver the course of several months, he resesrched th n -
n halakhic wxts, found a Maimonidean source to Justify the change and . ]sjlf?
teshuva back to the Law Committee. The later bod y consulted d;[ii;emse:ﬁ ";
that very week arrived at a decision affirming the rabhi's finding ‘ -

Ay 1 listened (o him I found myseif probing the maticr in the two plac
where | have tested every bit of this revolution—in my mind, and in the pit pf y
stomach. The mind was telling me (hat Matmonides is used as a most 15 it('} -
.source for 50 many other halakhic decisions of pur times; therefore \fhlmau:
include the names of qur Toremothers? The visceral reaction wis one of ‘anxi; ]j-t:t
wis about altering sacrosanct liturgies; it was abput the increased widenit {y'h
breach between Counservative and Orthedox movements, B

. ‘Pcrsona] ambivalence aside, these iy virtuzlly no discussion of langus
1ssues in Orthodoxy; any on¢ who attempis 1o revige Or repair inherited t8 dgt
immediately suspect of bettaying the truss, e
However, as we shail shortly see, where there is 2 fBoweriag of new prayer
women's persomas and past models are often incorporated, Morcover, 1 h:vc‘
become keenly aware that many Orthodox rabbis, in thejr sermons and tc;u.‘hm 5§
are caretul 10 usce phrascs such as “he or she,” and “men and women. " This J'g' l
sh._wp contiast te previous use of the male pronoun as the generic lCITl'.l tor hu o
‘bcmgs and for community. Not only does this indicate increased sensitivilman
1ssues of language and w the preseace of womer, bul 1t also tempers zlx bit nny t:
‘Lhc mns‘r powerful arguments for vhanging language, i e, that language andc 'T
images inform the psyche in a subtle, subconscious, ang therefore most ]‘n}wsr[} u?

" .
way If those who ure unallerably opposed to changing (he language of Scriptures

FEMIMNIST REVOLUTION IN ORTHODOX IUDAISM 6l

and liturgy are able 1o be sensitive and mindiul of women in their vther speech,
then perhaps a compromise can be struck.

2) Court of Law. The law is explicit: only men gualify as witnesses
Consequently, here, too, there has been no discussion in the community, The fact
that the woinen ia the Conservative rabbinate recently reversed their original deci-
sion not o serve in the capacity of witness (1o marnage and divorce) has became
an agathema 1 the Orthodox rabbmate.

Droes this mean that no women can give testimony in the religious courts?
Despite the unambiguity of halakha, ¥ see signs ol change on the horizon. For
one, it has been a practice of 1sraeli rabbinic courts for some time now to INcorpo
rate women's testimony. lechoically, the court is disbanded, the testimony of a
woman 1s taken, and then the court is formally reconvened. Those who deliberate
un the issue may use the information supplicd by the woman,

in addition, a mosl witeresting phenomenon is now taking place in Isracl,

where issues of family status come under the junsdiction of religibus courts. As of
1990, a woman who is party 1o a divorce pruceeding may now bring with ber an
apxiliary person to give her supporl and to speak and argue on her hehall,
Heretofore, a2 woman in this capacily was not admuiited to religious court proceed-
mgs

Because of the domino eftect of one arca va the other, il seemns dikely thal
at seume time in the future, the Orthodox rabbinate will have to deal more exten-
sively wath this issue.

3) Family Law. Fermmstm hag had a bifurcated impact on divorce during
the last Iwo decades, On the one hand, there is growing acknowledgement of the
fact that wamen should have no less power over their personal hives and decisions
than men have, and any law that creates the potential tor irbalance should be
revamped. The second impact of feminism has been to accelerate the rate of
femaleqmitiated divorce—including in the Orthodox community whete it gives
nse to a greater number of recaleitrant hushands. As these two forces mterface

with cach other, Jewish divorce law comes under moreased scrutiny, and rightly

50,
It seems possible to identify seven stages of response duning the past

bwenty years:
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‘I'he first stage was onc of total denial and uniesponsivencss, deatal thar a
problem existed and unresponsiveness ta those who idenlihied the problem and
offered solutions. And 1t st be said that 1o their abiding credit, there were thosc
who, more than two decades ago, ried (o solve the problems of the agunch, the
woman anchored to an absentee hushand who withheld the gez. Scholars such as
Rabhis Eliezer Beirhuwile, Emanucl Rackman, and Ze'ev Falk searched Lhrough
halakha and wrote trealises on inteinal methods 10 provent or protect an agurak,
but their wdeas were simply shot down in the hafedhic community, No counter-
measures were offered by the rabbime leadership, and no suppart was forthcom-

ing [rom a concerned laity

The second stage might be called the apologetic stage. Many rabbinic
leaders began to engage the 1ssue, arguing that contrary to the perception of temi-
nists, Jewish divorce law was designed o protect women. While some might
srucker ak this proposition, it is not entirely without basis, Compare biblical law,
in which a man was required 1 give his wife a writ of divorce, to paraliel cublures
if those limes 1in which the irrevecable divarce law was the law of the land. if a
wife exceedingly angered her husband, he would walk o the door and, hoiding it
open, would summarily summon his wile to walk out as he pronounced alood
three timnes the diverce formula. Without even collecling her belengings, she was
required to walk through the door and never return A woman had o walk around
pretty gingerly in that kind of a society. Iu contrast, Jewish divorce law requited
the wiiting of the ger and ws delivery to her in her hands, Ac the very least, it
served as a delaying tactic, at besi, an opportunity for family snd community

intervenilon.

Muoreaver, if one continues Lo analyze the developmeant of Tewish divorce
law through rabbinic and post-rabbinic times, one could casily spot a trend of
increased protection for women. While the apologetic position does not deal with
the harsh realilies of individual women bemy blackmailed, it does offer something
o build upon: a positive philosophical orientation of the law. Thus, the emenda
tion of this Aufahha can be understood as working wwards s owa Lest valucs.

The third stape, which, for want of a better lerm. | refer to as the hand-
wringing stage, made considerable progress over denial and apologetics, Now, the

human problem began te be dealt with by those other than the victims. Whai is the
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hand-wringing stage? When a 1abbi says, “It is a problem, an awful problem,
fccl great sympathy. But that's halakher; thal's it what can T do?”

Stape four was the civil court solution: to attach a Jewish divorce ta eivil
divorce proceedings. IT u recalcitrant husband refused to authonize the ger, the
civil judge could fine or even incarcerate him until be complied. This procedure
was legally based on those aspeets of a Jewish marriage that are contraciual in
nature, However, it is easy 1o see the many problems raised by this type of solu-
tion, in particular the issue of separation of church and state.

‘The fifth stage was that of the prenuptial agreement A Jewish prenoptial
agreement 135 one w which the parties agrec that if they should ever separate or
seek a civil divorce, and one or the ather upedes the get, then they will submit
themselves 1o the authority of a rabbinic court which may mandate a husband to
give his wife a get.

1 must acknowledge that this procedure Las not been widely used 1 the
Crthodox commumty. Upen inguiry, my daughters related that of their many
friends who have been recently married, few have availed themselves of this
prehuptial agreement.

Stage s1x, which is where we arc now, is witnessing the growth of activism
in the Octhodox community. There are two types of aclivist vrganizations: one
that tries 1o achieve its goals by acting as intermediary, exerting mild pressure,
using sortal work techniques; the other uses protests, sanctiens, and publicity, and
monitors the religious courts. In addition, there are several other ad hoc groupings
ot activism. For example, in my community lives a2 man who has been unreason-
ably withhniding, the get fronm his wife Receatly, each of the rabbis in the com-
munity announced from the pulpit that this man would not be welcome in any of
therr synagogues unial he gave lus wife a ger. When il became known that the
rabbi of my own synagogne wonld make the announcement-  at Friday evening
services, which arc usually not heavily attended by women-—several dozen
wormen went oul of their way to get to shal (Orthodex synogoguce) that evening
As the 1abbi stood to speak, the women rose in unison as a symbaol of -..upburt tor
the public stand the rabbn was laking. Can anyone imagine that this would have
happened a decade ago? Surely, 1 cannot.

The other cxample of an ad hoc group 1s that of a number of Canadian

women who decided 1o take matters into their own hands. A triend was being
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blackmailed by her hushand in return lor the get. The woman came from a
wealthy family. Her parents wanted to pay so as (o release her but she didn’t want
to give the tellow a dune. One Sabibail maining, before the reading of the Torah,
appioximately twenty of her friends stoed up and announced aloud in shud that
none of them would go ¢ the mikveh unul their fnend bad her get n band. Those
of you who are snuling are aware that, according to hulakha, hushands and wives
do naot resume sexual relations following menses unul the wite immerses herself
in the mikveh, the ritual bath. [ should report here that this was the [astest divorce
cver delivered in Jewish history. Levily aside, women in the commwnity are
beginning to understand that they, too, have levers of power,

Meanwhile, the problem of the agunah remains. I belicve, however, that
we are at the verge of a solution. If all of this could have wanspired in (wenty
years, then surely a soore comprehensive solution is near at hand, Curmently, the
problem is salved on a retail basis, one anchored woman by one anchored woman,
YWhat we need is a wholesale soludon, a solutton al the level of the law so thal the
potential for inequity will be forever and totally eliminated.

4, Prayer. What do they do, those Orthodox women who want to remain
faithiul to the raditivn yel also wani o experience fuller participation in commu-
nal liturgies? They orpanize women's tefila (prayer) groups. Why don't they call
their assembly a women's minyan? Because as halakba-abiding Jews they know
that women may nol constilute a miayes, Thus, they omit the recitation of certain
prayers that require a minyan.

The women's teftla groups generally meel unce o mionth, the rationale
being that women want greater experience and participation but do not wanl 1o
split off inte separate prayer commumbes. (1 suspect also, given the lime and
cttort il takes o “run’” a standing weekly Sabbath service, it just might be more
than a small informal group can handle.) Se it remaing a subcommunity for
women within their larger communitics and not a break trom them. Celebration ot
lifg-cycle ceremonies and special events in women's lives, the eapeiience of lead
ing the sexvices, offering a 4"var Torah or sermon, reading from the Torah with
proper cantillations, calling woruen up [or aliyor (reciing blessings over the read-
ing of the Turah), reciing special blessings of thankspiving—these are the com-
ponents ol women's tefila. On the one hand, there 15 none ol the lilusgical

imnovalion that exists in women’s liturgy n the liberal denominations, on the
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olher, 1t satisfies and gratifies traditional women to participate more directly in the
lanuliai, the ancient, 1he hailowed—this, in itself, is abundantly innovative.

It must be acknowledged that the womnen's refifa groups have not atracied
overwhelming numbess of participants. But they are a steady force and, 1o some
corumunities, have grown in numbers and 10 sizc during the last decade. This is
particularly remarkable when one cousiders the unfriendly reception they have
received in the wider Orthodax community. Several years ago, five well-respected
and fughly placed Orthodox rabbis produccd a rather mean-spirited stalement crit-
icizing the womnen's fefila groups, accusing them of beiny nothing more than radi-
cal feminist political clubs aud not liturgical enterprizes in the name of God. It
was cxtragrdinanly heavy pressure and censurc, and it stopped just short of [
bidding these gatherings. What was amazing {v e, and quite heartening, was that
neme of the prayer groups [vlded under such pressure. Ten years ago, that would
not have happened I would even go so far as to say that the heavy-handedness of
these establishment rabbinic figures made feminists out of some previcusly mild-

mannered participants in the prayer groups.

The women af the Wall in 1sracl is a somewhal dilferent and more com-
plex story, bul the basic issue is the same. the right of women to assemble within
the context of halakie prayer. And here, too, the women were not inluudaled,
not even by threat of violence. What is more, jor the very first time women in
{srael are resorting to the courts, just as feminists in America did afier trying other
avenues. As has been the case at many other times in Jewish history, politics and

halakha are now intertwined.

Much cise is happening, phenomenon thal simply arc new w the Osthodox

way o hife.

Iem: Ritual objects and women. When [ was growing up, | never wit-
nessed a woman carmying a fulav {the palm branch) and efrog {lhe cibon) to the
synagogue, to hold it aloft al sppropiiate mmuments of prayer During the last few
years, [ have observed an accasional woman here or there doing exactly that. In
the last {few years, one sces womnen taking up religious symbols that were not his-
torically associated with them, such as women walking through the streets vn
Shabbal afternoon with 3 tractale of Mishnah or Taimud tucked under the arm ag

they make their way to a class This 18 a relauvely new sight.
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ltern: Women convening themsclves as & quorwn for grace after a meal
Tradition holds that women could not be counted i the mesuman, the quorum
convened for a recitation ot the grace. (Women were ohligated to recite the grace
but as individoals and not as members of a comrmunity.) However, there are
halakhic precedents for three or more women to constitute themseives as & mezu-
man when no men are present. For most of this century, and probably for the bei-
ter part ol Jewish history, women did not do so. [ recall aucnding scveral years
ago a beautiful pageant prepared by the students in my daughtes’s class at a local
yeshiva high school. | remember Deborah’s own project weli. Tt was 1o comb the
biblical sources on water and its significance, and o relate water as a source of
Life (o Torah as a source of life. In additen to her recitation, she crealed a huge
felt display-panel of water and other symbuols, and in twelve inch felt letters at the
botgm were lhe Hebrew words from l<aiah, “Go to the waters.” Although she
was (hen ondy fifteen, her projecl—oral and visual-—was a masterpiece. And s0
were the presentalions ot several ol her other classmates. The high school at that
ume consisted of some two hundred young women and a lcarned faculty that was
primarily female. The program was concluded with u lovely feast. Afier Leing
nurtured tor two hours by the giits of intellect and heart of these young women, at
the conclusion of the meal the principal calied in from another part of the building
three bays from the eighth grade who had aiready been bar miiizveh s0 that they
could constitute the quorum for eciting the grace Somehow, the asymmetry of
whose maturity counted was starthing. The other thang that was startling was that
no one scemed 10 nouce the asymmetry. When L gently raised the issue afterwards
with several of my foends, [ immediately saw the “Oh, here she goes again™ veil
drop over their faces, But recently, at fist self-consciously and (hen quite matter-
of-tactly, groups of wormen have begun 1o convene their own miti-congregations
for recitution of the grace.

ltem’ Women and kiddush, the sanctification over the wine. The Talinud per
nuts this, It adds, however, thal a curse will befall a man whose wife recites the kid-
dest fon him Perhaps that explains why women rarely recied tie rddush. For a
woman 10 do 50 heighiened the fact that she had no man or boy in her life who could
fubill dus sszvad for her. Bul today, there 1s no sugma. While nol yet the oo, 1t s
na longer considercd shamelul or scandalons for a woman to recite the ceremonial

blessings over the wine. In homes and in synagogues, al 2 family celebrauon, bat
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mitevak, birth ceremony, of congregational kiddush, women now recite the kiddush.
Ta be sure, In SOME quarters il siill raises eyebrows, but no one 1s ured and feathered
and run out of lown, 1t is on the way to becoming more widely aceepted.

5. Life cycle ceremonies. In Judaism, hirth, marriage, and death are
marked by important ntuals.

Birth. One of the most beautitul and poweful rituals in Judaism is the 1te
of ciscumcision (brif). More than a medical procedure, it is a covenanlal act. What
it really means 15 that Uus eight-day-old baby boy is ot just the baby of these two
sweet young parents but in reality is the ¢hild of all of us. That is what 2 brit cele-
bration is this is the ¢hild of the whale community (or, as an out-of-towa friend
said 1o us the night belore our son David’s brit, “Tell your lille son for me tornor-
row that his loss is our gain."}.

Since the time of Abrahum, this tradition applied to boys only. Were girls
also members of the covenantal community? Certanly they were, they are, but
they cntered without ceremony.

Item: After almost fvur thousand years sans, there are now birth cere-
manies for baby girls. Not yet farmalized or standardized, nor established by the
rabbinic authorities, they are the crcations of individual families all over the coun-
try. I suspect the way it will become a fixed part of Jewish tradilion is this: an
enterprising publisher of Jewish prayer books will selecl one such birth ceremoeny
for a gl (simcka bat) and insert it into (he new siddwr (prayer book}. 1o a hun-
dred years from now, no one will know whether it came from Sinai or whether it
is only forly or sixty years old; and o fact it will nor matter.

Ttem: Naming a child in the synagogue. Although the tradition estabiished
no formal covenantal ceremany for the birth of baby gids, it did institute the cus-
tom of naming them in shud at the time of Torah reading. For reasons which ure
unexplained, this naming did not, for the most part, take place at the central com-
munal Torah rcadimg- on Shabbat morning—but rather at a Monday or Thursday
shacharit (mmaming) or Shabbat muncha (aftermoon) Torah reading, with 4 much
simalles community presence. Thar, 100, is changing. Baby gitls are now often
named at the central liurgical moment of Torah reading on Shabbat. just before
the Subball rmussaf (additonal} prayers.

Item: Grviug the child a name. From emliest times, from the very first

sojourmn in Egypt, no matter what culture or country, no matter the condilions of
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their lives, Jews marked their identity by giving and hoiding fast to their Jewish
names. Traditionally, a Jewish name meant the given Hebrew name and the given
Hebrew nume of the father, which became the surmanie of the child. For example,
Renjy Weiss's Jewish name was Binyamin ben (son of) Avraham. Ilis sister’s
namc was Dinah bat (daughter of} Avraham Tn special circuinglances, such as
when u special prayer lor healing was made, the mother’s name was used:
Binyamin ben Sarah or Dinah bat Sarah, But otherwise, at the moment of giving
the name and at al! other times, only the father’s name was used. But during this
last decade, at several brit and simchat bat ceremonies 1 have altended, both par-
ents names were added o the given name, such as in Binyamin bea Avialiam
v'Sarah. Women called up to the Torab in woinen's tepla also use the Hehrew
names of both parcnts. Thus far, T have not heard a bar mitzvah boy called up o
the Torah for his first afrygh with his mother’s name included, but T suspect that it
is not far off.

Itern: The infant-greeting formula. In addition ta naming the buby girl in
the presence of the whole congregation, the tradiwonzl words of greeting 1o her
have also changed. For baby bays, the custom was to recite this greeling: "May he
grow ta {a life of ] Torah, the wedding canopy, and good deeds.” For girls, the tra-
ditional greeting was: “May she giow Lo the weddimg canopy and to good deeds.”
Incrcasingly, during the past few years, one hears the words “to Torah' inscried in
her hlessing as well,

The wedding ceremony. Generally speaking, in the traditional Jewish wed-
ding ceiemony, the bride and lemale guests had tew vocalized roles, The Lride
was covered with the veil by her hushand (bedeken), she walked seven times
around her husband under the wedding canopy;” she accepled the ring on her
index finger; she accepled the ketubah, the marriage contract. But she recited no
wards, nor did any of the woman guests pailicipate 1in any of the special honors
associated with the wedding ceremony. I am cedain that no bride 10 Jewssh his-
oty ever look slight ur felt mustreated at the beautiful traditional wedding cere-
mony, for no matter how little formal rituval participation, she was still the center

af the viuvesse

Neveriheless, some brides now want 6o have their female friends share in

the ritual, and sonk want to have a more cxpressive role themselves. Tere are

FEMINIST REVOLUTION IN ORTHODOX NUDAISM 69

several ot the new custems that have been ohserved ul Orthodox weddings dunng
this fast score of years,

Itern: A female guest reading the ketubah (marriage contract) during the
ceremony.

lem: Women holding up the poles of a postable chuppah (the maiage
canopy).

Trem: A bride reciting under the chuppah some words of love, usually
taken trom Song of Songs. In such instances, this is done after the marriage cere-
mony has techically been completed with the recitation by the husband of the
marriage formula, “Behold, with this sing you are consecrated unto me according
to the laws of Moscs and Tsrael”

Item. The kallah's (bride’s) dsh, purallel W the chattan's (groom's) #sh.
“Tigh” means table, but actually refers to the pre-ceremony gathering of men (usu-
ally around a table sel with light fare} where the groom will recite words of Torah,
I was present at a kallaf's tish where the bnde’s sister, a Talmud teacher, pave the
d"var Torh.

Item: Al a recent Orthodox wedding, at the conclvsion of the ceremony
bul before the breaking of the glass, seven women were called up to the chuppal,
one at a time, each o 1ecile words of biessing corresponding 10 the scven blcss-
ings that are parl of the traditional ceremony.

Ttem: At the sheva berakhot, lhe post-wedding feast that lasts for a week
after the weddimg, women have been called upon to recite one of the seven hless-
mgs.

hem: One of the most beautiful pre ceremony customs s the bedeken, the
veil-covenng ritua! The groom, accompanicd in song and dance by a male
eutourage, approaches his biide and genlly draws ihe veil over her face Just
hefore thal moment of veiling, 2 most poignant custom Lakes place: the father of
the tnde places his hands over her head and blesses her. The father of the groom
fallows suit In very recent fimes, the mothers have also joined in blessing the
bride.

Death and mourmug: (A.) Becanse of its mystery and taboo, death tended
to shampen the divide between the sexes. For example, in some cemelesies run by
the mare night- wing chevrak kadisha (holy bunal societies), women may not enter
the cemetery hut must remain at the entrance gate In some instances, this
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ncludes the female moumcer as well. (B.) Yei, because of the intense griet and
need to be comforted, 1t was logical that the impulse of lovingkindness and conso
laton would bnidge the separation. Thus, at some lunerals, while male and female
vigilors sil separately in the funeral parlor, the family of moumers sit together,
undivided by sex. {C.} And yet [urther, the domino effect of one aspect of badi-
tion upon the other—in this rase, women’s more constrained liturgical rale—
mutes the natural impulse. Because of the absence of obligation upon women to
be part of a munyan, they do not recite the moumer's kaddish (recited only in the
presence of a munyan) even Whough they recite other parts of Lhe service consti-
tuted by a punyan, such as the kedusha or the borchi. (D) Because of the vulner-
ability af the moment, decisions made by others are unquestioped and
unchallenged. Occasionally, [emale movmers will describe a sense of bewilder-
ment at being wld uo Oaly after the fact do they occasionally aiticulate their
heightened sense of loss at not being able W honor the dead in the same manner ag
did their brothers, sons, or spouses.

Bul the new sense of self and entiliement to feelings has impacted on ali of
the above.

Item: {ndividual women are tuking up the responsibility of kaddish, a most
poweriul bealing ritual Recited daily at the communad prayer services duning ihe
eleven months following the death of a parent {or thirty days for other members of
the immediate family), the kaddish helps a moumer recover in the [mnework of a
loving community, Some women, albeit very few (far fewer than in the liberal
denomunativns whete many women recitc the daily keddisfi), bave taken upon
themnselves the daily kaddish. Some have described the spintual experience as
well as Ihe process of their mtegration Regarding the latter, the pattern usually
runs something like tis, during the first few mornings, the regulars of the mnyan
arc somewhal uncomforable, and cveryone shifts around nervously as a woman
appears Since the weekday services are attended only hy men, and in fewer num-
bers than on a Shabbat, these services arc often held in g smaller room o chapel
ol the synagopue, where there 15 nu mechitza (partition, screen, or curtain separat-
ing men and women). Therafore, Tor the first few momings, a woman vsuaily
recites her prayers and Raddish trom the hall, Willun a very few days, a special
section 15 creaied 1or her, with a meciifza, so that she i3 not oulside m the hall but
rather in the togin with the rest of the petitioners. Latle by hittle, she becones part
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of the group of regular “minyanaires,” though services will never begin unril ten
nen have assembled. None ol the women who have deseribed their experience
have ever reported any hostility toward them. On the contrary, after the inibal hes-
itation and muld suspicion, they are treated with graciousness and welcomed. Ry
the time (he eleventh month roils wound, they have become such 1egular features
of the group that the men are sorTy o see them leave, which inevitably they do. 3o

far.

Item: A woman offering a d'var Torah at a shiva minyan. Shiva is (he
seven-day mourning period following burial. During these seven days, the moum-
ers stay al homne, sit on low wooden stuwls, and are visited by family and friends
who come ta cotfort, distract, help, listen . .. . A minyan s held in the house of
the moumers for morming, afternoon, and cvening prayers, and the kaddish is
recited at all of these. In order for additional keddish to be recited, and 11 order to
create a demarcation between the afternoon and evening prayers, which are usu-
atly held in tandem, five to ten minutes of study is inseried in between. Usually,
one of the visilors will teach a few verses from the Mishnah and then relate it to

the deceased.

At onc parlicular kaddish minyan not long ago, it was the granddsughter
and granddaughter-in-law who taught the Mishnah between the afternoon and
evemnng prayers. | am quite certain that this was the first time in Jewish history
that such a thing was done. How did 11 come to be? Both granddaughters live
sitnultaneously in the Orthodox community and in the modern world; both are
well-educaied; one of them is also a strong feminist, they were wained o show
great respect for their grandparents, and hecanse they loved their grandfather very
much and were very close to him they wanted W huve some special part in this
periad of mourning. It is intercsting Lo note that the father of the daughter and
daughter-in-law was not quite cumfortable, though his wite was all for it. In fact,
i someone ofher than bis children had asked the guestion, lie would surely have
<aid “No,” not to be recalcitrant but simply because it had never been done before,
and then, as is commeon, hoed up the arguments around thal position. But here it
was his own girls and he heard their plea. However, reciting kaddish alter o
wonLn's lewning was more than he could handle. 1lis compronuse was that afier

the two young women finished teaching the Mishnah, one nude guest would read
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a single verse from the text and then the Ladfish could be reciled. Perhaps i a
few years, or perhaps now at some other kaddrsh munyan ssnewhere else 1n the
country, 2 woiman will teach the Mishnah and those asserihled will recite the dad-
dish immediately following.

6. Learning. Look (or the locus of femimst values in a particular denciui
aation and you will find it different i each one. The study of sacred texis and of
rabbinic lteralmre—thal is where feminism has most powertully taken root in the
Onhodox community. Clearly we are winessing an explosion of women's leam-
ing. Someg would demur, saying that femioist values have had nothing to do with
Uiy mwrease in women's Tarah study, but 1 believe the timing is more than mere
coincidence.

The OUrthodox conunuity always eimphasized the study of Talmud A very
high value was placed onm its learning, and preat status was conferred upon the
icarncd. However, women were never part of this exalied enterprise. My 1w si1s-
ters and I grew up in a bone e which primary emphasis was placed on Jewish
education for females. My parents uprooted 1themselves and moved across the
continent in search of the best Jewish schooling that could be had. Yet., neither my
sisters nor I were ever introduced to a page of the Talod in all of cur yews of
clementary, high school and college-level education. By contrast, ali of my male
cousins had many pages of Tulinud belund them by the time they were Unrleen.
All that has changed.

Ltesn. Today, young women in yeshiva day schoals are taught Talniud at an

carly age, the very same ape as their brothers are introduced to that subjecl.

Item: Institutions of higher Jearning have been created speaiheally tor
women, and muny fine institutions that previonsly were restricted to men now

open their doors 1o women.

[tem: "There arc all kinds of encouragements in the commuemity tor women
v develop iemselves in these areas. In local communilies, women study not only
Talnud, but, more significantly, manage to carve out the time tor regular leaming,

regulur shrnrio (Classes o fixed times for study).

Item: As the pool of women who learn enlarges, so does the number ol
those who comnut thenselves seriously and over a lang {erm to the study of rehi-

pious texts, and 50, oo, does the pumher of women who become teachers in the
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communily, mciuding teachers of Talmud and halgkhq, There ar¢ now a dozen or

50 Orlhodox women around the world who teach Talmud. Incredibie!

7. Leadership. All of this discussion about lcarning brings me around to
the subject of leadership, because learning and leadership are mextricably linked
in Orthodox Judaism. TL seems not at all unreasonable, therclore, to make the fol-
lowing prediction; In the not too distant future, womnen in the (hrthodox comumu-
nity will also hold the title of rabbi. The cxplosion ol women's learning combined
wilh the very powerful mode! of wonkn rabbis in the liberal dencminations is
surely poing 10 create that fact. Perhaps they will not serve as pulpit rabbis, cer-
tainly nut mitially—for the community will not be ready for that step—but that is
ot to worry about now., The Grst step is the ordination of women which follows
mastery of ihe texts. [ believe we will witness Lhis o our time because we are
charted along an irreversible course, and because women, in significanl numbers,
will become proficient in all ihe materials that qualify them for vrdination.

Meanwhile, we can also rejoice in the fact that so many women have
assumed lay leadesship roles.

ltemn: Women scrve as ufficers of synagogucs, up lo and including the
office of vice-president T am certain that sumewhere in the United States, a capa-
ble womnan will be offered the presidency of an Onthodox synagague, a broad leap
from her status of 2 generation ago where wimen could not even vote as members
ol an Onthodox shud.

Tremn: Several women are now serving as executive directors of Orthodex
SYyNagogues. )

[teni. Women serve on rabbinic search committees of their local syna-
gopues Some of these women take advanlage of this opportunity to query a rab-
hinic candidate on aititudes woward women's issues.

Item: In Tsracl, woinen have been clected o the town rabbinic councils
follawing the landmark. Leah Shakdiel case

ltem, Womnen serve as chairpersons and as guesis of honor at yeshiva din-

ners. The all-male dais can now be tound only in the right-wing yeshiva world.

2,
L

Earlier, T stated (hat in the Orthodox counmunity fenimism 15 nol syslen-
cally uscd as a hermeneuiic to redefine the law But one can eusily see that it has
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infiuenced change Everything | have described is a departure from Lhe past yet is
considered halakhicly acceptable by sorme segment of the Orthodax community.

But so what? When I began (his lecture, I said that a Jot has happened. I'm
suze that some of you are still wailing te hear some news, 1 be surprised; to some
of you it might all seem twlally mnconsequential; many of these celebrated incre-
ments arc almost laughabie! So whal is women recite a bit of Torah in public? So
what if a girl slands n a synagogue in the women's sceion and the rabbi TECOg-
nizes her on her bat-mitzvah day? So what if a Tewish lout must stll be shamed
Into giving his wife a ges? What is so remarkabie about the fact that a Jewssh child
finally carnies both mother’s and father’s names? Besides, you would be alto
gether correct in reminding me that many of the examples I shared with you were
nothing more than one-time episodes, mere flukes. [ could not even tell you if
they were ever repeated. So whar am [ talking about when I say a lot has hap
pened? In the course of hoping and longing, have I hecome totally disconnected
from rcality?

But T believe these changes are highly sigmiicant, in fact revolutionary,
There are two reasons for Uus conviction;

1. Taken item by item, none are earth-shaking but all 10gether they udd up
1o something highly sigmficant: the redefinition of women's role in the commu-
nity. That is why I call the fermnist revolution in Cirthodoxy 2 "revolution of small
signs.” All thesc tiny steps reflect new spiritual cxpectations of and by Orthodox
women. Each act proclaims the growing acceplance of women in pubiic Jewish
roles. the presumption today is for woinen o locate themseives 1o the house of
sindy and in the synagogue, as well as in the home and 1n the miikveh. Slowly, a
woinan’s presence in sacred settings is becoming demystified. The taboos against
seeing and hearing her in commanal acts of holiness are lifting

One independent conhirmation of these new expectations is the ruv (mix
ing or bringing together). Among the (ypes of wark forbidden on the Sabbath is
uansporting nems through the public domam. By way of the eruv, the Rabbis the-
orctically mixed together the public and private donains; through this lepal
ficuon, the public domain becomes an extension of the private and, thus, vne may
vy thiough 1t Bud legal hetion alone cannot transformt the domain. There has ta
be some kind of bridging of the areas. ‘Ihe eruv, which in the case of property

consists of connceled poles, wires, ropes, existing telephone wires, etc., creales u
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circwnicrence that encircles and links (ogether the public and pivate domains It
takes a considerabie amount of effort and ingenuity to erect and maintain an eruv
that enclases an enliie neighburbood. ‘This explains why, tor the beller part ot
American Jewish histary, few Orthodax communities had one (the liberal denomi
nations drd not {ollow the injunction not to carry on the Sabhath).

Thus, a woman with an infant could not push a baby carriage on her way
1o the synagogue Most mothers of very young children did nol see Lhe inside of a
synagogue on the Sabhath for months at a time. And if a woman was actively
bearing children [ur five years and did not have help in the home, then likely she
did not attend synagogue on the Sabbath foi five years. What is more, no one
would have musscd her. That is how it was for young families during the vears
when my busbund and I raised our children. Often 1 hired a baby-sitter; but
equally often I simply didn't go.

In the last fiftcen years, there has been a tremendous expansion of eruvia
{plural) in cities all around the United Slales—wherever there arc concontrations
of young Orthndox families. On Sabbath morning, cne can see a plethora of
strellers and carriages lined up outside of shid, a testimony to the presence of
yonng mothers whose owa mothers and grandmwthers nminded them at home on
Sabbath morings. Today, a self-respecting young couple would not mave t a
neighborhood where there is ne eruv; prospective home-buyers make this their
first question; real estate brokers pot the word eruv into their advertising.
Women's presence in shi/ is anticipated!!

2 The second reason these small signs are so important is that this is g
community that lives by precedent. Each individual experience, each unique
expenment, previously untested but now decmed to be not contrary to Aalokha
expands the art of the possible. Each kosher precedent that is legitimate in one
halakha-abiding community or family, can be replicated, wany times over, by oth-
crs who wish o do so. Of course, there are many who would quarrel with the idaa
of a woman reading the ketubah at a wedding. But there are others who would
say, “Well, if it was permissible at that wedding, and Rabbi X gave it the O K.
because he performed thal wedding, then pechaps we can do the same at our wed-
ding.”

‘Lhe power of @ model is [ar grealer than a discussion or an argument on a

theoretical level You can have a thousand discussions on whether women can do
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this or that, bul il you have one live case and it “passes,” the argument is ended—
m betler yet, never enpaped.
3

Of course, this 15 a much slowes process, cranking it oot inch by inch. Bur
there is sometling to be said even for this. Another angle of vision irom which
consider the matter of small signs is the sense of being connected to the Divine, If
vou lake incremental steps, as oppused to giant ones, you feel joined 1o the tradi-
ton and not detached from it You mainlain a sense of being part of this organic
whole; your actions are felt as continuvous with the adion. When there is
arganic change, cverylmng seems to fit, novelty is not felt as novelty; it is nat par-
ceived (o be at odds o in tension with what when before but rather flows forward
smoathly through time, history, and community.

This is onc ot the great strengths of Cithodoxy. Gn the one hand, T believe
the pace could be speeded up in many areas; on the other, the slow pace has
uniquely enahled us to monitor the effects of feminism on & monetheistic religion.
We still de not know the answer 10 this vital guestion; to what exfent and al whal
pace can you chauge fiom what was, and still conlinue to hear the commanding
voice, still feel Revelation coming through all of 1t It1s a mghly complex issue
because once you slart 10 pull al the threads, you alter the whole fabric
Introducing chanpe can both enhance and dinunish the power of the commanding
voice. The guestion s, what 15 the cut off point on the downside? Orthodoxy
ulfers a model, a community thal has had the ability to maintain both the authority
and the sense of Revelation through all the imtcrvening years from Stnas onward,
and it may well be Outhodoxy thal will shed Light on that question Of feaimsin
and Qrthodoxy it mipht be said' there are two ways to get to Lthe revolution

o

One last beneht acuuing from this mainage of feminism and Ohthodoxy
All of the answers about equality of roles are not yet in. Years ago, [ used 10 think
that every role or nitual thal was distributed differenty wnong men and woinen
deserved a cry of sexism.

Today, 1 no loager hold that vicw, | have now come o realize that a
definition of cquality-as-identicalily is not the best definition 1 do not bebieve thal
such & delimiion will serve the human ace as well as a2 one that also allows for

sante wery dishinctive roles—egualny and gendetr disunenveness Lhe very broad
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distinclions of male and (emale Trom the past certainly will have 1o go, but doing
away wilh them does nal oweun that there is no room for both mamtaning and Le-
ating some very specific, well defined roles and rituals lor each gendar
Dustinctiveness is uot necessanly a symbol of inequily Nor does blurnng all the
lines, and ar a rapid pace, gumantee fulhliment of the grand desigi On the cou-
trary. such a blurring would he a blneprint for great confusion ahead Surely there
siust be vylue 1o retwning at lcast some definitions of male and female beyond
hiology And if this is so, us I intuit 1t to be from what J see around me, then Gnely
delailed ritual is a warm-spirited way to differenliate, tuking differences beyond
the immediacy of gender relationships to a transcendent place

Thus, a taditen that moves with geeater caution in redetining male and
female roles serves not only as recorder and anchor for Jews but alsa has some-
thing 1o say to all of contemporary society.

&

[laving said that [ must say the other, lest anyone confuse acceptance of
disttnctions with standing pat on the status quo. We still have a long way to go in
Qithedoxy. We siill have much ta Jearn fiom the other denominations. We still
have to open our ears and hear whal society’s new message is ali about. inequily
n divorce 15 outnght inequity, not distinctiveness. The problem nwst be resolved,
swiflly aund in totat good faith Prayer groups deserve a better press, they deserve,
if not an open welcome and praise, then, at the very least, a moratodum on suspi-
cion and smide comments. The creation of rituals that affinu the covenantal expe-
riences of girls and of women; the religious expression of events and sensations
thal are unique 10 women; the broader reghzauon ot women’s aspirations to lead-
erstup—all of tins lies ahead

<>

Which brings me to the very last point How will all of ihis happen? 1
bedieve that it will happen cxactly 1o the ¢xtent that women in the Orthodox com
munity will want it to be so. At this inoment in tine, 10 1s true that the majority of
women 1n the Orthodox community are mare oriented to preservation of the status
quo on these issnes That largely expiains why the whole community has moved
very cautiously. But to say that change will ocvur precisely i relatoiship 1o the
readiness of Orthudox women 15 o say something, glorious about the whole sys-
tein. 1t is not a ¢losed systent s somwe would think, but rather 4 dynanuc one, one
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thal can blend tradition and contemporary values, one that can accommodale indi-
vidual and group needs within the larger umty.

Feministu may not exactly be the henneneutic, but it is the Arst lever (o
push. As it increasingly acts upon the dives of women in the Orthodox community.
the process will move forward, the Aafekha will open, and we will see 4 dehinition
of equality and distinctivencss Lhat will carry us faithfully forward inte the next
4000 years.

NOTES

1 gm wudebted 1o Judith Romney Wegner of Providence, Rhode Island, who shared this mnsight
with me in 4 personal conversation several years ago.

"Some think tns is a sexist rustom, the groom standing in the wuddle and his bride and mother
and mother-in-faw ¢ircling about him, He is the center of the elationship, a Tewssh prince. While
an act can be interpreted i any which way, T believe the seaist interprtation 15 much off the mack,
Tt 1 not consistent with the basic thnust of the ceremony—a sanctificatin of the ugion— now with
the contents ol e ketnboh—which primarily focus on this obligatim to her and not vice versa.

Literature in Search of a Center
Mark Shechner

THI: QUESTION 1S never cutl of mind. What is distinctive about Jewish writ-
ing in America and what mighl it be hesides certain constants of locale or
gradients of vowe, which could be as much urban or moderm as they are Jowish,
that could mark outl a piece of wrinng as Jewish in its provenance and its
significance? Is there s verbal or thematic test we could apply 10 any book that
would yield delinitive answers, or have the margins between e Jewish and the
non-Jewish become 0 blurred that there is ne a priori way to distinguish a novel
by Juln Updike [rom one by Mark Helprin—~8ech. 4 Bnok, say, from A Winier's
Tafe—aon cihnic grounds. 1 don’t know of a satisfying answer 1o that queston, and
it is not hard to understund why scholuis tend to tiploe around it. In tuth, T don’t
believe that there exists such a Litmus test, Jewishoess is nothing like a gene or a
virus, a gnt oF a taint; it doesn't show up in diagnostic smnples. A hundred years
ago in Poland there might have been a simple and sufficient test: 15 a book written
in Polish or in Yiddish? Foriy years later in America ather tests might well have
heen sufficient: is it set 1 Boston or on Delancey Street? Does the hery hook his
fish in a trout strewn or haggle tor it at a pusheant? Clearly, the dillusion of Jewish
life into the American mamsyeam and 1he vipival erasure of linguistic and social
boundaries make any such tests now problematic, if not foolish. Whatever Jewish
wning may bt 1 America, it does not announce 1lself through simple msignias,
like: the old symbolism of Freudian dream theory, that anyune can imerpret from a
handy refevence manual.

And yet for all that the yueslion of difleences is not an idle one 1o be dis-
missed oul of hand, since 1o do that1s 1 declare the category of “Jewish writing”



