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Orthodox Feminists: What Do Our Numbers
Mean?

Blu Greenberg

New York. Over 2000 people were in atlendance, -Ed.]

As I look out on this scene, the fecling is one of appreciation-—and wonderment, We
are now 1800 strong and gTowing every minute, What do our numbers mean? And why
now? And what is the message that we take and that we give?

First, T believe this 8real autpouring mneans that Orthodox feminists and their

will continue to be a force for g0od in the Orthodox commun ity.

But why now, 25 years after feminism first began to take root in the Jewish
community—and next week there wilj be an event commemorating the 25th anniversary
of the first National Jewish Women's conference that powerfully influenced so many
of us even though we proceeded in different ways —, why now do we have thesc
numbers and this support, including that of go many individual rabbjs whose presence
we treasure, some of whom have becn our partners on thesc issues for two or three
decades, and some who are joining us for the first time?

Because we have proven ourscives! During these past 25 years we have taken in
from the host culture the new values for women, and have passed these values onto our
daughters and our sons and our grandchildren, and all the while we have remained
Raithful to halakhah, not compromising an orthodox way of life, The critique that we
were undermining the Jewish family, destroying Yiddishkeit, have proven to be non-
credible. On the contrary, we now know more, daaven more, leamn more, teach more,

Orthodoxy can live happily together.

What elsc does it meau, this outpouring and enthusiasm? It means that we celebrate
together many of the Bains of the past two decades: the explosion of women’s leamning,
women of all ages, the study of Talmud, the many institutions for women that heva f- -
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created when three decades ago there were barely any; the growth of women’s tefilali—
cven during the course of this past year, 40 new refilah [prayer] groups—women taking
daavening sericusly; the religious lcadership roles, the new congregational interns, the
toanot {legal advocates), the poskor [legal decisors] and the training programs for them,
women on religions councils, women who are presidents of Orthodox synagosgucs when
one generation ago women were not even allowed to be members; women celebrating
rites of passage—Bat mitzvah, birth ceremonies, new wedding rituals; and women
saying Kaddish. We are living in a time when we experience a profound transformation
of the understanding of a woman'’s place, no longer “the glory of the daughter of the
king” exclusively as an inside persom, ie., iuside the home, hut also inside the
synagogue, the courts of law, the houses of study.

What else do our numbers here mean? They mean that we have a task ahcad, that
an agenda remains before us, waiting for us to take up the issues, onc hy one. Not all
of us agree on all of the issues—and I hasten to add that each person on the program
speaks herc as an individual, representing him or herself—but at the very least we come
to the discussion with an open mind and are prepared to listen to each other with
respect. For some of us the issues include expansion of a woman's role in the mechitzah
minyan, so that she not feel as if she is at the periphery of the spiritual congregation;
greater suppott and less suspicion by the rabbis and lay people of centrist orthodoxy for
women's prayer groups; more encouragement for women in religious leadership roles,
including, I believe, the ordination of women; and certainly a speedy, long overdue
resolution to the problem of the agunaf- not only resolving the individual cases of

hardship bul climinating all potential for abuse by reinterpreting the basic principle that
a husband has an absoiute right in Jewish divorce. Each of us here has different issues,
and we have come together in great strength to learn together and to deliberalce.

But our numbers here today mean something else as well; that we have a job to do,
not only conceming women’s lives but also placing a protective fence around halakhah.
Yes, we must help to rescue individual women suffering inequity; yes, we must enable
women 1o be the best practioners of Judaism they can possibly be. But, in these
processes that involve reinterpretation of the law, we are also working to cnsure that
halakhah remains connected to ethics, justice, mercy, compassion.

Some would say, as I have heard often during these past two decades in response

to the plea to accommodate women’s needs, that Agdlakhah and justice or halakhah and -§

ethics have little to do with each other, that halakhah is 2 system which doesn’t take
individual human feelings into consideration. Rather, it is focused on a grand design for

society,
On this latter point I fully agree; this is a proper reading of the sources. Every bit

of minutiae, every tiny detail is precious to us not only because it represents faithfulness

to Torah but also because it was—is— intended to communicate a value, an overarching 3§

principle about human life, Jewish life. But we must look at the even larger a picture of ;
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Homen's Vouces in Holocayst Literary Memoirs
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Women’s Voices jp Holocaust Literary Memoiy

socially derived dj fferences (e.g., household and mothering skills), which simultaneousiy
disadvantaged ang empawered the women. While wamen's fitcrary

mempirs unequivocully
demonstrate the inhereng perversity of Nagism, they also evoke issucs that spark

controversies refated tq gender-hased analyses. As in other literary MEMOITs, women's
TICMOirs raise the persistent challenge of art 1o express the unimaginable and unthinkable.

All sorrows can pe borne ifyou puf ther,
Lo a siory or telj 4 Story about them
Isak Dineso,

ature, Holocaust,
and gender and €Xposes the Nazi perversion of “women and children fipst, 2 Nomberg-

Przytyk and Delbg Suggest that we are dealing with 4 subject— the Holocaust—that jg
Unique among mass murders and penocides not only for the reasons that Sicven T. Katz
and others have [ajd out but for ather reasons as well.’ That is, the Nawvis created an

'Sara Nombcrg-Przytyk, “Children,” Ausehwitz: True Talps from g Grotesque Land {Chapel Hill;
University of North Curolina Press, 198 3), pp. 79-80,

“Charlote Delbo, Ausciwie; ang After (New Haven: Yale, 1995 L pp. 3-114,
3Stevcn T. Katg, The Holocauss in Historicat Contexs (New York: Oxfard), (994,



