BOOKS

RITUAL VOICE: Women pray the at the underground extension of the Western Wall in Jerusalem

A Shul Of Her Own

Are religious Jewish women
sufficiently bold in asserting
their rights? These two
books, in different ways,
suggest they are not.

Haviva Ner-David

HEN IT WAS PUB-
lished in Hebrew in 2005,
Aliza Lavie’s anthology
“A  Jewish Woman's
Prayer Book™ (in Hebrew,
“Tefillar Nashim™) inspired discussion and
interest in both religious and secular Israeli
feminist circles about Jewish women’s prayer
— past and present. It came out at a time when
secular Israelis are trying to find non-threat-
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ening ways to reconnect to spirituality in a
Jewish context, and prayer is a safe avenue
for them into religion, without having to
commit to a lifestyle defined by Jewish Law.
In addition, it came at a time when reli-
gious Isracli women are feeling less satisfied
with their traditional ritual role and are
exploring new modes of religious expression
that will not be seen as radical or outside the
bounds of what is acceptable in their commu-
nities. Lavie’s book answers this need
because it provides examples of non-tradi-
tional and sometimes unknown prayers com-
posed especially for (and often by) women.
These prayers give a ritual voice to Jewish
women that they did not know existed before.
For example, there are prayers for women to
recite before performing traditional women'’s
rituals, such as lighting the Sabbath candles
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or immersing in the mikve, the ritual bath.
And there are even prayers for women to
recite at pivotal moments in their lives that
have not commonly been marked by main-
stream Jewish tradition, such as a prayer to
recite when one’s daughter starts to menstru-
ate, or a prayer to recite upon the onset of
menopause (written by one Ruth Lazare,
about whom we are given no biographical
information — not even dates or locale — in the
book).

A compilation of about 85 prayers (this is
cut down from the approximately 140 prayers
in the Hebrew version) from various eras and
locales, the book is worth purchasing to have
on your shelf and dip into from time to time.
In addition to the prayers themselves, there
are notes from Lavie giving background and
information about the prayers and their
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authors (although often not enough). The
translation seems well done, and it is worth
noting that not all of the prayers were written
in Hebrew originally, so even the Hebrew in
some cases is a translation.

Lavie, who lectures in the Political
Science Department at Bar-Ilan University
and appears on television shows about Israeli
culture, writes in the introduction that she
decided to create the book after hearing an
interview on Israeli radio with a woman who
lost both her baby daughter and her mother in
the same terrorist attack. Her heart went out
to Chen Keinan, who said she was leaving
Istael because her pain was too much to bear.
Lavie wanted to tell her that she was not
alone in her suffering and that many Jewish
women throughout the ages were comforted
by a connection to Judaism, strong faith, and
the ability to pray.

Lavie undertook the task of compiling this
lovely and, at points, poignant anthology as a
testament to this gift of prayer. As she points
out in the introduction, the biblical Hannah
was, according to Jewish tradition, the inven-
tor of prayer. She successfully prayed for a
son: Many Jewish women throughout the
ages followed her example of believing in
and utilizing the power of prayer.

Knowing that there were Jewish women
who took the initiative not only to pray but to
compose prayers is interesting and empower-
ing. Yet, as a woman rabbi who counsels cou-
ples and individuals (men and women but
mostly women) around life-cycle events and
spirituality, [ must admit that I did not find
most of the prayers in this volume particular-
ly inspiring or usable.

The prayers for brides are dated and chau-
vinist. For example, how can I give a modern
feminist-minded bride a prayer (written in
German by Fanny Nueda in 19th-century
Czechoslovakia) to recite on her wedding day
that contains the words “homemaker” with-
out giving the same prayer to her husband-to-
be to recite as well? Especially when that
same prayer has the woman saying that this
man will from now on be her “everything”
and that she will “fulfill his wishes”?

On the same note, how can I in good faith
offer these women a prayer (written by the
Ben Ish Hai, Rabbi Yosef Haim of Baghdad
in the 19th century) to recite upon immersion
in the mikve that asks God to cleanse their
bodies of all spiritual impurities knowing that
they will be immersing and reciting this
prayer but their husbands will not? And how
can I recommend that women who have
given birth to a baby girl recite a blessing that

this daughter will be one day be worthy of
giving birth to sons? This blessing is part of
the Zeved HaBat ceremony still used in
Sephardi communities to celebrate the birth
of a daughter. Moreover, these are all such
loaded subjects that it seems negligent for an
editor to include these prayers in this volume
without some feminist critique.

Lavie addresses this issue in her introduc-
tion. She writes: “There are several volumes
of contemporary Jewish women’s prayers
that have been published in recent years,
many of which have humanist, universalist
appeal and convey a manifestly politically
correct message. My book is not meant as a

‘It is difficult not to
wonder why some of
these women don't opt
out, preferring instead to
suffer the degradation
they inevitably
experience as women in
their faith communities’

contribution to this genre. Despite its great
diversity of geographical and historical
sources, this collection evidences a remark-
able degree of unity in the core perception of
existential purpose. The real life of real
Jewish women throughout the generations is
what gave rise to the prayer that they created.
The prayers reflect their customs, beliefs,
norms and values, We dare not ignore or dis-
tort their voices and their message. My aspi-
ration has been to convey them in good faith,
with the belief that their meaningful and
compelling heritage is a treasure that neither
contemporary universalistic texts, on the one
hand, nor the traditional prayer book on the
other, can replace.”

Nonetheless, this reader was disappointed
to discover that the English version did not
include prayers from contemporary non-
Orthodox women and women in the
Diaspora. Both the Hebrew and English ver-
sions do contain some prayers written by
contemporary women, but only prayers writ-
ten by Orthodox Isracli women.

One exception is the following prayer for
women whose husbands refuse to give them
a divorce, which was written by an American

THE JERUSALEM REPORT APRIL 13, 2009

woman named Shelley Frier List, in English,
in 1991:

“Creator of heaven and earth, may it be
Your will to free the captive wives of Israel
when love and sanctity have fled their home,
but their husbands bind them in the tatters of
their ketubbot. Remove the bitter burden from
these agunot and soften the hearts of their mis-
guided captors. Liberate Your faithful daugh-
ters from their anguish. Enable them to estab-
lish new homes and raise up children in peace.
Grant wisdom to the judges of Israel; teach
them to recognize oppression and rule against
it. Infuse our rabbis with the courage to use
their power for good alone. Blessed are You,
Creator of heaven and earth, who frees the
captives.”

However, there are unfortunate omissions,
such as a beautiful prayer composed by Rahel
Jaskow for Women of the Wall (a pluralist
women'’s group that prays together monthly at
the Western Wall), as well as examples of
prayers composed by women in the Diaspora
such as Marcia Falk and Nessa Rappaport. The
net effect is that the book includes prayers
written by a broad spectrum of women from
the past and a much narrower spectrum of
women from the present. In fairmess, I should
add that the editor, in a personal communica-
tion, stated that copyright issues prevented her
from including more contemporary material.
Nevertheless, her comment in the introduction
about deliberately leaving out contemporary
universalistic texts because she felt that voice
did not represent “the real life of real Jewish
women” leads this reader to suspect that per-
haps Lavie did not consider contemporary lib-
eral Jewish women (o be displaying an authen-
tic Jewish voice.

Yet this book contains some real gems,
especially a prayer from the “Auschwitz
Haggada of Freedom,” written in the concen-
tration camp in 1945 by Toby Trackeltaub on
scraps of toilet paper; she did not survive the
war. As Lavie explains, this Haggada was not
the traditional Passover Haggada written from
memory, but rather an original composition
from the hell of Auschwitz about freedom and
faith.

Another personal favorite of mine is the
biblical “Miriam’s Song,” which is left out of
most prayer hooks altogether but is included
immediately after “The Song of the Sea” in
Yemenite siddurim in the daily prayers and in
Persian siddurim in the Sabbath prayers. In
addition, Lavie includes a blessing dating back
to l4th-century Provence thanking God for

41







