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/*Iu this thesis [ discuss EAL Broners novel 4 W eave of Worner and show, hew
she uses innovative rititals of status elevation und status reversal to focus her
reader’s attention dn the probleins tated with the patriarchial structures
of traditional Judaisu, e.g., racisiu dlld rehglum dmu\\\ﬁnbru. [u Part One |
provide a description of conteruporary femninist I‘IlUd]? t; set Broner's novel
into context. Part Two is an exposition of the teat of her novel cotnparing ity
ferninist rites to various Jewish prayver books and descriptions of traditional
Jewish rituals. )
In my conchusion | offer  critique of the novel. | consider the problems
Brouer encounters by using traditional rltudl fors to develop or celebrate
her fetuinist thetites, and | discuss vxhether or not the rites she creates and

performs are best described as Jewish or ‘Wﬂ}l&J]\ ferninist. 1 also sugpest

.

that- her—coneept of “a weave of vsomen—%}s atr-expressiolr ot e “cuninm-
nal mysticistn™ w hich Carol Christ (1980) Yeters to ay ety pical element m

contelnporary feruinist literature.
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" Preface ' !

In this thesis I will “dfscuss d. contemporary novel by an American fetnimist
“Esther M. Bruner. T will focus my analysis of 4 Weave of W umen ou the -
use and misuse of ritual as a way to develop and explore her various feminist
themes. Tt order to do so I have divided 1y work into two wmain parts. The
first part provides a context into which I have placed my reading of Broner's
te}& The importance of storytelling to the liberation process, the function
of ritual and various contemporary fewinist ritual innovations are pTebeflted

.as colitext. The second part of this thesis focuses ou the text itself. 1 have

done a comparative analysis of Broner's rituals and prayers using traditional
Jewish prayer-books and #estival accounts in order to dgtermine wh\' and

" how she uses ritual 1nnowt10n\t,o deal with the problemb associated with

sexismu in contemporary western cultfires. -

In the introduction to this novel, Marilyn French has written that

. Tradition is a delivery from one generation to another of rites, custos,
beliefs, styles, or codes. Age casts yenerability upon a practice: it comes to
have the force of law. Changes in religivus rituals can cause near-rebellions
among adherents; even changes in artistic styles can cause riots, as in the
reception of the Impressionists, or of Stravinsky's Rite of Spring. Thus,

a tradition is morp than a strand of culiure—like a recipe passed down in

a family;-it is a mwold m which people are formed. Changes in traditious
therefore threaten the very identity of a suciety (ix).

My thesis will explore several of the avenues suggested by French as they
relate to Broner's ritual innovation and to the problems both men and women
face as they try to comd to terms with sexsim today.” I will not attemupt
a literary analysis of Broner’s text. My giain interest in this thesis is to
discover the roots of her ritual content #d to see where and how far the
various branches she has created in this novel grow into a “feminizing™ or

“*humanizing” vision of contemporary Jewish life and culture.
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~ Feminism and Sacred. Story ,
R

* *

- w

It i 1y intention in this 1hesis to explore ritual wodels and to discuss their
viSiunar}' sty e or mood withiu the woinen’s spirituality movement today, and
tu concentrate o the fictional treatinent of }ht‘bt‘ coucerns in E.M. Broner’s
novel A Weave of Women. Before | consider Broner’s work I will provide an
introduction to thesé€ themes by discussing the importance of storytelling to
the develupent of a feruinist consciousness, the relationship between :.«tur.\-
telling and the emerging ferninist spirituality woverent and the relationship
betw el story telling and ritual performance. -
Women who have ex;;erieuch the violencMyand frustration associated
ith sexism rgt: Qn;gmny different ways. Throughout the early vears of
ft:u: wottlen's moven“k;xt and to the present one strategy that wormen have
found “helptul in dez;ling with the auxiety and stress of sexism lias been to
nieet toget.iwr with other women to talk about the effects it has had on their
lives, ‘The first time that a womwan hears another woman speak out about
her frustration aud rage she is freed from her feelings of isolation and frow
the silence that has uppressedulwr. CarolyChrist (1Y85) suggebts that when
woten share these feelings with each other and reflect on their lives in such a
“setting, they tap into deep regions of unexplored territory from which a new
theology, or “thealogy.” as she prefers to call it | 1979:279). can be conceived.
More positive or aftinning imagesi of the feininine arise, perhaps embodied
as motherwr goddess tigures. As a result of this exploration the creation of
a new wyvthology based on positive experiences of the feminine has emerged
within the women'’s movement over the past two decades (273-287). Christ
refers to a woman’s experience of the divine fewinine as her awakeuing to
the deepest levels of her creative or transformative self (1980:13). Some refer
tw this transformation as a conversion experience through which a women is

empowered to challenge the puwers that she feels dominate her life (Cooey
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. 1985, Others teel the challenge to speah out, to espress their d’evat freelings
of rage or juy which spring frons the very heart of ferdnist consciousness { Kay
Turter 1982:226). The attention paid to feelings in the context of fennuist
fitual s one nportant wark of Turner’s work, She writes that “the How
of feelings, chunge in feelings, or sharing of feelings with others s a highlhy
desirable goal in performing the ritual™ (226). The encouragement 1o share
Juurneys fronroppression to liberation through the telling of stories hie br‘u

one of the ost effective ways that wonsen have created o sense of conmun(ify

R 4 N o
3 or sisterhood today. .
Early anthologies of fetninist writing such as Steferhood o Powerful
(1470), edited by /Lh% poet Robin Morgan, provided passionate testimony
to the power of this stury&elling, phenovmenon. Morgan points out that the
writing of this book itself radicalized her. She was overcome by the fucts, the
statistics, the stories that docutuented wotnen’s oppression and exploitation
in conternporary American society. ‘ ’
v Everythiug, frot the verbal assault on the streep, to o “wellmeant” sevst
Juhe your husband tells, to the lower pay you get at work {fur domy the
satue Jub a M would be paid more for), tu televigion comnwreiids, to
ruck soug lyries, tu the pink or blue blanket they put on your imfant 1 the
. hospital nursery, to speeches by male “revolutionaries” that reck of male

supremacy - everything seems to barrage sour aching brain.. You begm -

tu see how pervasne a thing sexisin 1s-the defimtion of and Jistrin it

against half the human species by the u‘ther half (xv, sv1)
Morgan writes with the authority of @ woan exﬁressixng the depth of her
owal e:{periel_lg'e uf radicalization. The bugh, she insists, had to be “told i
& ourowi words,” free from the distortions of what she refers to disparagingly
: as the “mass wedia” (xixn). Poets upd supgwriters are incladed in the final
section entitled “Poetry g6 Protest.”™ Moigan realizes that the words shared

+ . by these artists resonate with the energy and the anger of countless winnen

A

who have not yet found their vuices. Her message that “sisterhood i poas -
erful” has had a mwajor impact on the lives of countless wotnen, who, having
read this book, feel relieved of the loneliness and confusion that accomipany
the struggle to overcome the effects of sexisi in their lives. ‘

That woten have had a less meaningtul part to play in detining or nam-

ing their experience of the sacred, or for that watter, naming and defining
-

F1)
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themseltes, has beconie one of the most siguificant areas of ferinist concern.

scnsing their alienation fhon a society that does not encourage thens in thic
. i . e, - 4 . -

pravess of self-definition, wonen often require’ conrage to speak ont about

their experience of sesisi.
Wonen experience eluptivess i their own ves—in, self-hatred, o self-
pegation, an” i bewg o victmn e relationshops with wen; aond e the
values that have shaped their nves. Experencing nothugness, wotien re-
o Jert comventiopsl solutions and guestion the meaning of therr lives, thus
opening themselves to the pevelations of deeper sources of power and value
(Christ 1980-13)

A burgeoning fendnist consciousness seenis to have arisen as a result of

the widening gap between whpt a patriarchial society dJeﬁIw's ds appropri-
ate roles for worsen and the growing tendency in wotgen to whnt to define
themseles. Stashing the idols of patriarchal inages or sywbols ut; God has
becotie o signiﬁgum part of the process referred to by Mary {}aL\ as “cre-
ative rage” (1974:157). Various conteisporary women scholars of religion are
interested in formulating a theological perspective based on the iusights of
thiv feninist iconoclsu, They have identified four basic principles which
they feel are necessary to the detelopuent of such o feruinist herueneutical
approach. They insist that it must include the premise that wornen are fully
hutan (Farley 1us5:44; Ruether 1984:11; 1985:115-116), that pomen and
men are equally hunian (Farley :45-46; Fiorenza 1985:34; Ruether 1984:21;
1985:113), that r';nut‘ualit”y in relationships is essential to well-being (Daly
1974:126, 151; Farley :4%»;}7; Ruether 1984:209), and that to pursue ah etfec-
tive feruinist hermg;nentic Ole 1ust asSue an at{,it ude of “radical suspicion”
when interpretating theological docutueyts'or sacred teats [Fiorenza in Sah-
enfeld Y8555, Russell 1985:141; Zikuand 1985:27). This radical suspicion
of sacred ‘texts is especially importaut when wornien cousider yuestions of
authority as they define what is good, evil, sacred or profane. ]
Carol Christ has paid particular attention to the development of wernen’s
literature as a alternative source of theological rev el:itiuu from a feminist per-
spective, because she feels that it provides a radical approach to the sacred
and “reveul/s| the powers that provide orientation in people’s lives™ [1980:2).
She gratefully acknowledges the inHuence of - “narrative theologians.” aud

& 1[\



<

&

3 ' ¢ ) 'u* !

refers specitivally to the work of Stephen Crites and Michae! Noval wi her
book Dhveng Deep unid Surfucing: Wortnen Writers on Sparituad (Quet FACS

corditgg to Crites” she writes, “erers story has a “siered digensjon,” wed,

s umch because pods are cdtmondy celebrated i them, bt becinges: ot .
wouen's! setse of self and world s created through then 207 Mithael Nosw

vak suppests i Aseent of the f\!uuutuim Flight of the Dove 11971) that it
to have auy stors to dve it e erieny nulhmuwtu the privual tormlesss
ey uf}éuman htv beluwathw threshiold of purrative strocturing” (52). Stories
provide a sense of self, @ forme to vue's idividual fite. Thus, Christ writes o
that ) i

Mathout stories o woran s bost when shie cores to ndhe the mnportant

" decisions m her bie She dows it learn to value her stragples, b celebrate
her streupths, tu cotnprehend her pabig, Witheat stores she connot under-
stand herself. Without sturies she is ahienated frong those deeper ecpaen e
of self and world that hae beeu called spiritual gnd religious (1980 1)

This emphasis on narrative hab ~fha]lenged theolopians wach as Chrst to s i ;

duvestigate the source of wotnen'’s stortes and to question the roles woanen

sadsurne i order to fultill the requirenents the stories supeest. »
As women becogue uore aware of how npich uf thetr own experience lhw
miust suppress 1 order to tithenselves into the stories of e v, Thear vedrn- N
g fur o bteratare of ther own, b which wonnen s stories ure told from
Wonien's perspective, grows. Thiy s why the new Dhiterature  written by
wotnel who are awuare of the pap between women s expenience and nien &

stuTies 1 s Hnportant «(‘“fnrlet |ELIENAE

Telling stories about the sacred or spiritual ditnension of their lives foree '
worneft to consider the intloence of a religion that hasdenied then the sane
spportunities aud respect that it estends to men, I Diving Uf‘c’;-gnd Surfae-
ing Christ studied the poetry anud tiction of hate Chopin, Malgu)]‘et Atwood, .
Doris Lessing, Adriennie Rich and Ntozuhe S ‘ﬂ}/mu ge. The experivice of uriging) “

nvuthlng,lwzjbq the vecurrence of ug stical awikening in natural surroundings
from which the characters derive i ages and symbols of personal power, and 7 .
new n.mnu p of the self Mm&umurpuratea a new -found respect and honour . .

fur the female budy, are referred tu by Christ &y contnen themel in thewe
exatiples of conternporary wouen's literature {1205, Crivt als points vat
that these “patterns of spiritual yuest discovered i wonen's literature have

o

S .
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alro begun to enwrge\(utﬁe} art and \ﬁwa},'ibrmz« « |They!| arcapl a new
underlying sensibality, a “sacred story. which is surfacing in wor s culture
as a whole” (121). She refers to the songs of Holly Near and her strong
crup}mai: on the B¥Tding and maintaining of relationships in which a form
ol “Forununal mysticistu” arises (1980:122, and she comuents on the re-
currence 'Ufﬂcircuﬂlal‘ images, particularly exuphaJized by ceramic artist Judy
Chicago in “The Dinner Party™ {123}, s

Christ writes that the art critic Lucy Lippard found an interesting con-
nection between wornen s art and ritual. “When women artists like Margaret
Hichs, Alice \uud\ Collette, Nij \alter and Ree Marton created earthwork
sculptures ., they, more often than men, created a link to the monumental
piece by“ acting a ritaal around or in it™(123). - SO

g . . . v b3
[he sharing of stories during consciousness-raising meetings is consid-

ered by (‘hrl’st to be a rituul affirtnation of sisterhood “where worpen gather

to hear thelr experiences and visions yamed” (19%0: 1"") The blurring of
boundaries between literature, art, and ritual, suggests to (l\rm that there
v @ movelent toward mt'egratw“n and wholeness in women’s culture that
i indicative of women’s actual experience of themselves and their world.
_Sych blurring vccurs, for instance, during readings.by Ntozake Shange, when
“poetry-reading spillls| over into dance and ritual forms (127).

The integration of personal “stories” in the formulation of theological
points of view, has beefi”emphasized b\ women who have chosen to re-
tailt within the Christian (‘hurch.ﬁ\_(‘hri‘stian edueators associated with the
Mud Flower Collective {a group of seminarians and theology stygdents in the
United States) feel that the inclusion of their ‘own stories of faith develop-
tnedit is in't,egml to the Eomprehensive tyeatinent of contemporary theological

issues. This group has stressed the importance of feminist “imaging” to the
g ging

process of developing new ways to speak ofs and to experience, the sacred

“dimension in their lives: .
ZA theological prucess grounded in imaging invites us to draw from our own
lived-eaperience, to present ourselves, our seuse of reality, and to make sense
of the stories, words, pictures, or sounds that vthers share. Imaging makes
us aware that se are bringing our own lives and perceptions to theology.
Activating vuy imaginative resourges makes Clear)t,hat, the concrete truths

4
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of our lives, miemories, and values are foundational to vur com eptnal work

(161} ) . .
Claiming that personal experience is a signiticant factor in the deve |-

optuent of a theological point of view characterizes the ferninist <piritudin

movenent today. By sharing stories about their pain and frustration., wonen

reach out to each other for comfort and support. They explore tHe depths
of their own experience of the sacred for answers to the important questions,
in their lives, and for fmages and sybols of the di\‘iletlia‘l speah Tneaning-
fully to their experience as wornen. What has begun to enierge is a wonnen .
'3 culture whicl seeks to express itself in the formulation of wotnen™ literature
art and ritual expression. Ritual, lptirticulurly. v one way in which woten
can drarmatize their new awareness of themselves in the contest ol a like-
minded cotmunity or group. 11" this way ritual action “animates™ {Gritnes
1952:58-59) our lives and inspires us to act out sotne of the transforiations
or discoveries that we experience in our spiritual journey. _
Feminist liturgical communities, or “Wotnen-Church” (Ruether 1985}
congregations have been formed to acconmodate wornens search for 4 decper
N - understanding of their spiritual experience through the ritualization of sig-
nificant rmomnents in their personal and communal life. Ruether writes that
women “are starved for the words of life, for symbolic f(.)rmb that fully and
wholeheartedly affirm their personhood and speak truth about the evil of
sexisin and the possibilities of a future beyond patFiarchy™ (51, Such group.
‘offer wotnen in this state of Hux a supportive pluce in which 1o review their
lives and experiment ‘with lifestyle innovations.
/ We do not form new commuunities lightly. but only because the crsw has
- h grown so acute and the efforts to eftect change so unpronnsing that we often
cannot even continue to communicate within these traditional church 1nsti-

‘tutions unless we have an alternative commumty of reference that nurtures

aud supports our being (\5),

The inclusion of women's art, poetry and ritual -performance into the
prevailing patriarchal culture is iufpor}:ant to feruinism’s vision of li@:r.ﬂiuu
from sexism, because, as Novak suggesl‘s, we acquire our foundational sturies,
our scripts from the culture into whichgwe are born (1971:49). By providiug
a variety of positive options for personal development with complitnentary

N ook :
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iages of the ginpowered 1elrﬁi1ine. the feminist vision can have a strong

influchce on how Wormen coe teries with or challenge sexisty in their

Brvee.

This fitegration of our stories with the emerging fetninist point of view
motivates solie wotnen to act in was that they hope will encourage soci-
ological and pediticat change. Merely telling stories and not acting out the
radical transtormation that they nuply is like cutting a plant off at its root.
ﬂ{iﬁluf’}’t(‘”ing crcles initiate wornen into the nnystery and power of ritual ac-
"tyi.‘»’u. Often the unity that is ritually expressed in these meetings mspires
wotnen to become more active in in social or political spheres.

Charlene Spretnak’s book, The Politics of Women's Spirituaity: Essays
on the Fise of Spritual Power Withu the Femiust Movement (1952), indi-
cates how di\m—é'ﬁi?path: of coutemporary teminists have become. Some
ferninists describe their process and their developing comnitment. to fern-
inisty through the writing of fiction and the creation and performance of
tituals sensitive and responsive to the experience of.cwltempurary wolLel.
‘The importance of ritual to wornen who look forward to the transforination

of rulture, as well as to 4 transformation of the self, has been suggested by

. Kay Turner’s essay, “Contemporary Fetninist Rituals.” which is published in

: . \
Spretuah’s book. |

I'hat wornen in the United (States and elsewhere have begun to claim sacred
space fur themselves tu create rituals which emphasize their loyalty to each
uther aud tinally name the powers which men have found “anomalous™ (1e.
nameless) s mdeed an ultimate radical {proceeding frow thie root) affirma-
tion of the revolutionary potential of the fermmst movement. . Fepgtust

ritual practice is currently the most inportant model for symbolic and.

therefore, psychiwe and spiritual chauge m women (1982:222).

In his article, “The Symwbolisiu of Liminality™, Juha Pentikainen (1979)
writes that the performance of various risuals is one way in which a cul-
ture transmits religious or other messages to wembers of that culture when
they be‘cn;m;é?a are of their symbolic weanings (158). He refers to’ Firth's

. {1973:77) suggestion that svinbols can be understood as a culture's “storage
units.” These emergi“ng feminist ritual groups are reflecting as well as inspir-

ing the creation of more positive symbols of the fenlinine. Clifford Geertz
! N
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suggests that the exchange of these symbolic meanings between individuals

i+ the process by which they become *hurnan™. This suggests the Huportanee

of feniinist rrualization tor wornen dealing with the pain ol sexis in their
lives today. Powertul or etnpowering images and oy nibols of the tetninine
CHLOUTAZE Woilen 4s they eaplore what it means to become “human™ today.
 Culture provides the hnk between what men sic] are mtninsically capabile

of becotumng and what thes actually, one by vue m fact become Beconnny,

tunran is beconnng mdnadual and we becorne ndvidual under the puidence bl
ul cultaral patterns, historscally created systens of weanny i terns of
which we give furi, order, pomt, and direction toonr ives And the cultural
patterns mvolved are not geseral but specitic mat just “tnarnage” but o
particular st of potions about what men and women are hke, how sponses
should treat one another, or who should properly marry whone Mg et
be detfined neather by his nnate capacities alone  nor by his aetual bl
aluie _but rather by the link between them, by the wav i which the bt
1 transforined into the second, s generic potentialitien fovuses into hs

specific perfornances (1973:51). .
P - - . - . - -
It is important to note with Pentikainen that behind every ritual perfuor-
mance, or the transterence of meaningtul sy mbols. is an over-riding worldview

which distinguishes one cultural or historical period I another. Northrop

Frye reminds us that “culture interposes., between the ordinary and the re-
ligious life, a vision of possibilities, and insists on its totality -for whatever
is excluded from culture by religion or state will get its revenge somehow”
(1957:127). According to many feminists this revenge has taken the form
of u revolation in wotnen’s consciousness, which has expressed itself in au
outpouring of positive felinine images and language.

Oue of the significant developusents related to the rnise of ferninism, there-
fore, has been an increased interest in wornen's experience and expression of -
the sacred. Just as wotnen have challenged the political, Rygal and wedival
institutions of patriarchal culture, they have challenged religious wstitation
as well by seehing ordination and other positions of authority yithin their :
traditions. Aviva Cautor, Judith Plaskow aud Roseruary Ruether address
this question by encouraging liturgical reforur frow within the Jewish and
Christian traditions. Sore wornen have turned their backs on patriarchally

oriented traditions altogether. Wouen who feel that their experiences have

4
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been devalued or ignored within themn have been seeking wavs to express
their spirituality through. for exanple, alternative ritual forins. They feel
that the Jewish and Christian traditions are hiopelessly archaic and irrev-
clant to wornen's spiritual quests today. The rituals referred to by Carol
Christ*Starhawk and Hallie Inglehart Mountainwing exemplify this path.
Whichever path is tahen both groups seek to affirtn positive images of the
fernine. They seek to chialenge the iferior position and negative attitudes

toward wornen that ty pify patriarchasd sotieties and religions. .

-

ey

e
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Definitions of ritual vary from writer to writer, and sote definitions
are more helpful than others in facilitating fruitful study of ferninist rites.
* e - - . -
The definition formulated by Jonathan Z. Smith is helpful for understanding
feminist ritual, because it considers the ‘Performance of ritual as an attempt
to rationalize the ifnperfecgions of the human condition and to project an
idealized world toward which tlie performers can strive. Smith characterizes
ritual in this way: .
1 would suggest that, among other things, ntual represents the creation
of a controlled environment where the variables, (i.e., the scadents) of
ordinary life have been displaced precisely becauae they are felt to be su
overwhelmingly present and powerful. Ritual is 1 means of performing the
way things ought to be in such a way that this ritualized perfection is
recollected in the ordinary, uncontrolled, course of things.. .. It provides an

occasion for reflection and rationalization on the fact t,h.;t whiat uught to
have been done was not done (Smith 1982:124-125).

It is my opinion that feminist ritual in particular exemplifies this process

,of reflection and the acting out of an idealized reality because it focuses,

its attention on the conflicts women experience in an incrfasingly antiritual

- N d - oo b ‘
and sexist society. Kay Tyruer suggeststhat engaging in ritual performance
ility to break through her present reality and to

facilitates a woman’s
i

invent alternatives that reflect her new mood ind growing comitivent to

developing a better life for herself. 9"
Ritual is a potent source of invention because the pd.rthpauw feel the ea-
treme intensity, sometimes ecstasy, of openness to pobslblfhtv and revelation
(1982:227). /:

Feminist ritualists suggest that such a transformation depends on the mutual

empowerment of 1nd1v1dual women. Pauld Cooey writes that this empow-

erment of women is often felt as a transforming religious experience and

K]
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that religious langu‘ge is used to interpret. or describe it. She says the

changes associated with embracmg ferninistu constitute a conversion, experi-
ence (1985:24-32). She writes that this Kind of conversion is a turning toward
“full related self-hood™ and that this experience “is the first genuine taste
of what it rueans to be a person equal to other persons, a full participant in

a wider community of being” (30). This mutual empowerment of women is

often the explicit goaj of womeun's spiritk{lalit‘y groups. Explorations into the
‘sources of ritual action seew to facilitate this process. Kay Turner in her
. essay, “Contemporary Feminist Rituals,” describes the empowering function
as the “continual exchange of gifts which heightens the affirmative identity
of all who participate.... At the th;.» very least, it has been a useful mode
for envisioning what a different world for women might feel like” (1982:226).
This stress on the {dealized nature of the world created l;'y feminist ritual
seems to echo the thought of Jonathan Z. Smith cited above. Both writers
suggest that ritual provides an imaginative or projected vision of how things
could be if we all lived in a pérfect world. Kay Turner and other feminists
such as E.M. Broner go so far as to assert that their vision provides a tem-
plate of how things could be and indeed should be in a world beyona sexism.v
The power of feminist rituals rests in their ability to charge the women who
participate ‘in them with a creative spark. Empowered by this spark women.

can invent and embody new ways of being in the world. Kay Turner explains:
The use of ritual is significant as a source for the renewal of commitment to
evolving and transforming society as a whole. In authentic ritual gxperience
. sumething, an ability to break through the present, is-available which can
lead to discovery and creativity. Ritual 1s a potent source of invention
because the participants feel the extreme intensity, sometimes the ecstacy,
of upenness to possibility and revelation (1982:227
Kay Turner’s views concerning this creative aspect of ritual seem to suggest
that rituals’in and of themselves provide an opportunity as well as a challenge
to indjviduals and cultures to reflect on their ability to express these deep
feelings., W hen ineffectual traditional rituals lose their meanmg alternative
ones are created to provide more.appropriate settings for “divine” revelation
to occur. Femmlbt scholars such as Christ believe that women’s experience
provides sources of sacred knowledge for them and that rituals should reflect

this experience by using language or 1rnages better sulted to them.

. -
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The human life cycle has been described by various theorists as the pas-
sage through physical as well as social changes of status and self-awareness
within-the context of a particular culture. Typically, these rites are in-

_tricately connected to the religious beliefs and practices of t}r:t culture.®
Although they aré not recognized universally, most cultures facilitate pas-
sage through these stages by recognizing theru and providing rites which not
only mark the transition from one stage to anothter but also pass on special-
ized knowledge to aid individuals t6 live productively in, and identify more
closely with, new stations or status in that social structure (Van Gennep:13;
\'. Turner:95). ° .

Ritual can be understood as a conserving or preserving agent which mnain-
tains and strengthens the cultural identity of individuals and perpetuates the

" culture itself. What is pa.ssed,on 15 the culture—the traditions, symbols and

the language used. Both my own daughter and a Ndewbu girl must pass
from girlhood into adulthood sometime in their lives. How they do so-what
they leave behind and what they can look forward to—are souie of the fuctors

that make them different from each other.” Each represents her own unigque’

culture and heritage, her family life and social expectations. '

-

Howeyer, there is another level of human experience that affects the ritual

~ expressigpof a particular culture: Cultures themselves chunge. What was
once appropriate in the context of one historical or cultural setting may no
longer be so in the context of another. The position and status of children,
for instance, has varied widely from the days when eight-year olds worked

long shifts in the mills and factories of our own niné?eemh century.urban’

" areas to the computer age in which “vidkids" match their wits with Donkey
Kong. A child in each of these settings must learn what is socially acceptable
behavior, and each must acquire the skills neZ'essarv to survive within it.

_In a similar way a woman’s passage through the life (vcle differs from

the passages made by her foremothers. A woman of y grandmother sgen-

eration passed into womanhood with the expectation of marriage and child-
'rearlng The: skills she learned encouraged the development of her ability
to keep and maintain a household, which probably included several children
(Luxton 1980). Today a woman of my generation does not necessarily ap-

proach adulthood with the same expectations of marriage and family. These

»

“



— i ’ . -
. . 15
t ! +

are only two of the possible courses a woman can take. The ilnpact of femi-

nwm on women s dblllt\ to seek alternatives has chan/ged the way in which

wornen approach ma{urm in thxs and other modern cultures. It appears that

maty wornen's gender role expectations are changmg much more rapidly than

their culture's ability to assimilate these changes through approptiate ritu-
als. Religio‘ns. for instance, founded on pat‘riarchal assumptions are being
challenged by contemporary women to at least\riote, if not liturgically reflect,
these social changes.

Victor Turner (1969) suggests that ritaal itself is a procéss by which a

" culture deals with and discharges the anxiety produced by disruption and

change. Ritual provides opportunities and éettings where possible changes in
“direction and self-definition” can take place (Doty 1988:102). In The Ritual
Process Turner stresses what he perceives to be an alternating movement
or flow between social structure and what he refers to aé__ “communitas” or
* anti-struciure.” Communitas is characterized by its abilify to transcend
the conventional ordering of society into a ];;iera.réhy in which one class or
group dominates another (1969:158). In this state of flux, which he refers to
as “liminoid” (after Van Gennep's (1960) use of the term “liminal”), ritual
is experienced as a dynamic process throﬁghmh individuals gr_cultures
create new structures. Feminism can be viewed as a social mmé:;lt whose
pri_fnan_v aim is to restructure society in ways that provide men and women
with equal upportu}xities for personal and social development. Feminist rit-
ualists focus on the fact that women are systematically denied status within
the contéxt of patriarchal structures. They note that women are a.ssigned
specific roles which deny them opportunities to reach their fullest potential,
and that it is from this experience of marginalization that women's desire
for meaningful change has come. Victor Turner has suggested that it is pre-
¢isely at the point where convention and social expectation clash that change
is likely to take place.

Liminality, marginality, and structural inferiority are conditions in which

are frequently generated myths, symbc?ls, rituals, philosophical systems, and

works.of art. These cultural forms provide men [and women] with a set of

» templates or models which are, at one level, periodical reclassifications of

reality and [wo|man’s relationship to society, nature, and culture. But they
¢

1 : t.
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are more than classificatious. since they incite men |and \wmeuH to action
as well as te_tlrought (1969:125-1 29). -
— \ .

Women who feel alienated from their culture because of its sexist linmita-
tions must also deal with feelings of guilt when their strategies to overcoue
this alienation th’reaten or challenge religious principles and ixﬁatituti(;gythat
they haye identified with since childhvod. Perhapslthey have participated
with thelr families in traditional religious pl‘d(tlceb which have provided.a
ritual or liturgical structure to their lives. The celebration or marking of
life-cycle transitiond is usually associated with a particular °rtéig',iuus system
or worldview. Participants in ritual quite often petition for and expect divine
guidance gs they pass through one stage of life to the next. I not a deity, a
host of gést’lmncestorb is called upon to aid them in their| passage: Divine

approval reitiforces a culture’s power to maintain the position of its dominant

group, espe(‘lallw by outlining social norms that it then “legiti imizes? (Berger
1969:38,39).
Simone de Beauyoir, in her study of what she referred Lu as (e

Vo

seconrd
sex,” i.e., women, makes a similar connectlon between bO(ldl structure and
divine sanction in this way:
. v . ) ,

Man enjoys the great advantage of having a gud endorse the code he writes,

and since man exercises a spvereign authority over woten it s especially

fortunate that this authority has been vested 1u him b\ the bupreu,;e Being

For the Jew, Mohammedans and Christians, among others, man 15 master

by divine right; the fear of God will therefore repress any imnpulse to revult

in the downtrodden (1952:585).

The significant thing about the fefninist revolution regarding religions

. el > 1 . . _ . Y e . .
dominatiort is that despite the incredible ability of a sovereign, repressive
structure to manipulate individuals through this fear, some women have risen

up and challenged that power by questioning male dominance as it expresses.

itself through patriarchal assumptions’about man’s preeminance in assuniing
religioys authority. Kay Turner has suggested that feminists are creating and

performing rituals that “promote and sanction this turning away from the

old to the ngw"” and which provide *emotional, descriptive, intensified and

sanctifyjng version|s| of emerging ideological systems™ (1982:220). The or-

dination of wornen in patriarchal religions such as Christianity and Judaism
A .
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.
" typifies a point at which t}lLb(f two (onﬂlctmg ideologies meet and clash. For
example, ;(everend Carter He\ uuud atd Rabbi Sally Preisand felt compelled
to e\prcsT/ @ mote rueanmgiul commituent to their respective faiths by chal-
lenging the notion that women were unsuitable as capdlddte:a for ordination.
They were among the first woinen in their comnmunities to do so.

In order to suggest the significance of their actions in light of the tradi-

tiorfal biases against wotuen I will briefly discuss the impact of their challenge

Heyward was ordained a priest with te r fernale deacons in Philadel-

to the authority of their male Superiors. -, .
‘e

phia in 1974. Many people opposed the ordination, and it was declared to
be lIlleld by the Presiding Bishop of the Episcopal Church in America.
Heyward says in her book of !:dvs and sermons, Our- Passion for Justice:
Images of Power, Sexuality and Liberation (1984).

The time has gone when we could make a gracious and responsible attempt
to discuss the pros and cons of women's ordination with these who oppose
it, including the Presiding Bishop:... There is and will be no turning back.
Wornen are priests. We are a fact. We are an irreversible reality. And we
are, in the words of a sister priest, a gift to the church (1984:3-5) Indeed,
the issue in the Philadelphian ordination was that of a disruption of sexist
order: women saying NO to the divine authority that has been assumed
by men as their owh; women daring to claim the right and the power to
stand i detiance of this authority, which had become, historically, a styong,
tenacious given (14). . -

Sally Preisand was the first voman to be ordained rabbi by any theologi-
cal seminary. The ceremony topk place on June 3, 1972, at the Hebrew Union )
College-Jewish Institute of Religion in Cincinnati, Ohio. The sfgnificance of
this event is best described by Preisand herself:

As I sat in the historic Plum Street Templev waiting tv accept the ancient

rite of s'micka (ordination), I couldu’t help but reflect on the implications

of what was about to happen. For-thuusands of years women in Judaism

had. been second-class citizens. They were not permitted to own property.

They could not serve as witnesses. They did not have the right to initiate

divorce prugeedings. They were not counted in the minyan. Even in Reform

Judaism, they were not permitted to participate fully in the life of the

synagogue. With my ordination all that Was‘going to ¢hange; one more

barrier was about to be broken (1975:xiii). ¢

/ T~



e

v . X
Even though Rcform Judaisin had declared “official™ equalily between
- - - \ ' ~ -
ruent and wornen, it is still expect® by some that wornen would ftuy within
.. i Yoo . . -
the traditional contines of the home.  Although Preisand credits sonie of
her professars and the president of the seminary, Dr. Nelson Glueck, with
encouraging her to further her study and to, seek ordination, she met with
tesistance at the serhinary, and inet it again’ when the time came to tind a
position. Many congregations refused to interview her. Eventually, Preisand
was offered a position at the Stephen Wise Free Synagogue in New York
City as assistant rabBi. She writes that “The only area in which peuple have
shown any real hesitancy haseen that of my,officiating at funerals"l(x»')y
The last of the life-cycle events 1s death. Both men and wotnen are expected
to observe traditional mourning customs. Ouly men, however, are obligated
to recite Kaddish. This ruourner’s prayer, which does not mention death
but praises the God of Iife, 1s to be said by the closest male relative if uo )
sons, brothers, ur father survive. ln cases where there is ne male relative,
it is custorpary tu hiresomeone to recite Kaddish {6U-61) -

y Preisand found t,ha_%it was at this point in the life of the Jewish commu-
nity that tradition and convention weére expected and appreciated. However,
she refers to a letter written in 1916 that elogquently speaks to the issue of
women's role in the ritual life of Judaisma. In it Henrietta Szold writes to

& ruale friend who has offered to recite the Aaddish for her at her mother’s

funedal,

.. Jewish custom is very dear and sacred to me. And yet I cannot ask you to -
say Aaddish after my mother. The Raddish means to nie that the survivor
publicly and markedly manifests his |si¢] wish and intention to assume the
relation to the Jewish community which his parents had, and that so the
chain of tradition remaius unbfoken frum generation to generation, each
adding its own link. You can do that for the generations of your fapily, -
I must do that for the generations of my fatisily.... My mother had eight
daughters and no son; and yet never did | hear a word of regret pass the
Iipg‘}of either my mother or my father that one of us was not a sus When
my father died, my mother would not permit others to take her daughter’s
place in saying the Kaddish, and so | am sure 1 afis acting in her spirit when
I'am moved to decline your offer (61-62). -

w

Preisand does not feel that she has stood alone in her struggle to pursue

ordination against the traditional tide of Jewish custom. She feels that she
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stands in a long line of Jew 1~ah-\wmen 0 have carried out their dutieg and
" e pected of ther.. Women are not

haw gone lar beyond what their r
ubllg,ed Lo carry out the prescribed rites 2 ceremonieq that men are. How-
ever, she ar;,m:z«.‘t};'radntlon should not prohibit them from par’tgcxpatmg
i thens if theg wisiWo A‘lthuugh Preisand is considered the tfirst \»‘\'oman to
be ordained as a I‘&bbl,,‘a}u:‘ herself insists that a woman wgceeded in fulfill-
ing the requirements for ordination in the 1930’s. Regina Jonas completed
her studies at the Berliu Acadenuy for the Science of Judaism! focusing her
dissertation on the question of whether or ngt women can ‘become rabbis.
Of course she set out to prove that they could. &lthough she fultilled all the
requirements, and defended her thesis with success, she was denied ordina-

tion by the Vlicenaing authprity, because her professor of Tulmud refusedsto

*ofticiate (67). Preisand recognizes Jonas out of respect for her courage and

determination to succeed against the overwhelining opposition and misogyny
of her time. —

Many othér women have felt called to challenge the patriarchal conven-
tions of their faiths. Heyward and Preisand are but two who have gained
r*nition in our tirme. Neither would want to suggest that they accom-
plished this Promethean task alone. Carter Heyward gratefully acknowledges
those who helped or inspired her as she struggled toward a more meaning-
ful ministry to the ¢hurch she loved. She believed that by challenging the
church in this way she was dutifully emnbodying God's will. “We must make
no peace with any oppression—our own or that of others. We must speak
out, We must risk offending, not for the sake of offense, but for the sake of
God™ (5). |

The lives of these women seriously challenge the stereotypes and pre-
scribed limitations associated with patriarchal religions. Their determination
10 overcome the prejudices that surrounded them has become an- inspiration
for other woruen who have docided to follow this bath and to make the pas-
sage from laity to ordained clergy thenr own. )

Rosemary Radford Ruether propoae:; that “religious traditions fall into
crisis whien the received interpretations of the redemptive paradigms contra-
dict experience in significant ways™ (1983:16) and that “a still more radical

o4
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crisis of tradition occurs when the total religious heritage apprars to be
corrupt™(17). Ruether gualiffes this statetnent by insisting that *Whateve

denies, dimsuishes. o1 distorts the full humanity of woran is, therefore ap-

- -

praised as not redemptive™(18,19).  The crisis addressed by this fermsingst

challenge can be described as a shift in some women’s willingness to acoght a
patriarchal culture’s religious puradigm. Jewish or Christian feminists curny

out their reforrrnng \‘wrl\ with the hope that such an inclusion of thein in-

terests will inspire chuuge in the theological considerations and ritual. forms |

of their traditions. \Numen who have chosen to explore Goddess-centred

- - » »
worship reflect an even more pronounced departure from this patriarchyl
¥ .

paradigni. .

Rituals can be seen as vital arteries through which the lifeblood of

culture passes into and through the conununity of individuals who mahe up
that culture. Blockages caused by out-dated rites and ceremonies can be
relieved Ly pressure exerted on them b}' anyone comritted to meaningful
change. " Either this pressure ruptures the artery by its very wrgency for
change and spells death for that particular ritual tradltlon, or it can reduce
the blockage by exerting a gent]er pressure, slowly vwrlung un the problems
and dissolving the eucrusgations within the context of the already established
tradition.” In either case the culture itself will be profoundly clmng,t:d, as will
be the individuals who have contributed to its transformation.

When seen in this light, Swith’s definition of ritual nahes o great deal
of sense. The ruajor function of ritual, he suggests, is dealing with “nsatters
©of incougruitv” between the way things are done and they way they ouglt
to be done if we could wntrul our reality in any uktmmte sense (1982:57-6%).
Rituals can provide a setting and a tine to reflect on one’s individual and
collective experience. Ouid.blondn},, the), free thesimagination to create alter-
native ways of living and bemg in the world. Ritual allows the participant
iruaginative or perforruatne confrol of an event that is being reflected on, and
to experience the pov«er and,/ or status that is denied within the context of
his or her ordinary reality. Smith refers to the perforiuance of « ritual which
precedes a bear hunt (1982:64), in which the participants recognize that the
cannot control the bear. What the associated ritual does do is give thern an

A
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op;fo;‘lunity to reflect "oy their relationship to the bear and:time to prepare
micntally and. physicalyy for the arduous task of actually tracking down and
kitling it.” Siinilarly. feruinist rituals allew wonien to reflect on their experi~
ence’ of sexisiu in safe and supportive “founded places\’ (Grimes: 1982:67)
where like-minded individuals can help them work through the arduous task
of re-creating g}f;erxlselx'es. Such rituals can inspire a change in the way a
wollian actu‘al]y perceives her world. They often help-her differentiate be-
twéen the thing}s she cannot ¢ontrol or change and the things that she is
abld™to change if only she has the will and courage to try. Feminists refer
to this aspect of ritual as its “ernp«)\’\ering:’ function, jts ability to facilitate
a woman’s transformation by revealing more of her individual and collective

power to change the circumstances of her life.
(3

N



Feminist Rituals -

™

V\'l'at are some of the options open ta wotnen who are looking tor alterna-
tives to what_they perceive as hostile or meaningless rithul traditions” How
dods a woman come to terrns with her feelings of confusion, loneliness. fear
or ghilt when she realizes t‘hat the religious tradition she has been born into
is only adding to her aﬁxietv or alienation? How do women cope with the
incongruijties mherstlm patriarchal religious systemn that seetns to deny
them the same rights and ﬁ:;_wllegeé’“lt extends to men? Whit does & wornan
do when she feels the pressure to (onform to t,he rites and cerenionies of i
particular faith which denies her an authentic sense of self or 4 UIt‘dlllllg'U]
voice in how she chooses to live her life? These are some of the questions

*.that will be discussed in this chapter and which have engaged the minds and

hearts of feminists interested in the spiritual development of women over the
past two decades.
_ There are many routes that a woman experiencing these kinds of prob-
lens might take. PS\ chotherapeutu (ounbellmg. pastoral counselling (which
might ‘sncourage confebblon penance atrd absolution), converting to another
reh;glous tradition.,® or expressing one’s deepest feelings.through the redi-
$tus of art or literature are all paths that have been travelled with varying
degrees of success by contemporary Western, middle class wornen.

The.recent devel(;pmerxt, of alternative rites and ceremonies inspired by
contemnporary feminist theology has -offered women another path. Ruether
emphasizes the importance of “intentional communities of faith and worship”
in this period of sociological, cultural and theological crisis (19%5:3):

One needs commuunities of nurture tu guide one through death to the old or-

der of patriarchy to the rebirth intu a new commumty of being and living.

One idlso needs deep symbol and symbolic actions to guide and mterpret.
the actual experience of the journey from sexistu to hberated humanity

“



(). .. Women in contemporary churches are suffering from huguistic de-

privation and eucharistic fanmne. They can no longer nurture their souls in

alkenating words that ignore or systematically deny their existence. They

are starved for the words of life, for symbolic forms that fully and whole-

heartedly affirn their persmlhoud dnd speak truth about the evils of sexlsm .

and the possibilities of a future beyond patriarchy (4).

Ruether suggests that women who gather in such intentional communities
embrace a “liminal religiosity™ that draws from biblical as well as pre-biblical
traditions {4), and which in its earliest stages is characterized by its sepa-
ration from male-dominated groups. Such comnunities provide a haven for
woment it need of healing and support. Women drawn to them “assume that
existing institutional churches do not have a monopoly on the word of truth
or the power of salvation.” Ruether insists that “their power is so negative
that attendance at their fonts poisons our souls” (5).

In The Ritual Process)Victor Turner writes that movements that stress

-an identification with liminality often occur during pefods of rapid social
change (1969:189). Expressions of communitas, which 1 feel Ruether is de-
scribing when she refers to intentional faith communities or Women Church
congregations are, according to Turner, conceived in the turmoil of what
he describes as cultural “disaster areals|" (1969:154). According to feminist
theologians such as Mary Daly (1984) the very structure of Judaism, Chri{»

. . N - . s . . L
tianity or any other patriarchically structured religion implies the sexusat

malgiﬂalization and psycholégical, if not physical, abuse of women. Women
and children suffer horribly in what might be described as outright war on
their happiness and well-being. Men suffer abuses within the context of a
sexist social structure as well, but women seein to be the primary targets in
this patriarchal offensive. .

Turner refers to danger itself as “one of the chief ingredients in the pro-
~duction of existential communitas™ (1969:153). From the point of view of
those wormen who have chosen to leave traditional religions such as Judaism
and Christianity it i easy to appreciate their parficipation in rites and cele-
brations associated with the mrore affirming images and language of Goddess
worship (Christ 1979:..’:’4387),;'1‘ hese wonien are attempting to re-define
their religious experience free from the domination of men and sexist stereo-

»

types.
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¥ For those women who continue to identifv themselves as Christians.
Ruether has situated their mandate for liberation within what she refere
to as the “prophetic principle™ of the Hebrew Bible. Ruether and Fiorenza

(1985) insist that the New Testament and the Hebrew Bible provide internal

critiques of patriarchy and the religious legitiination of it (Reuther josg-22). -

Women who are ins;ired by this tradition canJooh to the prophetic tradition
against oppression, references to a liberating sovereign, a strong proscription
of idolatry and the presence of both male gnd female images of the divine
(61-66). Women Wwho have been inspired by this liberation tradition can
choase te separate from t\he institutional church and to gather together into
alternative liturgical cormmmunities. Very often they feel that they are oper-
ating under the direct influence of the Holy Spirit when they do so (Ruether
1983:34; Turner 1969:131-165). Typically, these groups feel that they are
returning to the roots of their tradition and fo the basic teachings of their
founder. Both Ruether and Fiorenza exemplify this trend in that they cm-
phasize the ministry of Jesus to the poor, the outcast, the oppressed (Ruether
1983, 1985 Fiorenza 1985].

The ritual process understood in Victor Turner's térmms, “typically fuire-
tions as a mode of redressive action i the process of accelerated social tran-
sition” (Grirues 1982:147). ) .

I Turner's writings, limiuality designates the generative quality which lends

motiogs tu a society, forcing it out of a rigid system and mto Howinyg pro-

cess. "Among the liminoid phenotena considered by Turner are rituals,
myths, pilgrimages, nillenarian tuovenients, revolutions, Hestas, and publ

celebrations (149).

The ferninist rituals that [ will now consider are fundamentally redres-

_ give. Whether they are rituals developed in the context of Christian or

Jewish ferninist reform traditions or are the wonen-honouring rituals asso-
ciated with Goddess worship, they seek to right the wrongs and address the
grievances being expressed by woren fuffering the pains and frustrations

that seem grla\'oidable within the context of a sexist society.

Bringing a Daughter into the Covenaut -
In her essay. “Bringing a Daughter into the Covenant,” Judith Plaskow

. . ¢ . . .
introduces her reader to a rite she created to celebrate the birth and dedi-
- -
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cation of a daughter into the Jewish cornmunity with as much “pomp and
ceremony” as has been traditional for the welcoming of @ son. She writes,
- n the past few years, many Jewish parents, myself included have tried to
rectify this ineyuality in life cycle rituals by creating distinctive ceremonies
for the birth of a daugMer paralleling the brit milah |the covenant of cir-

5

" cumcision for boys| (1979:179). v -

Plaskow was unable to think of a comparable rite fo circumncision, and so
decided to centre her celebration around important aspects of women's ex-
perience within Jewish history that were important td her. ,

In insisting that girl children are also the heirs and guargntors of tradition,

it reminds us that-just as they are excluded from britsmilah-they have in

fact been excluded from much of Jewish religious life (150).

This rite is deliberately compensatory as Plaskow’s use of female God-
lz;pguage implies. The song of Hannah is recited by the mother of the girl; a
Midrash on the giving of the Torah is read by the father, with an aftirmation
that daughters as well as sons are “good guarantors” that its teagchings be
puarded and preserved and taught from generation tg generation. Plaskow
then acknowledges the contributions of-Jewish women—Sarah, Miriam, Hul-
dah and “the unnamed thousands of women” who have taken part in the
history of her people (183). A portion of the brit nulah ceremony is recited
by the parents using female God-language, which names the infant girl as a
new daughter of Israel. The rite ends with a blessing:

May She who blessed our mothers Sarali, Rebecca. Rachel, and Leah,

Mirian the prophetess, Hannah the barren one, Deboral the Judge, bless

also this little child. May she be with you and be gracious to you. May she

show kindness to you and give you peace (183-184).

Within the context of the traditional Jewish ritual t‘:vo signiﬁ;ant redres-
sive changes have been made. God is referred to as She, since as Plaskow
writes “full participation in the Jewish community is indissolubly connected
with our willingness to speak of God as male and female.. ™ (180). The sec-
ond is that women, traditionally marginalized or tokenized in the history of
the Jewish people, are invoked and asked to be witnesses to the welcoming
of an infant girl as she is blessed and named within the Jewish family.
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A Menopause Ritual _ o .

Contemporary feminist rituals bring into sharper focus those rites ol
passage that might be ignored or trivialized by a patriarchal culture. Ruose-
mary Radford Ruether has included a nlenopause rite in her book 1§ omen-
Church:Theology and Practice (12)85:204-206). In this rite wornen are gath-
ered into a circle and given candles. Pre-menopausal worien are given purple
ones, and women who have already stopped bleeding are given yellow anes.
In the weditation that follows, the cjlv‘eative euergy of wornen is evohed and
honeoured by the gathered wonien: ‘

It is the power of the ovaries to create eggs and wombs to nurtuse.the

seeded egg into another human being. It s the creative energy to bring =

forth poetry. song, image. It is the creative energy to reflect on ull reality,

tu mirror t}g world in the mind and bring forth rytional discourse, and to

teach other¥of the secrets of the workings of the world atound us - "All of &
these are our many creative mother-energies. We rejoice as she euters iutd

her full powers in the many other birthing energies which are hers (205).

In this rite of transition, the loss of one birthing energy ig mourned while
the other creative energies of women are affirmned. The woman making the
transition blows out her purple candle and is given a yellow one which is
then lit from the candle of arother menopausal woman. She is welconed by

the menopausal wornen present with the words, “Welcotne to the commmnunity.

of women who no longer ovulate and bleed and who create now with their -

min\ds and their spirits” (205). A cup uf herbal tey is blessed and shared
around the citcle. The brew is a traditional healing witchhazel tea which in-
used by woren to calm and soothe the “distresses of the monthl‘) cvele of
egg and blood” {206). One of the wotnen then continues:

This healing tea links all women—those-who do not yet bleed, those who
bleed, and those who no longer bleed—m vie cormmuuity of creators und

.

caretakers of life in its many forms (206) -

This ritual is also redressive i character, since it seeks to mark a transi-

tion in women's lives that has been neglected, and because it seeks to hpnour
the female body in all its stages through the life cycle. It affitims & worman’s
experience of her body as good, when iu the wider culture she might fecl
useless and unwomanly. This rite lovingly reinforces a connectedness with

’
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the community of all vt'ornen. whatever stage they are at in the life cycle. so
that woranhood is redefined in all of its aspects “hether or not the ability
to bear children is a part of that N ¢te -

Seasonal or calendrical rites have also been created by women. I have se-
Jected two; one which is celebrated in the spring, and one which is celebrated

it the fall.

A Jewish Wowmait's Haggedah

Aviva Cantor created the Jewtsh Womar's Huggadah in order to rememn-
ber and re-enact the participation of women in the history and development
of the Jt"wish people. 1t is a reworking of a rite that she collaborated on with
two men, Itshak Epstein and“ﬁ"aakov Kirshen (Ca}ltor'185}. Her desire to
produce a femuu.s.t Seder grew out of her association with a Jewish women’s ‘:
conscioustiess-raising group.’

We felt that we were a fannly and that we could use this most Jewish
of ceremonies to bring us and other Jewish women closer to each other
and to vur history and values (186). The Haggadak's aim was to provide °
connecting links between Jewish women of the past and usi here in the
present (157).

This example iHustrates very well how fluid and yielding a ritual must

be, especially if it is to remain meaningful to the individuals who are par-

~ ticipating in it. Cantor admits that the Seder is incomplete. She challenges

others to address the problemns she found inherent in a Seder spemﬁcalh

" tailored for use by wornen:

On one band, the Seder is a Jewish celebration. It marks a specific-national-
liberation from a specific-national-oppression. The Jewish woman however,
chimot celebrate this liberation with a whole heart because she knows that
hier oppression continues. This might lead us to want to incorporate into the
Haggadah s whole lot of material ou the oppression of women in Jewish life,
and indeed my first draft did just that. But that would bring us into conflict
with the essential nature of the Seder, which is juyous and emphasizes those
things that unite Jews rather than divide tHem. . (187).

To overcome some of the problems that might detract from the very na-
ture of the Seder celebration, Cantor studied the history of her people more
closely and decided to use examples of participation by women in the struggle
for national freedom and se]f-determinatioq“. The traditional Seder does not

i
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typically address the problem of the oppression of women within the Jewish
community. Cantor’s version did not totally address this problem either. It
also did not lend itself to the traditional Seder atmosphere which intorpo-
rates the partjéipatiou of young and old, men and woniep who joyously meet
to celebrate their liberation together. In spite of these problems Cantor be-
lieves that this revised Seder gives Jewish wotnen an opportunity to celebrate
liberation from their own oppression. especially when it is celebrated by a
group of women who have met to scrutinize and lovfngly investigate their
spiritual heritage together (186). < .

In the opening message of the Seder the celebrant points out the growing
sense of family experienced by women through aflirtnations of sisterhood
(189). In.traditional Judaism the basic structure of the traditional Passover
Seder consists of the following:

1) Preparatory steps: lighting the candles, making the sepuration and
hallowing of wine kiddish for blessings, washing the hands, euting bitter
greens dipped.in salt water and breaking of one unleavened matzuh.

’ 2) Telling the sty through a series of questions and partial answers
between the youngest of the group and an elder. The heart of the telling
is from Deuteronomy 26: 5-8 whith tells of the Israelites® entrance into wnd,
exodus from Egypt, and the discussion of midrashie commentaries. Included -
are tules about the ten plagues sent by God. “

3) The singing of Hallel psalms thanking God for present and future
redemptions.

4) The eating of ritual foods which consists of matzah, muror (bitter
herbs), and charoset (a paste of chopped nuts, apples or raisins and wined.

5) The post meal grace and the singing of more psalims (Waskow 14%-
151). A

Cantor relates the courageous story of Jewish midwives who refused to
kill Jewish male infants as was commanded by the Pharaoh. The first cup
of wine is blessed in memory of these women. The second cup of wine
is dedicated to the memory of Jewish ﬁg}lters and prisoners who died in
Nazi camps and ambushes during the Second World War. Cantor especially
remembers several wonien such as Hannah Senesh and Haviva Reik, who were

' P -
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active in the Resistance movement (190). Women who participated in the
Zionist movemnent are remembered after the eating of matzah and the bitter
herLsygreeUb The third cup of wine is dedicated tc&l)e modern women who
laboured in the new nation of Israel-the halut:zot or women pioneers, and

s those who died in the defenbe of Israel while serving in the U nderground or
army during the War of 1ndepeudence (191). Those who founded the first
Working Women's Movement of of 1911 are also remembered. The fourth
“cup is blessed and dedicated to these wortien who are “struggling to find new
and beautiful ways tp say “Lam a Jew” (192). The Seder is concluded.by a
communal meal and the words,

May we carry out our self-liberation svon, juoyously returning to vur heritage

and ‘our humeland and our pevple-to be redeemed and to participate in the

redemiption of the Jewish people. Next year in Jerusalem! (192).

The Seder has also been adapted b\ others tou incorporate the® theme
of rewnuhanon into the theme of r(:‘lue]ubl'dll(‘e‘ Ruether draws our atten-
tion to the Pesuch or Seder celebrdtwnb that have been shared to express
reconciliation between Palestinians and Jews in “a seder for the children of
Abraham™ (1985:259). She also notes that ChFistian and Jewish women have
shared *A Seder for the Sisters of Sarah™ (260) based on their shared vision
of fewminist. ’

Hallowmas Celebration
“The second seasonal rite that I would like to summarize is the “Hallow-

mas Remeniberance of the Holocaust of Wornen™ (Ruether 19%5: 223-228) .

This ce]ebmtlon marks the end of the growing seasor, the harvest. and the
death and dt’(.d\ of the summer’s growth. In the Christian calender Hallow-
mas follows All Saint’s Day which is celebrated on October 31. Hallowmas
is set aside to're;membefr the dead, who like the dyving vegetation, have re-
turned to the earth and “rest in the bosom of God ess” (222). Parts of this
rite were written by Chris Carol and taken from an unpublished manuscript
prepared in 1984. Soute other contributors were Robin Morgan. Starhawk.

and Michelle Ma.\wef 1 (294).

%

The hgor) of women is full of the memories of women who, have experi-

enced in a real way the horror of sexism. This ritual evening of remembrance
. - : v

-
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is dedicated to the lives of women “who have been hilled, beaten, raped, de-
prived of an education and opportunities for d«{\*elupuwm. in order to be
made servants to the male gender™ (225) This Tite centres around « ultar
table holding a small brazier, corn, apples and ﬂd‘owering branches, It begins
with the lighting of the brazier and the singing of a song by Hblli Near,
*Sister-Woman-Sister, Can You Still Feel Any Pain?.” This is followed by
a chorus of women lamenting the burning of their history when so nany ol
their “mothers™ were burned to death as witchés(‘.!‘.’ﬂ, During the “Litany
of Remernberance”™ grains of incense are thrqﬂwn into the brazier while the
nanies of women burned, tortured boiled in il or drowned during the sis-
teenth to eighteenth centuries are chunted (225 226). The litamy is tolluwed

by a “Keening Chorus™

Weep, O my sisters !
Weep for the bluod of wormen shed fur you, |
the bloud of the matriarch, the blood ,
of the pruphet the priestess and the VHtL}l(
Weep for the women slaughtered -
Weep for the lovers raped !
Weep for the daughters stolen, the mutlwr#
humbled and enslaved |
Weep, O my sisters

Weep for punhcatlun On" this gnost hallowed eve 3
Weep until we rise in blood and flame tu ¢

redress and rebirth (226). <

A “Litany of the Oppressed” is recited dutiphoually in which the sins of

the oppressors gre remembered as well as thelcollaboration of wouen in their
oppression due to their learned passivity wid self-hate. The women pray

for inspiration to help thenu speak out and to resist such seli-innnolation.

The flowering bxgnches are passed around and held in the hands while the
participants reu&:ﬂrmen killed or victiniized in wars, the nurses who
tended the wounded who were themselves caspalties, the women raped by
soldiers of both sides and then rejected by them, the w,omefn crippled and
killed by bombs in civilian raids that destroyed their homes. In 4 procession

the “omen carry the corn and apples to the tablx and the lowers are placed

as an offermg to the wother earth and blessed. %l‘he wontens then tury and

{
= |



[

- TN

bless each other, uui?holding hands, sing “Hey Sister, Come Live at the Edge
of the World,” ta Carole Etzler. The celebration ends with the sharing and
vating of the apples that h;;we been blessed at the altar (227-228).

&7 Both ol the above rites, the Jewish W oman’s Huggaduh and the marking
ol Hallownas, are stiilar it that they both are ceremonies of retuebrance
and are dedicated to the elevation of the status of womnen. Both seek to bring
to wind Mned and vunamned woren from the past in order to challenge and
inspire wornen in the present and of the future. Both seek to extend the

§ opirit of commuunitas through time, which restores a sense of community and
relationship with foremothers, and helps to remind wornen today of their®
responsibilities to their daughters and sons. '

Both of these rituals attetnpt to criticize the ritual traditions from which

they ure derived by being inclusive in ways that challenge the traditions

N1

thetselves. The oppression of women is never adequately addressed within
the wider context of Jewish oppression that is rermetubered and re-enacted
in the traditional Heggudah. ls it appropriate to utilize a ritual form when
the content includes tundamental differences in perspective of philosophical
points of view? For instance, the Christian.rites of All Saint’s Day are
revised to commemorate women who would not have been considered part
‘of the “suinthood of all believers.” Witches were burned precisely because
they did not conformn to the conventions and beliefs associated with the
Christian church. By including them in a memorial service, not only are
theyﬂ being reclaimed as honoured forebears by contetuporary women, they
are also being used to criticize the tradition itself.

Some womnen have tried to cone to terms with the limitations inherent
in rites derived fromn traditional patriarchal religions by creating their ow.
These wornen have left behind the patriarchal traditions of their male prede-
cessors and have explored avenues of religious and ritual expression that are
derived from pre-biblical sources or from deep within the recesses of their

; own inmgination and dreams. These wornen reject the biblical tragitions
and seek to ground their theology in thé experience of women’s lives. This
is why Carol Christ, for instance, has paid such close attention to the work

~of cohtemporary wormen writers. She believes that clues to the understand-
irfly of an intrinsically feminine experience of the sacred is revealed in them

-,
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(1979:193; 19%0). An interest is also being expressed by ferinists in the area
of transpersonal psichology. Naomi Goldenberg (1979) has esplored the
content of women’s dreams, and Svlvia Perera (1981) the lngnua uvth and
associated ritesgfrom a Jungian perspective in order t6 develop a specitically
ferinist approach to the psychological aspects of wotnen Y spirituality.

Frows this emerging tradition, which typically etnphasizes Goddesws lan-
guage and imagery, | have chosen to discuss two rites \\'bigh exerplify status
reversal. What wornen seek in feminisni is a sense of belonging, of connected-
ness. During periods of intimacy with other wornsen, individuals can “assure
cach other that they really are not crazy, that they really have been defined
and conﬁned by systematic marginalization™ (Ruether 1985:59), It is neces-

SSATY for women to separate themselves from “male-dominated spaces™ so that
t‘ﬁ/ey can define themselves based on their own experience of lite (59]. This
state of separation then becomes shared and defined by like-nuiinded “sisters”
and is preferable to the frustration and pain experienced in the vain struggle
t fortn to patriarchy’s definition of what is holy, good, and normative
for ther. Turner writes that communitas ideally involves the total knowing
of another person (1969: 18%). Perhaps such knowing is only possible within
the context of rituals which permit an unusual degree of intinacy. When
woren expect t8 be known “totally™ as humiun and not as were appendages
tu men, or as patriarchically defined “fembots™ (Daly 19%4:83), they (&hid«
lenge the structure of a society and ‘or religion from which they have been
excluded as e;q'ua,l partners. .

In order to accentuate the radical departure these women huve taken from
any form of ecclesiastical authority, order or hiemych\. I will discuss a self-
blessing ritual used by Zsuzsanna E. Budapest (19:9.209~ 272 und @ suniper
solstice celebration described, with a connpentary by Barbry My Own (in
KRent Rush 1976: ‘57&38’5). . S \

A Self-Blessing Ritual

Budapest suggests that by exploring the ritual potential of their own éx-
perience. wonten can reverse the power of the “patriachal policeman™ within
(271 """] In this ritual each woman becornes her own theological authority.

As priestess she etnbodies the divine energy, the Goddess herself. "Men are
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usually excluded from these rites. Wouen's experience becomes the norm
in fornulating ideclogy and ritual expression. The self-blessing ritual “is a
wornan’s own blessing on herselt; her own divinity is honoured in a ritual with

. 11 s a selfcatfirngation, a very private, and a very powerful

ithe Goddess
ritual® (269).
Been after sundown. Prepare your altar with two white candles anoimted
with van van oil or blessing ritual vil. The altar is dressed 1 white, the
chalice is tilled with half wine and half water. Spriukle salt ou the Hoor and
stand barefoot on it Light your candle sa)ing,ﬂlessed by thou, creature

+ of fire. Light meditation incense or peace incense. Dip your forefingers
mto the chalice, touclung yﬁur furehiead. say “Bless me, Mother, for | am

7

thy clald.™ Dip your fingers agamn and touch your eyes . your nose.. your

muuth . your breasts. touch genitals . ... Finally dip and touch feet. Take .

a little thne befure extinguishing the candles. You shall experience a surge

of energy and lightness of heart. Blessed be. (This condeused version 1s

from Kent Rush ]9702305) . '

Budapest writes that the responsibility women accept by ritualizing the
self in this way, is that they acknowledge therselves as priestess. Goddess,
that they have the power to resist another’s will over thens. “Speaking out™
in this way evokes the Goddess of freedoni. Budapest writes that “religion

. . \‘l
controls inher space; inner spacg; controls outer space. If a woman internalizes

her oppression and thinks she'is inferior, she internalizes a policeman. ..
271 s
Self-blessing rituals are a way of exorcsing the patriarchal policeman,
cleansing the deep mind, and filhng 1t with positive images of the strength
and ﬂeuuty of women. This s what the Goddess symbolizes—the divine
within woen and all that is female in the umverse (272
A Sumnner Solstice Celebration
" A sinsiler feeling of female power and life~generating euerg)';'(‘an be ex-
perienced iy large groups as well. The sunmuer solstice celebration created
by Ursa Maior, a seven member circle of women who explore women's spir-
ituality together, is a good example. This particular rite was performed by
150 women in Oregon at a “womanspirit” festival (MyOwn 1976:375). It is a
body-ventred ritual whose aim is to atlirm self-love, to heal. strengthen and
positively reinforce fernale sexuality (376). s

“
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We began the ritual with a birth nte Marge and Deborah made an archway
swith their arms, and each worman walked through and joined the e to
Lredrw half of a uew arch, until @ long tanuel was forined At vevery (aairan
the' tunnel, vach woman wigs etubraced  hissed and told, “Through wotnen
you were bory mto this arg e (.ﬁ-:'.-);

After the birth ritual a circle \\a‘ iunued and an altar was prepared in
the centre. The wornen placed their hdlldb on the bellies of the wémen bevide
|
raise power froms this powerlul centres

ritten by MyOwn {in Kent Rdsh:li?'«‘)

thetr and began to chaut together 4

The chant was based on a poer w
The circle danced into the centre, m@t of it, tu the lett and to the right nine
tirues w hile wotnen made all kinds of llul\er‘ﬂ(ur») Part of a poern by Carol
Erdman was upad which tells about the power of the bloovd of woren, while
two wotnen painted each woman’s s fuce with « daub of wenstrual blood. As
ach wornan was painted, she was told, “This i+ the blood that promises lite”
(351). After the painting Lhe WOLLED SUIIg @ suly Written by My Own, called

“Song for Qur Bodies™ (ub",.' 38
naming their own namnes fin Keut Rush:384). MyOwn describes it in thig

Then the women evohed the Goddess by

way, . s .
The materialization uf the Lady s the clearest vision | have seen of Her.
150 wornen, painted with blood, huldmy each other, full moon in the valley
The three of us take turns in the circle, gazing into each womman's eves,
betng compelled tu touch a part of her body, saying “Here are the breasty
of the Goddess.” . Fur the fiest time | feel what it means to be part of an
organisty . {in Kent Rush:385) 2

Hallie {uglehart Muuutamwmg wore through the circle with a ball ol

E N,

red varn, uniting thern al? s thex asked the Goddess to be with themn
throughout their daily round of work, und tu protect them from violence (i
Kent Rush:386). To opet the circle the yarn wiee snipped and eich wonian
was hissed and blessed (387). Hallie wrote after the rite,

I feel very quietly, very surely thut we were touchung souls with vur for-
mothers in other times and uther la.nda woren who knew the value of vur
moonblood. They knew as wé were remembermgﬁ how our monthly bluud
shows us the secrets of the rhythms of healing, of growmg, of living (38%)

Although these rituals were created and performed by different wouen

. from varicus regions in the United States, they all have one thing in coni-

mon. Each rite has been created by womein, for women, in order that some

‘v
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aspect of their esperience of womanhood be affirmed. It has been suggested
- L - . . - - - -
that the Sedersud the Hallowmas are variations of traditional.ritual formns

that have beel adapted to addresd the needs and concerns of contempo-

~ Fary wortnen. These rituals differ ubstantially from the spirit or intent of

the original llturblml forms because they insist on incorporating a femmlst
perspective and include women in wiays that would not be acceptable to the
ritual authorities who initially ereated or performed them. The Seder, for in-
stance, does not typically speak to the oppression of women, unless of course,
it is understood within the wider context of the oppression experienced by

the Hebrew people as a whole. It will be the purpose of the second part of

his paper to consider whether rituals so closely associated with patriarchal’

traditions can be Stilized by ferninists to reflect their own principles and
agendas for social change. In order to accomplish this goal 1‘\‘~'ill discuss the
use of ritual in a contemporary novel by E.M.Broner. In l«ig‘ht‘v of the current
development of rituals within the wéTnen's movernent inspil‘"ed by feminism.
it \vould be safe to say withCarolyChrist that the vmung of contémporary
1Lrllllll\t fiction influences as well as annfounceb its emergence as a powerful

mmbv source that'reflects as well as l[lbplI‘Eb vwornen'’s expressmn of the sacred

*in their lives. Contemporary feminis{ mual: function as the cameﬁ«, of this

new and more positive expression of the feminine.
« -~ o~
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1 nny discussion of Broner’s use of ritual in her novel 4 Weave of Women,
I will consider the development of her main theres, compare her ritual in-
novations with traditional rites and ceremonies performed within the Jewish
community and suggest ways in which the ritual action in this book adds to
or detracts from the appreciation of her feminist themes. Broner has been
active within”the wornen’s spirituality movenent creating and performing
innovative rituals which she feels challenge the cvltural authoridy of tradi-
tional patriarchal rituals, particularly those rites associated with the Jewish
faith (1952:234-235). She claims that women’s ritual heritage has been ne-
glected within this tradition and that many of the rituals associated with a
pre-biblical’ Goddess-worshipping society have been usurped by it and trans-
formed into patriarchal manifestations t,hqt either minimize or exclude the
participation of women. Broner harkens back to a time when women were
ritual architects and participants in these Goddess-centred rites.” She says,

Preserved on tablet and stone are historical ceremonies. Worpen greeted the

' new mwoon, presided at births, held forth at funerals. We sele¢ted our mates
and passed property ou to our daughters. Ancient femuale gods were honored
by their daughter priests in psalms. But after the gender of God changed, all
else changed. Women becawe the ruled. .. Gradually rites excluded her.

[Now the| new moon ceremwony is danced...by male Chasidic Jews. The

birthing ceremony. . welcomes only the boy child. .. The puberty ceremony

welcumes only the maturation of the boy child.. jand then| women priests

were named temple prostitutes (234-235).

Broner’s interest in the ritual practice;s of women is centred ifi her first
hand experience of innovative Jewish rites. In her essay: “Honor anq Cere-
miony in Women's Rituals™ (1982:234-244), she refers to her participation in
the creation of two feminist calendrical rites based loosely on the traditional
holidays of Pesach and Rosh Hashanah. The Women's Seder, which is cele-
brated during Pesach, is unique in that it stresses the importance of naming
women within the Jewish community. Broner feels that Judaism pays more
attention to the exploits and achievements of tnen than it does to those of
wouen. She discusses her choice of Miriam as the historic svmbol of women's
under-rated contribution to the development of the Jewish people by writing
that “we followed her in the Torah, in commentaries.and legends.. we dug

up Miriam’s bones in the desert...and we asked questions™ (238).
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In this innovative Seder the womneén in Broner's group reworked the tradi-
tional question and answer portion of the meal as a dialogue between mothers
and daughters (238-239). These women also made the telling of plague sto-
ries an occasion to neditate on feelings of shame, alienation und what-Broner
refers to as the worst plague.of all—the “darkness” associated with women’s
ignorance of their own tradition (239-240). This Seder gives wommen the op-
portunity “té*leave the men in [their| families, to seclude andyexclude [them-
selves| with women in introspection, thoughtfulueé; and woren’s prayer”
{241). -

Rosh Hashanakh, or the Jewish New Year, is traditionally marked by the
consideration of gne’s conduct throughout the preceding year. It is followed
by Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement when one's nane is either written into

WP

or erased fromn God’s'Book of Life. “Thus the rabbis wrote, ‘One is jddged on

¢ -
Rosh Hashanah and éne’s doom is sealed on Yous Kippur.  Four things cross.

out the doom of a person: righteousness expressed through gifts of charity,
prayerful supplication. chauge of name, and change of conduct® ™ {Washow
3-1). Broner and her group have int:erpreted this heightened consciousness
of sin as an opportunity for women “to remove the excess lint from our
sou}, the dust that made us less ourselves a.rfi reinoved us from our essence”
(1982:234). The turning out of one’s pockets into the sea is otte way in
which Jews symbolize their turning away from the sins of the past [Micah
7:19, Waskow 19). Broner suggests that any act or attitade which doés not
affirm the self, or contribute to a woman's self-esteens., should be considered
as sinful and in need of change.'

Broner understands ritual as a way to “mark titne™ within the context
of a community’s life together. She suggests that it is characterized by ity
repetitiveness and orderly progression through tite and space. Her tuain
itre on how well it
one’ (235).

with each

concern in the development of fetinist ritual seems tg

functions “to remind ourselves and one another that we 4!
She suggestdMhat idbally women develop meaningful relationshi
other in the here and now, as well as ,v‘vith mothers and sisters frow the
past. whether they have been named or not. Ritual action links performers

in such rites to forebears by engaging their bodies as well a5 their winds i

v
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meaninglul ways. Kay Turner agrees that the principal function of ritual is
to help individuals make connections with a group (19%2:226).!
Themes., Setting, and Characters N
In A Weare of Women, E.M. Broner introduces the reader to a com-
g 4 L) 3 . - .
munity of women who tell each other their stories and explore ritual action
together. Two main themes weave their way through the lives of these char-
acters. They function as connective threads drawing the action and the scope
of the novel into a startling and often horrific tapestry of lives lived within
the contest of a sexist society. The first theme that 1 will consider is the
inelusion of wotnen into the ritual life of (?éntemporar}' Judaism.
In her book The Jewish Woman (1976) Elizabeth Koltun writes:
Jews have always expressed their relatifnship to God, and their member-
ship in the comrnunity of Israel through ritual—concrete, formalized acts,
symbols and words, Wumen, however, }lave traditionally been barred fromn
leagership of public ritual, relegated 5/0 observer status in the synagogue,
hd assigned but a few private ntuals which, moreover, were formulated by
men. lu the last few years, Jewish wonien and men have begun to explore
and create vew Jewish rituals— to inglude women equally in public worship
and tu celebrate female experience a.rfd spirituality (19}, -
This inclusion implies the elevation of the status of women within the tra-
dition by broadening the definition o} wormanhood to include those ‘avenues
of sel-developtent and self-determination that are not included or affirmned

for women in traditional Judaism. o

The second theme involves the broader picture of life in a modern city -

such as Jerusalern. Bsoher attempts to come to terms with the excessive
violence and hatred that exists between the Jewish, Miislim and Christian
communities that live in the city of Jerusalem today. If we refer to the
inclusion-of women as the weft of Broner’s tapestry, it is the violence of
the racis;&nd religious chauvinism of this city that makes up the warp. It
is onto this seemingly indestructible background of blood red threads that
Broner=has chosen to weave her narrative and to project her feminist vision
for the future. 7 :

The weaving metaphor which is used in this novel by Broner has been de-
veloped by other feminists to suggest a network or corumunity of like-minded

Py
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women. Kay Turner pays special attention to this weaving or networking

. . { . e s .
motif in her study of contemporary feminist rituals.

Networking refers to the power {covert, unnamed. and diffuse as 1t may be)

that women have in facilitatiug{’ relationship by toeans of their mediations.

- 3 R y R

Networking refers to a horizontal, earth-bound spreading-out andscrossing

of boundaries that insures the life-flow of relationships between structurally

opposed social domains (in Doty:103). ’

Web-muking has been described by Douna Henes as the “most basic fenale
instinet” (in K. Turner:222-223). Hallie luglehart Mountainwing’s suminer
solstice celebration concluded with the weaving of red yarn through the gath-
ering of women and the tying of the snipped pieces around each women's
wrist. Similarly, Mary Daly plays on the “webster” or weaver theme in
her discussion of “be-friending” in Pure Lust: Elemental Fempust Philoso-
phy(1984). ‘

Be-Friending involves weaving a context in which women can Realize our

Self-Transforming, nietapatterning participation in Be-ing.  Therefore at.

implies the creation of an atmosphere in which woumen are enabled to be

friends. Every woman who contributes to the creation of this atmosphere

functions as a catalyst for the creation of the evolution of other women . any

worrnien who niakes leaps of metapatterning, whether these be i personal

relationships, in political activity, in a work of theury or of art, i spiritual
» understanding. _.is a weaver of the network of Be-Friending (354-375).

The wornen of Broner's novel have created a context in which to rake
tliese “leaps of metapatterning.” Their cohesiveness as a group depends
largely on their ability to be honest, to listen to each other and to share
their feelings with each other in confidence.'* The fabric of their communal
experience is severely threatened when Gloria becomes intipnately involved
with some of the men wh({ have abused or humiliated wome®in the group.
Gloria commits a serious pffense-she becomes the traitor, she betrays her
friends. The group deals ‘i'ith this breach of trust by ritually excluding her
from further fellowship. In/my discussions of the various rites and ceremonies
which follow, I will pose three questions: How does Broner use ritual to deal
with or develop these twp themes? Why dues she use ritual? and is she
successful? .

In order for readers fylly to appreciate Esther Broner's novel it is neces-
sary that they understand the context into which she has placed her charac-

ters. The setting of the novel is contemporary Jerusalem. A group of women

-
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gather from time to titne to participate in ritual events that are usually cre-
ated or instigated by the central figure of the novel, Si‘mha. Her house is
the centre of the novel, although some of the characters are drawn to the
Western Wall area of the Old City, where they engage in tradit'?nal and
nou-traditional ritual practices. Posner, Kaploun, and Cohen (1975), refer

to this plaza as “Jewry’s best-known prayer location™ (34). This division

of ritual space into clearly defined areas. i.e., the home and public places 8

of prayer, is typical within traditional Jewish practice. Women usually con-
centrate their attention on rituals within the home. while men have various
obligations to ;ngage in public prayer. Some of the tension that is created
i this novel centres around Simha's insistence that she has a right to pray
‘and sing in this public place and not to be separated from the Torah by },he
traditional mehitzah or partition.

Simha's house seemns to take the place of the traditional shul or syna-
gogue. The women gather here to pray, sing. eat, and perform t}‘leir rites
and ceretwonies. The first part of my discussion of the use of ritual in this
novel will focus on rituals associated with life-cycle events, many of which
take place within the “walls” of Simha’s house.

The group of women that make up the comnmunity at Simha’s house conie
froms various backgrounds. Most are Jewish, although some are Christian.
‘Broner has introduced her characters at the beginning of the novel as if they
were performers in a play and has provided a brief description of where they

originated and whq they are relative to the story she is about to introduce.
: -y

kY

They are:
The Israelis o
Terry, Director, Home For Wayward Jewish Girls
Simha, mystic re
Hepzibah, religious frmn Haifa
Dallia, singer from i*m Sheva
Mickey (Mihal), divorcing woman from Haifa
- Vered, social workerfrom Tel Aviv
Rina and Shula, wayward girls
The British

< ¥



Antoinette, Shakespearean |actress| from London

Joan, journalist and playwright fron’ Manchester
The German

Gerda, the scientist

The Americans

Gloria, the cofvert from California
Tova, t}Maired actress
Deedee, the Irish-American tourist, [a Christian|
Robin, a wayward girl )
The Children . -
Hava, daught®r of Simha
Rahel, daughter of Hepzibah
Appended to this list of women is the note. “and the men they encounter”

(Broner 1985).

Ritual and Eife-Cyc]e Eveuts *

According to Jewish tradition God is the recognized giver and guardian of
the life-cycle events (Marty and Vaux:193). Within Judaisiu’s ritual frate-
work there are seven bzﬁic cerernonies to tark transitions in the the life-cycle.
Some of these rites are exclusively designed for bovs and men. They include
the initiation into the covenant of Abraham, which involves the circumici-
sion of eight day old boys: the Pidyon ha-Ben or the redewption of the first
born; and the Bar Mitzvah. Marriage rites, birth rites and rites dealing with
deatwnd mourning follow. 1 would like briefly to describe the ituportaut
aspects of these traditional Jewish rites in order to compare thew with the
innovations that- Broner introduces in her novel.

The Pidyon ha-Ben follows the circumncision rite if the child is the first-
born son of his mother. This *redemption of the first-born™ is required in
order that the commandment to sanctify “whatsagver openeth the worb
among the children of [srael, both of man and beast” (Exodus 13:2) can be
met. Only if the father of the child is a Cohen.!* or Levite,** or the mother
is the daughter of a Cohen or Levite, are they exerupt ( Daily Prayer Book
1948,1975:1035). In this rite the father of the first born son presents the

28
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infant after his thirtieth day of life to the priest. The priest asks if the father

- would like to redeemn the boy by pgying a certain amount of money. If the

father wants to redeemn the son the\priest, declares three times “Your son is
redeemed” (Posner, et al:232). The Daily Prayer Bd’&ok savs of this rite,

It was the usage in ancient Israel that the first born son in each household

was devoted to the service of God. Rabbinic tradition teackes that. till

the cotmpletion of the Sanctuary, the duties of-priesthood were confined to

theni. ... In urder both morally and legally to set each first-boru male child

free from his service, it was to be redeemed.. (1035}, \
Birth: Prayers of Thavksgiving and the Hyuu;,notumy

In her article, “Honor and Ceremony Among Women™ (1952), Broner
“says that in Judaisin the arrival of baby boys is celebrated with more embel-
lishitent thau is the arrival of baby girls. 4 Weave ofWomen opens with
the birth of Simha’s daughter and her ritual welcome "1_1t0 the relationships
that have been woven togther by the group that wneets at Simha’s house.
Broner suggests that as women “reclaim” their bodies through the influence
of ferninisni. they will “reclaim™ a ritual tradition that has been lost or ne-
glected, or that they will learn to be ceremonious with tkemselves and with
others by inventing an entirely new one (1982:241).'¢

Just as Judith Plaskow has dealt with tly:r lack of ceremony associated
with the welcowning of girl children “into the covenant™, Broner's novel sug-.
gests two inclusive rites that are specifically designed to deal with this f)rob-
lems. The first is a sitnple blessing and honouring of Simha and her baby
Hava by the group. .

In this ceremony Simha is tended to by the women that are present at the
baby’s birth. They brush her hair and weave a garland of tlowers to crown
her with. Each of the women participates in some way. Soiue sing, some

pray, sonte recite poetry (4-5). They stroke and massage the baby. Simbha is

“helped iuto a sitting position as the wormen gather around and chant their

welcome to the new baby and to the new mother. The father of the baby
presents a basket of gifts from his kibbutz. Simha begins to pray:
I come into your house, O Mother God. You inclined your ear toward me,

and I will whisper into it all the days of my life. The cords of life and death
encompassed ne. From the hollow of the grave, from the cave of the mouth
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of birth [ called. T knew my happigess and anguish. You delivered my soul
frot death into birth, wy eyes fromn tears, my feet from talling | shall walk
before You 1n the laud of the living (¥)

_ This prayer is similar to the prayer of thanksgiving after childbirth that
is inclided in the Duily Prayer Book (1039). The most blgrllh(.dllt ditference
is that Simbha directs her prayer to “Mother God.” instead of to “the Lord.”
During the traditional ceremony the child is presented to the congregation
and the priestly blessing or benediction is pronounced over it (Uuify Prayer
Book(1041). In Broner’s novel prayers for comfort and peace are offered for
both the wother and the child. The baby s father prays "May she serve
however she wishes, in the chicken house, the barn, the rose garden, the
cotton field, the kitchen, the guesthouse. May she be a member of the
community of people™ (8). The father is a meruber of @ hibbutz sone distance
fromu the city. These are the things that he understands and wishes for his
daughter. The womnen of the house receive the child into their company.
They are the ones who bless and pray for the child. In this rite Broner has
dispensed with the prieStly blessing that is traditional and has substituted
the women who gather at Simha’s house for the priest.

The second rite is the hymenotomy which Broner has invented to com-

pensate for the exclusion of females from the brit melah. Part of the brit

milah ceremony is the circumcision of ay eight-day old boy.

The Daily Prayer Bouvk explains the significance of the circutucision rite
in the following aay:

Circumcision 1s the abiding symibol of the cousecration of the Children of
Abraham to the God of Abrabiarn. As the sacred,rite of the Covenant, it s

of fuudatnental importance for the relgions existence of Isruel | Unbuounded

has been the devotion with which it Las beeyg kept. Jewish nets and womer
have in all ages been ready to lay down their lives in its observance  The
Maccabean martyrs died for it .. In the dread days of the Inguisition
obedience to this cotnmand meant certain death (1024)

e

The rite itself includes readings frony ¢ the Torah and the Psalis, a bless-

ing by the mohel, the®specially trained man who perforus the cngamuuon

(Posner, et al:231), a blessing by the father immediately after thé'gu*wmu» -

sion, prayers for the child during which the child is named, the blessing of

Ees g



wine by the f:,odfather a few drops of which are’shared with the mfa,nt and
the sharing of t}xc cup of blessing with the mother (1025-1029}). A festive
mical follows the rite., Plaskow did not concentrate ou duplicating this phys-
ical manifestation of the covenant in her rite. Brouer, on the other hand,
introduces the hymenotomy in A Weure of Worn i to address theb exclusion
of infant girls from this fundamental initiatory rnte;- of the Jewish faith.,

Sithia says in the presence of the group, “Hexe I am acting upon the

comnand that is not vet written that the ddughter of eight days shall be -

plerced™ (1985:22). In the corresponding prayer uf the traditional rite the
father say of *l a1 hereready to perform the aftinnative precept to circunucise
iy son, even as the Creator. blessed be he, hath commanded us, as it is
written in the Tureh, And he that is eight days old shall be circumcised
among vou” (Daly Prayer Book:1025). When some of the others ask h

the hyiuenotomy is to be done, Gerda egplains that it can be done with “any

sharp cutting instrument,” but she does not specify what kind of instrument -

is used. It has to bg small enough and sharp enough to pierce a very tiny
menibrane without damaging the vagina or the labia. The same Jescription
for the blade is used in the halak}uc prescriptions for the circumcision of

. boys, but is wore specific about its shape and function.

Milah must be perforiued with a sharp cutting mstromeut  Tradition pre-

iscribes that a double-edged kuife, rather than, for example, a scalpel, be

used for this purpose. This custom is based upon the verse “Let the praise

of God be i their nivuth and a double-edged gword 1n their haud™ (Psalm

H9:6). .. use of 4 single-edged instrument does not, however, render the

milah lvalid (48). \

The piercing focuses ou the stress traditionally placed on virginity by the
Orthodox Jew and the ritual exclusion that pre-marital intercourse guaran-
tees for womten. There is no comparable test for ren unless there are wit-
nesses. Broner has chosentto rectify these problems in her novel-by having
“Gerda take the place of the traditional mohel to pierce Hava in the presence
of fa,nulv and friends. After tge piercing one of the women prays that “she
not be delivered intact to her brndeggoogn or judged by her hymen but by
the energies of her life” (25). Instead of sharing wine with the baby from

the cup and®hen passing the cup to the mother, Simha daubs wine on her -
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nipple when the baby begins to cry and then puts her to her breast to nurse’
[25).

This rite addresses the broblen: of exclusion in four wavs- tirst, by cele-
bré‘ﬂtiﬁg the arrival of an infant girl with more ceretnony thar is traditional;
and second, by yuestioning the tradition that a womun’s worth should be
judged by the state of her hyrmen. Third, it also places wothen in nou-
traditional roles, as mohel and as saddek or holder in this covenant-tnaking,
rite. But the most siguificant difference between this ceretnony and the tra-
ditional rite is that the infant girl is brought info a cotmunity of women.
Tova says to Hava, “Now vou are one of us" after the piercing takes place
(25). In “Honor and Ceremony Among Women™ Brouer emphasizes this
theme. Sh“e writes, “Gender preceded modern religion. We were wonien be-
fore we were Jews, Christians, Mpslems. {t seems only natural, historical,
and just, therefore, to mahe religion respond to our origins® (234‘)- Instead
of centering the rite around the throne of Elijah. which is the traditonal fo-
cus of the circumcision rite ( Duily Prayer Book:1025; Posner, et al:331), this
rite centres arounrd the Throne of Miriam (Broner 1955:20-22). The buby
is named for Eve Hava, the mother of the human family (56). According
to Broner traditional Judaisiu compelorates the spiritual awareness and
faithfulness of wen more than it does that of its women. She suggests that
this naming of the tmatriarchs contributes to a more balanced account of the
Jewish heritage and faith. .

Hava's welcoming and hymenotomy are rituals which both reflect und in-
crease the sense of community felt by the women who meet af Sinha’s house.
These,rites provide a setting, in which they canexpress their conmuitinent to
the group in personal and meaningful ways. Dahlia offers a song, Antoinette,
the poet, recites lovely words of welcowne, and Hepzibah the religious woran
offers heart-felt prayers. Simha, crowned with a garland of spring Howers,
sits enthrdned with her daughyger and is praised and pamnpered by loving
attendants. Hava's father, “the kibbutznik.” brings a basket of gifts for his
daughter from the people of his community. This sitple ceremony reffects
Broner's attemupts to elevate the position of women within a tradition which

does not welcome daughters in the samw way it does sons. The hy menotoruy

L \



rd 47
a

atternpts to suggest the seriousness with which these women embrace their
comyitisent to the group. Is the reader offended by the inclusion: of such
a ritual violation of this infant’s body? Does the imrlge ofé “sharp cutting
\\umtrument preswd agajnst the labia and hyinenal. membrdne startle us?
Perhaps Brouer is suggesting that it should. The mﬁmen use the opportu-
nity of Hava's piercing to recall and share the stories [of their own piercings:
the casual affuirs, the rapes, the gentle lovernakhing. It does not suggest the
making of a covenant with God, but the entrance into 4 community of wormen

who know that they cannot protect this baby from the sexual violence that
she is liable to encounter as she grows up, and into a community of women
who know that God has not protected them from shwilar violence and hu-
wiliation. With this rite the women are controlling the piercing of Hava in
the only way they cau, through performingJ it properly, correctly, amongst
friends. This is their ideplized yéfston of how a piercing should take place.
They pray that Hava will not experience the pain and humiliation that some
of themn had to endure.

In Vielence and the Sacred (1972) René Girard writes that the func-
tion of violent rituals is to purify violence (36), and that there is always an
ammbivalende associated with any ritually violent act. He notes that such a

sacrificial act “assumes two oppposing aspects, appearing at times as a sacred

obligation to be neglected at grave peril, at other times as a sort of crituinal

activity entailing perils of equal gravity™ (1). The hymenotomy anticipates a
crisis that Hava is liable to face in the future, although Girard suggests that
such rites refer to an original act of violence in the past (24“‘9). The women
seenl to incorporate both notions in this piercing rite. They know that Hava
will be “pierced™ eventually and they want it to be a poaltme experience for
her; and yet they use this ritual occasion to recall their own * *piercings,”

the past. The discussion after the hymeunotomy suggests that if a girl must
be pierced at all, it should be done correctly, ceremomouslx, and amongst
friends. In the context of traditional Judaism they are makmg Hava ritually
itupure by this act. "They are challenging the tradition tha;t Pv\oman s worth

can be judged by the state of her hymen. The ambivalence of the rite is sug-

gested by Tova's declaration, “now you are one of us.” The baby is pierced,

[
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violated, passive, cerermonivusly (omnted and named within the wmnmmtv

L) 3
of women. v

Hava reacts to her ritual inclusion appropriately. She upens her wmouth

and screams. Simha comforts her with her breast, which by virtue of the

. consecrated wine poured over it, appears to suttice for the holy cup, the

“cup of blessing” that in the traditional rites of brit valuh i werely passed
to the mothego share. Siuha'’s breast becortnes the cup and the source
of the wine milk mixture that is.to consecrate her daughter’s entrance wito
this intirnately woven community of woren. The ritual violation of Hava’s
body -suggests the ruthlessness with which a connnunity will immpress the
importance of communal identity onto a group. This paradosical rite is
concluded-Wth a purpo;;ehﬂ and powertul image or syubol of the nurturing
and sanctified powes of the femninine. Iu this rite the cup of blessing holds not
only the consecrated wine of the covenant, perhaps referring to the legacy of
tisogy nism and violence associated with patriarchal Judaisin, but also the

"nurturing and comforting milk of the Mother.

Adolescence: Bur and Buat Mitzvah

The Byr At *vah L'eJ}‘errnorlv takes place when a boy reaches thirteen years
of age: "For a month beiure the rite a boy is instructed on how to put on
the tefdlin’, or ph\]atterleb and on hm\ to handle the forah (Posner, @t

dl -)Jt)

Bar AMitzvdh classes are. m‘t,;'nalhed . The buy and his wstructor can con-
vene fur up tu three lessults weehly. At thas tizue rehgrsals with the rubby
corinence in the aapc.t‘uar_\ ... Duning the rebersals, the boy practices the

fullowing rites transference of the Torak from the arh with the appropriate

prayers, the Turah parade around the sanctuary, the reading of the Joruh

from the scrolls, und appropriate Torah blemngs {(Fishbane §176-177)
During the ceretuony “1t:.elf the father thanhs Ged for relieving him of any
responsibility for the AllleUlldllCt of his son (Posner, et al: 236). Prum this
mowent on the boy lb(t cousidered a man and reapuusfble for himself. He i
now able to partlcnpdte as ‘a full wember of the congregation and can be
counted in-the minyan (quorum of ten) required in order to hold services.
A sermon, blessings and a speech by the boy fullow the reading from the

Turah. Afterwards a festive mweal is shared by family and friends.'”

s
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%inu* 1923 & ruore recent development in Jewish ritual tradition has been
the mdmmn of the Buat or Bo[ Mutzvah which takes place for a girl when
sh( reaches the age of mel\e \t‘df‘« U’osner ét al:235; Garfiel: b70). In- some
versions of this rite the ‘wuug girl reads frorn the Torah and Heftorah and
tukes part in various prayers and blessings (Posner; et al:236). In Ortho-
dox conggegations only the father and brothers of the girl arevcalled to the
Torah. A sermon is given @hd gifts are presented to the gifl (Posner, et -
al:236). The Daily Prayer Book does not make reference to the Bat Mitzvah .
at all, although pravers to be recited at such a rite for girls are included
in Gates of the House: The New Union Home Prayerbook (1978) published
by the Central Conference of Ar;lérican Rabbis and the Union of Liberal
and Progressive Synagogues, London (123).!> An interesting observation has
beery made by Koller-Fox (1976) concernipg the religious ec}iya’tion offered
to boys and girls in Hebrew schools. She writes that™when she opened a
discussion with ten year old students about whether or not women should
be included in the manyan and glven alzyot the normally talkative girls were
unusually ‘yuiet. When asked “h\ the\ had not Jomew the discussion, the
girls said that they did not understand the terms that were being used. “The
girls were not curious about those dspects of the service which they.did not‘)}‘
see as a concern ‘of theirs” (32). ) Y

The importance of including yqung womenyin tfé community through N
the use of rituals such as the Bot-or Bat Mitzvah has been made quite clear
by Koller-Fox. J it i '

|The| bat mitzvah. is unique. Although the bat mitzvah girl is seen as a

daughter on this vccasion, part of the significance of the day is a separation

from childhood and the family. This is the one occasion in Jewish life in

"which the girl is asked to confirm her personal membership in the Jewish

people and to link her fate with theirs. Coming as it does in the throes

of puberty and the beginnings of adolescence, this is the occasion of the

maximal intersection of the issues of idgntity as a woman and as a Jew

(33). - s .
o ‘JaHowe\‘er the traditional bar mstzveh rites for bovs are a tlme when they
"4re ritually removed from their mothers and blbtel‘s In some congregations

whmen are seated separately from the men. They do nop participate in the



)
Y, 50

same way that their husbands and sons do. This ritual separation Afrom the
world of women marks a major transition in the lite of & boy. From his
bur witzvah on he is treated as a tnan. Such a rite for girls in this context
is, of course, meaningless. A girl must pass into a Stage in her life where
womanhood and adulthood are affirined together. Becoming a “daughter™ of
the matzvah or commandments implies that the girl accepts the social, as well

as, ritual roles that the commandments suggest. In his article, “Infelicitous

. Performances and Ritual Criticism (1988), Ron Grimes refers to this kind

of rite as ritual “misapplication” (Illn)f A bat mitzveh is meaningless unless
the status of women within the traditi}pn is such that a yousg girl feels that |
she is indeed passing into smhetining she has never experienced before. The
bat matzvah should celebrate ‘the girl’s passage into adult life. Meaningful
participation in corumunal ritual is one of the goals sought for by Jewish
feminists today. . .

One of the major problems with bat matzvah as it stands 1s that it s often
the last time that girls are allowed to participate in the sy hagugue service
They are taught all the skills necessary for the vecasion and then are never

A}

called upon to use them again (Koller-Fox:36).

The future development of this rite, in ruy view, must coincide with a com-

" mitment on the part of Jewish congregations to welcotne the equal participa-

tion of young women in the various rites associated with aliyot. Otherwise,
the rite itself will suffer from this implicit inner contradiction and the ritual
power of the ceremony will be lost. -

Broner includes such a ritual in her novel as a fantasy created by Rina.
one of the young “wavward girls:™ «
The whole family will prepare for her bot matzvah. The women will throw
candy down upon her frotn the upper balcony. She will be wrafbed o
full-length prayer shawl and sing the boly words from her birth section of
thie Torah and Haftorah At the meal of the Leviathan, preseuts will be
heaped upon the velvet seat of her chair (200).
Rina's fantasy of The World to Come' is fabricated .to contrast with
the reality of her life. In writing about Rina (and Shula) Brouer discusses.
the value of daughters in the traditional Jewish context. “Daughtets are the

ultimate insult to a family. If a man cannot duplicate himself, it 1neans that
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lie is dominated by the image of his wife” (200). This fantasy bot mitzvah, in
which Rina is honoured and her growing body,is celebrated. challenges the

practice followed by Jewish mothers when their daughters come of age.

In one_way_the mothers of Shula and Rina are alike. Each slapped her

daughter in_the face in honor of the tradition when the girl began to men-

struate It 1~ supposedly so that the girls will have rosy cheeks. But it

18 because, from now on, she can sin and her sin can swell, a growth, an

abscess on the fanuly name.... You must slap your daughter’so that she

will remetnber to keep locked the secrets of her belly, discreet the words of

her mouth, downcast the longing in her eyes {200-201).

Broner paints a very bleak picture of how girls pass into womanhood
in this cultural and religious setting. She makes it clear that if young girls
are ever going to experience the joys associated with womanhood traditions
such as the slap on the face will have to be forgotten. The responsibilities
implicit in the passage from girlhood to womanhood need not be introduced
in such a cynical and demeaning way. Rina’s fantasy bat mitzvah suggesis a
sweet entbrace not a slap from the women around her. Obviously, this is the
picture that Broner would prefer to project in her feminist vision of Rina’s
The World to Come. The Bat Mitzvah should celebrate the sexual and social
maturity of a young woran. Rina's fantasy Bat Mitzvah reflects the chang-
ing attitude toward girls within the more progessive Jewish congregations.
She stands before the congregation reading from the Torah. The paradox
expressed by tliis particular rite fs{that the other women of the congregation
are still separated frgm the ritual centre of the synagogue. She envisions
themn showering her with candy from the traditional gallery, not as encour-
aging her from the mainﬂ()or.\{Seems a misapplication of the Bat Mitzvah
rite if the young woman steps down from her first experience of aliyot and
must climb the stairs into the synagogue’s gallery or take her seat on the

wotnen's side of the traditional mehitzah.

Adulthood: Simha's Wedding

An important ritual occasion within the Jewish community is the wed-
ding ceremony. In Broner's novel a marriage takes place between Simha and
Hava's father after they have both shared the grief of her tragic death. Ac-
cording to Jewish tradition marriage is considered a state of perfection and
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"Wiust be consecrated in the presence of the rabbi and witnessed by the cuu;',rw
‘ gation of the people (Posner, et al:34). In 4 Weare of Women Simmha's friend
"~ Terry and Shlomo Sassoon share the officiating duties.  Since Sassoon 1s a

rabbi the wedding is ofticially sanctioned. but it is Terry who pronounces the

couple married. After Sassoon delivers a sertuon on marriage., Terry delivers

a “herman™ to Simha.

May the house not be a cage. May love not be a trap Ma‘; routitie nol be
v

your undomng . {293). .

Instead of the traditional vows, Terry instructs Simha to repghat the words

- I

[ promise to live™, three times. Terry then tells the grogiu to 1epeat “l
promise to love” three times. Once they bouth repeat the ofhier™s vow, Terry
pronounces them “love and life” (293). The Daily Prayerl Bovk teaches that

Marriage is that relationship between man and woman under whose shadow

alone there can be true reverence for the mystery, digmty, and sacredues.

of life. Scripture represents marriage not merely as a Mosaic urdinance, but

as part of the schenie of Creation, iutended for all humamity .. the purpose

of marriagefytwofold (a) posterity, and (b) companioustnp (1006).

-

Concerning women’s place in Jewish culture the Duily Pruyer Buok in-
sists sormewhat apologetically that -

A conclusive proof of women's dominatiug place in Jewish life is the undeni-

.able fact that the hallowing of the Jewish home was her work, and that the

laws of chastity were observed in that howe, both by men and wornen, with

ascrupulousness that has hardly ever been equalled. The Jewsh Sages duly

recqgnized her wonderfu! spiritual influence, and nothing could surpass the

delicacy with which respect for her is inculcated: “Love thy wife as thyself,

and honour her more than thyself. Be careful not to cause avwoman to weep

for God counts her tears. Israel was redeerned from Egypt on account y&‘

the virtue of its w.'nen. He who weds a good wonsan s as if he had fullilled

all the precepts of the Torah”™ (Talmud) (1009) .

Terry’s “herman.” or feminist sertnon for Siimha’s wedding stresses the
more modern view that wornen can pursue interests and respousibilities out-
side the home, that the house not becowe a “cage,” or Simha’s life mere
routine. The Talmud-" instructs Jewish tuen to love and be kind to their
wives because God keeps track of her saduess by “counting her tears.” Prob-

lems seem to arise when women step outside the domestic spheré, of when

rtg



53

fear of God's wrath does not prevent a man from physically or psychologi-
cally abusing his wife. These are sowe of the problemns that Broner addresses
in this novel. The stories told by the woruen in the novel show that the Tal-
mud itself is pewerless to insure the safety of-wornen in a sexist society. It
becotnes quite clear that women are only considered good and moral whem
they move within the traditional sphere of family and home. Broner is quick
to point out that even the traditional household is unsafe for many women
and young girls. Hepzibah's daughter Rahel is sexually molested by her own
father who considers himselffto be a very pious man (6&). If the fear of God
dues not protect these individuals B;oner asks us to consider: Who can”?
Who should? Who will? In his article “The Status of Women in Halakhic
Judaism™, Saul Berinan notes that aside from the deprivation women feel
when it cornes to positive symbols of their identification as Jews and women,
another serious problem for them is their “disadvantaged position in areas
of marital law™ (116).

From the complete bi]e?e at the traditional wedding ceregpony to the proub-

lems of aguneh!, the law seems to make women not only passive, but

unpotent to remedy the marital tragedies in which they may be involved
(115).

Y

In Broner’s novel, Mickey's “marital tragediv“ is made mor: humiliating by
the callous indifference of the rabbinical court which refuses to take her word
that she is in fact being beaten and abused. Berman speaks to this kind of
horrible injustice when he writes: .

The attempt to suggest that refusal by wornen to phantly dccept the fate

to which they arewubjected demounstrates a lack of faith in the divine will,

would be mwre convincing if the evil decree fell more equitably among both

men and women (117). '
The wedding ceremony that Broner presents in this novel speaks directly to
this kind 6f blatant misogynism. It provides an alternative view of marriage
and male-female relationships which honours and aftirms the contributions a
wornan can make outside the traditional roles of motherhood and.domestic
service.

This marriage is unique when compared to the traditional Jewish cultural

context, because it celebrates the coming together of two indi®iduals who
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wish to retain their independence and separate lifestyles. They decide that
Siiha will spend six months of the year on the hibbutz with Hava's father and
the other six at Havurat S}ruhf the women's community foutided in memory
of Shula. L 1

_ Iu the essay *Reclaiming the Covenant: A Jewish Feninist's Search for
Meaning™ (1985). Ellen Umansky discusses the historical po:'aition of woren
in Judaisni. She states that in traditional Judaism women's lives are always
centred in the home. Although in"theory this role is equal to that tahen by
men, Umansky suggests that in reality this domestic role reduces women to
a “subordinate if not inferior position™(27). Umansky suggests that changes
associated with “modernity” have created a new set of values and social
expectations based on liberal notions oLihdividUalism and freedom. New
opportunities in education, social and econowmic mobility contrast sharply
with “the more limited opportunities available to them in traditional Jewish
society” (28). Woinen began to wonder, according to Umansky, whether fhe)
could be, or ever had been. fully Jewish as women and still pursue these more
modern goals. The marriage ceremony reflects Simha's desife to commit
herself more fully to Hava’s father: but not to the exclusion of her own
interests or female friends. In the traditional prayer book the purpose of
marriage is described as two-fold: for posterity or the raising of children, and
for companionship. It would seem that Siinha's views of marriage certainly
stress the joys of male-female companionship, but not to the total exclusion

of the intimate female relationships with the women of . Huvurat Shula.

Death: Mourring and Burial Rites ‘

The final life-cycle event is.the passage from life to death. When Hava
dies the women of the house wash hér body and prepare it for burial in a
family plot on the Mount of Olives. Siwfm recites the prayer “On Seeing
Falling Stars” (Br‘oner 1985:134). In the Daily Prayer Buok, this prayer
is ‘liﬁ;&:’ith seve‘ral‘others which praise God for his creation. It can be
recited™on witnessing Lightning. or on seeing Falling Stars, Lofty Mountains,
or Great Deserts (991). Broner has introduced this prayer earlier in the

novel as one recited to honour God, Mother of the Universe. “When Simha

-
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sees a fulling star she blesses Her from whose womb it fell, that monthly
red dropping™ (113). In her article “The Traditional Pietv of Ashkenazic
Womsen™ (19R7). Chava Weissler refers to a prayer from the Seyder Tkhines
u- Vakoshes that is recited for a wotnan with a “difficult star™ for children,
that is, whose children are stillborn or that die in infancy (259). Simha
prays half-heartedly. She feels like cursing God for what has happened to
her baby. Some of the wotnen give her presents tl'\t‘ had be_eﬁ intended for
Hava. Hepzibah, a religious woman who adheres to the Halakah more than
any of the others in the group, begins to recite the uiual Memorial Prayer
El Moley Raehasmim (Dazly Prayer Book:1073), but is interrupted by Simha
before she finishes the first sentence. Grieving, Simha absolitely refuses to
praise God.

No psabins, none of David's mezmorim, nothing sacred, no instrument

plucked, no harp or lyre, for ugder Simha no gock solidified and over her no

" wings sheltered. The Great Haud was careless, palins wet, allowing slippage

(134).

Simha responds to the death of Hava as if she herself has died. The
Memorial Prayer contains the request that God “shelter him |the deceased|
for evermore under the cover of thy wings: and let his soul be bound up in
the bond of eternal life” (1073). Simnbha is not responding as if it is Hava who
has been abandoned by God, but herself. When they actually proceed to
the burial Siinha refuses to follow the otherb when they place stones on the
g,mve Instead she says to them all “1 am a stone” and puts herself on the
grave (134). When they return to the house Simha does not enter. She sits
on the groun{ outside the door. She will not eat, sleep or attend services.
Soon the other women realize that she is becoming ill, that she is being eaten
up by grief for Hava's death, and that she is refusing the ritual solace offered
to her through the Jewish tradition. She does not want to participate in

_one of thé’ fundamental aspects of the Jewish response to death and:tragedy.

The Daily Prayer Book emphasizes believers’ obligation to re-assert their

_connection with God even at the very point in time when grief and sorrow -

overwhelm them. ,
The first teaching of the Burial Service is, Restgnation to the will of God. In
the very moment of the death of the loved one, when grief is most poignant,

P



the survivors are to assert their faith in the absolute and unfathomable

Justice of Providence. .. This teaching “His will, not ours, be done” 15 but

a restatement of the Kaddish [prayer| (1074-1075) )

Hava's funera] amplifies the problems of despair and religious doubt in
Broner’s novel. All the prayers and blessings heaped upon Hava at her birth
do not save her from a horrible ’and tragic death. The traditional funeral
observances fail to help Simha deal with her grief or to resume her relatiou-
ships with thé community of women and Gud. An alternative rite that tahes
place at the Dead Sea is created by the group to deal more thoroughly with
Simha’s grief. Traditionally, after the death of a family wember, a male rel-
ative recites Kaddish in order to show that the suryivors wish to assume the
relationships they had prior to the death (Preisand:60-62). An alternative
rite by Terry and shared with the whole commnninity gives Sisnha and Hava's
father an opportunity to deal with their grief and to re-establish ties with
the group and with God. he fact that Terry, and not a male relative, leads
the rite emphasizes Brone¥s inclusion or elevation of women theie within

the context of the Jewish culture and ritual tradition. The Sufut Yum rite

L

that the comnmunity c?eat,es and performs ritualizes the death and rebirth

of Siruha as a way for her to work through the death of her baby. » Simha
decides that that she must journey to the lip of the sea, safut yurn (140).
The group hires a driver to take them all to the Dead Sea. Terry tukes
cﬁarge and warns the driver that they are in mourning. “You are taking us
for a burial. If you commit sacrilege, desecration or profanation, the spirit of
the dead will wail in your ears forever and will drown out all events™ (141 ).
When he asks who has died. one of the wornen responds “our baby™ (141).
On arrival Simba rushes into the waves, folds her artus over her breasts and
closes her eyes.’ She lets ti:e sea roch her. The waves wash over her sdead”
body. Phe kibbutznik gently steérs her back to the sand whers the woren
stand and lift her like pattbearers to their shoulders. They lay her down
on the beach. Terry/étretches out on top of Simha and kisses her on the
mouth. This actionjbrings to mind thegraising of the widow’s son by Elijak
in 1 Kings 17:8-22. Terry begins to aft?m life and the community 3f wotLet
‘around Simha through a series of instructions and declarations.. 10" kiss the

]
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sea and to repeat | accept salt in our lives and in our friendship™(142).
The others add their own affirtnations to the rite. e.g.. “Gather a handful
of sand | accept the shift of sands . and “Look at the waves .:l accept
coutinuitf and change (144). Terry ends the rite by picking up a shell
~ from the beach, separating it and giving one half to Simha. She says *l
accept being broken in my life and in my friendship”. She embraces Simha,
holds her by the hands and tells her to *Accept support™. Simha responds
by saving “I accept fir emwbrace in my life and in our friendship™ (144).
Where once Simha refused the embrace of God because of the death of her
child (134), here she accepts the erubrace of her friend Terry and finds that
it is sufticient to revive her.

Broner uses this rite to stress that “God's™ presence is felt"in the con-
. text of connectedness and community and can be experienced through the
intimacy that exists between one woman and another. God is understood
by these women as awesomely immanent, as close to thein as each other's
breath, the love of each for the other.

This rite works for Simha: She is restored to the group and to herself.
Life is aftirmed in a way that is more effective than the traditional service.
How could Simha have said with any sincerity, “God's will be done” as
is customnaty in the traditional Kaddish? Some things do not have to be
accepted. Simhja's despéxir at the violence and cruelty of Hava's death is
shared by her friends, but they do not let it baralyse them. They decide
to act. This rite suggests that it is not God’s will that Arab and Jew must
hate and kill each other, or that innocent children be murdered in the name
of such a God. Terry is able to guide Sintha back to the realization that
such a God does not exist. The sacred in their experience lives and breathes
through each of them. It is felt through the kisses and ermbraces of fayily and
friends. Standing together on the “lip” of the Dead Sea the mourners praise
the creator who speaks to them quite clearly through this kind of community
and the natural world that washes around them. Through rites such as this
Broner’s insistence that Arab and Jew can live together is most strongly
suggested. Her ritual work with Arab and Jewish women who are striving

to move toward common goals by emphasizing common experiences provides

‘ . . " ‘
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illustrations of Victor Turner’s suggestion that groups that exemplify his
‘notion of “comnmunitas” not only alleviate the stress and anxiety of a culture
in conflict, but that they are sometimnes effective in eradicating the contlict
itself. In light of the explosive reality in the Middle East today such a goal
might seern unattainable. The point of rites such as theke is that they provide
a taste, or a glimpse of what could be, and that while the performers are
engaging iu such rites, on at least this level, they are an embodiment of this
vision of peace. )

Not only are there specific rules pertaining to burials in traditional Ju-
daism, there are also detailed prescriptions that deal with the manuver and
length of mourning. The “Principal Laws of Mourning™ apply to the deaths
of the father, mother sister, brother, wite, husband and child. Half-sisters
and brothers are tourned as well (Daily Prayer Book:1066). The first thing
that the mourner does is make a tear in his or her clothing. This sy mbolic
rending of the garments is referred to as keriah. As the person tears the label
or collar. he or she says “Blessed be the righteous Judge” (1066G). After the
funeral shivah begins. These are the official days of mouryng that last for
seven days. During this time the mourners must stay in their homes. One
way in which Simha refused to accept the death of her baby was to sit on the
ground outside her house. Entering would have meant that shivah had be-
gun. Mourners must sit on low stools and wear soft shoes or slippers. They
must not take part in any amusement or festivity unless it is the marking
of a religious festival, in which case the mourners submerge their sorrow “in
the spiritual rejoicing of the House of Israel™ (1067). This restriction lasts
for thirty days, and iu the case of the death of parents, one year. The thirty
day petiod is referred to as Sheloshim. A light is kept burning in the house
to symbolize the séul of the person who has died (1066). The anuiversary of
the death of the farily member, Yq / . is marked by the lighting of such
a candle in the synagogue and the recitation of Kaddish or miourner’s prayer
(Daily Prayer Book:1085-1087, 1099)

« The telling of Shula’s story introduces an occasion in Broner’s novel that
deals specifically with the observance of mourning rites. It is discovered by
the social workers at the Home for Wayward Jewish Girls that ‘shula is a

& 3
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very talenfed artist. They support zu::d encourage her to pursue this interest
by 'arranging a scholarship for herlm attend an art college in Germany.
Generally, her trip 1s very enjoyable .and her fears of t,ravglling so far fromn
home are forgotten. Problerns begin to develop., however. on the last portion
of her trip as she is travelling from Greece to Munich. She is told that she
must share a compartment with some imen who are travelling on the train as
well. They are friendly and courteous at first but soon start to bother Shula
and make her feel uneasy about sitting with themn. While the train is moving
through the countryside the men.attack her and mutilate her body. They
“eat” away her face and breasts. By the time she is found the murderers
have disappeared. No one is charged for her murder and her family is told
b}L the German officials that yvoung girls should not travel alone so far away
from homwe. The news of their friend’s death shatters the group of women
and girls that have become Shula’s second family. When the news of her
death reaches therii, Hepzibah declares that a week of shiveh must begin.

Mirrors are covered, pillows Jarg removed from couches and all the girls are

in slippered feet. When ten girls over thirteen vears of age gather, there s

a nunyan ‘They don prayer shawls, adjust their yarmulkes=- and pray for

Shula’s soul (28U) >
A munyan of wales over thirteen is usually required in order to hold services.
Woinen were not traditionally ¢ounted in the quorum, although Reform Ju-
daism recognizes the full religious equality of women. In 1973 it was decided
that women could be counted in Conservative coAgrethions. but only if the
rabbi of the local congregation approved (Posner, et al:34-35). Posner, et al
note that:

The active participation of women in the prayver services is a conparatively

recent phenomenon, started by Reform and later adopted by Reconstruc-

tionists and sume Conservative congregations. The “*Women’s Lib" move-

nient has had a definite influence on this trend. . .there are halakhic opinions

permitting women by themselves (withaut men} to conduct services.. .|but|

Chassidic congregations would be horriﬂédiby this praéticej (35).

In this novel, the girls in Hepzibah’s care are treated in the same way
that thirteen vear old boys would be. They are considered adults and capable
of the respousibilities that come with adult)wod One of their obligations is

&
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to mourn for their friend Shula. The shivak rites provide a communal way
to respond to her death. They help them to focus on their identity as a
group even in the face of the tragic loss of one of their nutaber. In this rite
Broner suggests that the girls are part of the larger family that has grown
up around Simha’s house. Shula is mourned as a sister would be mourned.
In this way, Broner stresses her ferninist vision of sisterhood through the use
of a gra"g?tiollal Jewish ritual practice. All \\Uult‘ll:yUUIlg and old -are sisters.
They must, therefore, be honoured and mourned as such.
Traditional and Innovative Festivals and Worship

In order fully to appreciate the use of ritual in this novel jt will be useful
briefly to describe the traditional Jewish ritual cycles i:l'ld to provide some
sense of the festivals that mark these times. Since the Jewish calendar might
be unfansiliar to readers who are not of the Jewish faith, and because it

is different from the talendar used by non-Jews, see Table ‘One included in

i |
iy Appendix One.-” |

The Jewish calendar follows the western Semwitic division of the year into
twelve lunar months. The new 1oon or E’()&h Chodesh is considered the
first day of the month gnd is referred to as holy. According to the Jewish
calendar each month or yeruh, meaning moon. lasts for 29 or 30 davs. The
oNe\\ Year or Rush Hashanah is calculated from the new mwoon of Tishr
or the seventh month. However, the vear is also calculated from the new

moon of the spring month of Nisan. The early Hebrews divided the vear in

~ two, bdsed on the agricultural calendar which warked the beginning of the

dry seasomn in the spring, through the sunuuer, to the beginning of the rain
season in the fall. The festival year based on the reading of the Torah follows
this division and begins in the spring mouth of Nisan with the first wajor
festival of Pesach or Passov er (Douglus:175). $hie Jewish festival year is also
divided into those festivals that are calculated according to the movement
of the sun, and those festivals that are calculated according to the waxing
and waning of the moon. Arthur Washow describes the sun eyvele festivaly
as “four seasons of the vear, four moments of history, four stages ot human
life, |and| four states of spiritual consciousness™ (19%2:XIX). An outline of
his categories follows in Appendix One. Table Two.

.
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© The festivals calculated according to the moon begin with Rosh Hasharah
because the month of Tishrt is the seventh month and “just as Judaisni makes
holy the seventh day and the seventh vear, so it makes holy the seventh
month™ (Waskow:ax). Hosh Hashavah is a feast celebrating beginnings and
according to tradition marks the creation of Adam, and therefore marks
the birthday of the human race (xx)<* For more details describing the lunar

festivals refer to Table Three, Appendix One.

Thhines: Ashkenuzie Women's Traditional Devotional Practice

Although the festivals and the marking of the weekly Sabbaths are the
most obvious manifestations of Jewish ritual practice, Chava Weissler sug-
gests that we cousider another equally informative source of Jewish ritual
expression. In her discussion of the Seyder Tkhines and the devotional lit-
erature written by women, for women, during the sixteenth to nineteenth
centuries in Yiddish, she refers to a ritual tradition that developed-as a di-
rect result of of women's exclusion from, or separation during. public prayer.
The development of such & tradition is quite understandable when we con-

sider that few women received even the basic Jewish education, or could

read, write, or speak the Hebrew language. Women were traditionally ex-

cluded from those areas of Jewish pﬁblic life such as the “talinudic acadewy,
the rabbinical court, the kabbalistic conventicle, and the Hasidic gathering”
where these skills could be developed and utilized (245). The study of the
various collections of thhines exposes a dimension of Ashkenazic Jewish cul-
ture that focuses specifically on the religious experience of women. So, as
Waskow suggests in his consideration of<Jewish festivals and holidays, vari-
ous cvcles and seasons are experienced and celebrated by Jews all over the
world. However, womnen within this systemn have created a series of prayers
and rites that wark or hallow seasons and events of particular interest to
theru.sIt has been suggested by Edwin Ardener that where the language of
scholarly and religious discourse is different from the language of the ordi-
nary person beliefs and ideas are often expressed through ritual innovation
and the arts (in Abel:30).

Although is it impossible at this point to do a complete analysis of the

similarities between Broner's use of ritual and- the pravers and ceremonies
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referred to by Chava Weissler, | will at least atternpt to do so as tar as my
sources allow. It is dlear that both the thhires and Broner's mmovative fites
focus more directly on the biological or sesual aspects of Wotnen's experience
aned du so in g reverent and attirtuing way. Within a tradition in which men-
struation and the vaginal discharges after childbirth are considertd unclean
both provide a positive setting i which to atfinn these basic functions of
the feruale body. Weissler writes that the thfines “hallowed wonen's bio-
logicat functions gud dometic routines. Menstruation, preguancy, and child-
birth were considered religivus events, important subjects of prafvr“(‘.!«l‘)]
Brouer has written that the reclamation of these conditions or events iy
woman’s life reconnects her to the Source of a very powerful ritual experi-
encd (1982:241). Both include mention of the tuat fiarchs in ways that are oot
usually found in the the traditional liturgy and dewtiunql material. 1 have
already referred to Broner's inclusion of these feruale figures in her narrative
aud ritual work. Wejssler iotes that

One aspect of |the| thhife leaps to the eve "|It| is the inclusion of the
matriarchs, Sarah, Rebecca, and Rachel. This contrast with the Hebrew
liturgy, where wmale tigures only are mentioned. Many thhines (s well ay
other genres of women's hiterature) give nuportaut place tu the matriarchs,

as well as to other, more obscure biblical wornen (2066). <

The tkhives also include prayers that deal specifically with contemporan
concerns of these Ashkenazic wornen. For instance, prayers ashing that God
preserve and protect Jewish boys fron press gaugs which used torture and
confinernent to discourage participation in Jewish rrtual and tasinly fife wre
included in these texts.<* These prayers can be compared to those ereated
by Broner and others to deal specitically ‘with the torture und abuse that
their “dauﬂghters“‘must endure as i cousequence of sexisu, Buth reflect the
contemnporary concerns of Jewish women and the social realities intu which
they have been born.

In Broner’s novel there is frequent mention of characters casting or pro-
tecting thewselves from the Evil Eye. This does not reflect the Orthodoy
view an presented in the siddur. It is, however, part of a folkrcglpure that
is reflected in the tkhines discussed by Weissler (250). Iu the u{;ErShula iy
asked how she learned to spit (part of the protection against the Evil Eyel.

*
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She replies that she learned it from her grandmother (7). Rina paints the .,

“Eril Eve on the'palins of her hands and on all the objects that the group has
gathered 10 Throw at a fanatic Talmudic scholar who had stoned an American

tourist. 1 becomes an impogtant part of their “rites of revenge” (233). It is
interesting to note that the customs associated with the Evil Eye are shared
by a Jewish girl from Poland.(Shula), and Rina who is an-Arabic-speaking
J;l\\ Trom Morocco. Even the Hassidic*® dancers who challenge Simha at the
‘f#irple Wall refer to its power and shrink back when Simmha looks directiy at
them suggesting they believe she has the power of the Evil Eye in her stare
{65). * ) .

. The differences between the thkitne and Broner's devotional or ritual ma-

terial that I would like to suggest seem to reflect- the sociological changes

" {hat have ‘occurred over the past few decades in the lives of modern Jew- -
‘ish wornen. Broner’s novel reflects the shift inactivity from the domestic

sphere 1o that of the areas of business, social work, and the arts. She in-

abrporates 1he experiences of women accustomed to freer travel than the

woen Welx\ler has referred to in her work. Lesbian women and women

g who have chosen cehbate llfebtvleq are referred to and affirmed in Broner’s

novel which reflects the growing pride and self-acceptance these. women feel
about themselves. - Broner also, stresses the mystical aspects of Simha's re-
ligious etperiehbe. whereas Weissler points out that wornen in earlier times

. were not encouraged to participate in these pursuits. The tkhine reveal the
social and. relxgmus context that Ashkenazic women found themselves in.

In all the examples, the -woman, by’ reciting these tkhines, expresses her
acceptance of traditional Jewish canceptions of the desirability of male off-
spring and of meunstruatidn as a state of impurity. The thhines give no
evidence that women questioned their-social status, thelr role, and their
fate i in, the Jewxs}r world {Weissler: 261). o ‘

Ry
;

The su,mflcant difference between Lhe #khine material and the customs,
prajers, and rituals in' 4 Weare of H’qun is the influence that fetminism®
has had on Bronér's work. The riteﬁand. ceremonies that she introduces in -
* this nov el do challengé the position of women in the Jewish world.. Whereas
the Mhmea hallow the events and concerns of Jew1sh women’ within the
frmneworl\ of Judaism, Broner’s work challenges some of- its basic assump-
tions. She asks' s ‘to consider the value of a tradition which honours _the
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birth of boys over that of girls. for instance. Broner’s novel reflects the
changes that wonien are experiencing as we near the end of the twentieth

century. Both the tkhine collections and Broner's novel are “non-linear™ o

‘non-chronological in structure. Weissler points out that the thfitnes seem to

have their own peculiar organizing structure based on those issues of spe-
cific interest to women, They do not follow the weekly or monthly festival
pattern that characterizes traditional Jewish liturgical life. Judith Kegun
Gardiner suggests that womnen's literature is typically less linear, unitied and
chronological than “generic prescriptions of the male canon” (in Abel:185).
151011&’5 novel is indicative of this trend in that it is structured as an intri-
cate weaving of personal stories and does not conform at all to the typical -
narrative form. The story line moves forward argdd backwards and eveu lat-
erally as the group of women at Simha’s house tell how and why they came
together as a group. 'Ifhe narrator’s voice shifts through first, second. and
third person, which Gardiner. suggests is also typical of women's work (in
Abel:187). Although {V_eissler has not worked as closely with all the devo-
tional literature of the period she considers in her article, it is quite clear
that the tkhines she has studied reflect this emnphasis on women’s personal
_ experience and not on traditional calendar or liturgical time.
Elaine Showalter notes that two distinct voices can often be heard in
a particular culture; one that can be referred to as the “dominant® voice
and the other as “muted”. When we focus on the muted voice of women's
culture a more conip;'ehellsi»'e pictlir’zél of their experience can be drawie. She
notes that when we listen carefully to this voice “the orthodox plot recedes,

and another plot hithertd submerged in the anonymity of the background,

stands out in bold relief " (in Abel:34). Handbooks of wornen's prayers reveal -

aspects of the Jewish culture that are underplayed or ignored in orthodox
or traditional coflections. This is exactly the point that Weissler is rraking
in the study of the tkhines in Yiddish. She writes that if there are prayers

for certain events in a woman's life this must mean that woren have given

.them a special religious significance (247}). :
Despite the Ract that, according to some authorities, wornen were exetnpted
from the dudy of daily prayer—many womeun daily recited the Hebrew

L)
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Iiturgy and attended synagogue at least on Sabbaths and holidays. They
thus participated in this overall rhythm of Jewish Wfe.  Yet. to the ex-
tent that they alsou recited thhines, they defined for themselves an alternate
rhythnias well - An nventogy of the oceasions for which thhines exist shows
us a world organized very differently from that of the siddur [Hebreu Prayer
Buok], a world structured by the private events of the worman’s domestic
Iife as much as by the communal events of the Jewish calendar {247).

Of the 120 prayers recorded in the Seyder Tkhines u-Vakoshes (Order of

" Supplications and Prayers), only 30 to 40 deal specifically with the synagogue

servicg. There are prayers for each day of the week, for Sabbaths, and
fourteen for the period between the beginning of the month of Elul and Yom
RKippur. There are only four prayers to be recited in conjunction with the
holidays and festivals that | have cited above. These include one prayer to ~
be recited when the Tourah is removed from the Ark and paraded through
the congregation, two for the festival of Sukkot, and one to be recited in
conjunction’ with Rosh Hashanah (248).

Aruplificlations of the traditional liturgy were included in the tkhine col-
lections. The recitiation of paraphrased prayers in Yiddish would allow a
wormat to participate in her own way throughout a ceremony that she might

not be able to follow because of her ignorance of the Hebrew language.-*

A woman could recite a tkhine when'she entered a synagogue ..., while the

cantor chanted the prayer “Grant Peace”.... or on the Days of Awe when

the Torah scroll was taken out of the Ark (no.31). .. a few of the prayers in

this collection are Yiddish translations ur paraphrases of Hebrew prayers.

such as the gaddish|kaddish|, Psalm 119, or Pereq shirah (248-249).
Women were obligated to fulill commandments that specifically pert&ined to
their social role and were required by ‘tra.dition to undertake three religious
duties that set them apart from men. Tkhines were written to be recited
during the fulfilment of these pdrtlcular vows. The vows mclude hallah, the
bt‘pdl’dt ion of a piece of dough when bakmg bread to commemorate the giving
of priestly tithes; niddah, the separation and purification rites associated
with menstruation; and hadlagah, which pertained to the lighting of festival
and Sabbath candles (248). v

Other tkhines suggest levels of Ashkenazic %women s experience that
would be entirely overlooked if our only source of}information were the au-
thorized or orthodox versions of devotional tales arnd prayer books. Included
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in the Seyder Tkhines are several which deal specitically with preguancy and
childbirth. four qupplicatiunx for members of & woman's family, one to be ~
recited by widows in order that they receive continual b[t‘\*ﬂllbb frotn God,
prayers for speedy recovery from 1llne:«;~. for rain in time of drought, for foud
and a good livelihood. and eleven cbneerning visits ‘that must be made to
family graves. Finally,Rosh Chodesh, or the celebration of the New Moo, is

g referred to four times and it is made quily clear that women cousidered this
holiday to have special si‘gniﬁcance for them. Weissler notes that wornen did
not.take part in any activity that required heavy labour on this day (248).
More attention is paid to the hallowing of a woman’s reproductive cycle and
her work in the home,in these collections of tkhtnes than was usual in the
traditional siddur or prayer book (249). i . :

These.prayerbooks do not follow the traditionally acceptut“d order of sér-,
vice, and reveal “an organizing principle” unlike the typical s2ddur.

Prayers conntcted to the synagogue service are scattergd among the other

tkhines, which are grouped, roughly. according to therifes such as fast days,

the days of Awe, pregnancy and childbirth, and visiting the cemetery (249)

-5 They also include prayers:that reveal a kabbalistic influence, but that do .
not suggest a mystical or hidden meaning which s typical of this genre.
The sefirot=* is not referred to, and only once is the recitation of the divine
names mentioned, and this is to note that such prayer was not appropriate *
for women (251). What is retained 1hough are references to angely, dermons
and strategies to protect oneself from the Evil Eye. ¢

The overall significance of these tkkines and the others found i collec-
tions written by Ashkenazic wornen, is that they provide scholars 'mﬂ; with
a clearer picture of the private or domestic lives of religious women fron
these periods of Jewish history. We are also able to'see the infuence that
women's bOCldl position within Juddlbl’n has had on their ritual tt}\upl‘t’bbl()ll
and rehglous hfe

Further studv of the tkhines would be of great help to those interested

in the dexelopment of contemporary feminist rituals, especially for those -

woren interested in the contributions being made by Jewish writers and

ritualists today. Broner’s novel cun be set more securely within this tradition

%
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of tklunes than in the develobment of the traditional siddur, although it is
cleur that Broner has utilized the praver book quite liberally in her novel
as well. A more corﬂpreheusiw survey of women'’s devotional literature and
the collections of thhines which have been referred te by Weissler would be
necessary in order to complete a deeper analysis of Broner's book on this
level. Perhaps in the futurefwork of this' kind will be made available to

interested students and ritualists-alike.

Festivals and Worship in A Wearve of Women
A Weave of Womnen is an example of a woinan’s novel that is not linear in
structure. Its narrative development is ouly loosely chronological. The action

of the novel begins in winter when Hava is born and ex%is in late summer

after Simha and the kibbutznik are married and the group has moved into

|
a new home. The stories told throughout the book spread out like spokes of

¢ wheel uround a hub which turns slowly through these spring and summer -

months. Most of the stories recall incidents from the past and tell about
how the womnen came to Simha’s house. However, one of the stories reaches
out into the future as Rina fantasizes about her life in The World to Come.
Waskow describes the festival and ritual lives of Jews as :
thev cycle of the seasons, the round of the year, the festivals of jo)&:ith_
which the Jewish peuple dance our praise of God. There are moments of
dryfiess, saduess, in the cycle—but beneath them there is a deeper joy in

the circling of the year (x).

Bromner's novel seews to reflect this moverent as she weaves the ritual ele-
quents of time and space into the daily rhythms of her various characters.
I have dealt with the rituals associated with the life-cycle. Now I will ex-
plore those rituals that are associated with the wider circles of community
celebration and liturgical praise.

In this novel only two major festivals are descibed in any detail. They are
the early spring Purim festival and the summer celebration of Lag B'omer. |
will consider the significance of these holidays to the development of Broner’s
main themes and then dciscuss the worship practices and ritual innovations
that are inttoduced. -

Purim is the holiday in which the Megillah or Scroll of Esther is re
in every synagogue around the world. -1t relates the tale of Mordechai and

¢
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Esther and tells how they overcome the wily Haman. In the Duaily Prayer
Book we read that “when the righteous was delivered out of the hund of the
wicked, and the enemn was put in his stead, the Jews ordained for thetuselves
to celebrate ‘Purin, and to rejoice thereon every vear” (957). Recent schol-
arship sugges%s that the book of Esther was written in order to explain and
develop an earlier Persian festival that had been adapted and celebrated by
Persian Jews (Waskow:116). It has also been suggested that it wus written
after the Persian period as an ironic response to the difliculties endured by
-Jews during the later Hellenistic period.s* Gaster suggests that the Purim
festival is one of the clearest examples of cultural transmutation, in that it
probably has its roots ik much earlier Persian New Year festival that took
place on or around the vernal equinox (1966:215-217). )
..The original form of that feast must have ivolved: (a) the'selection of a
new Queen, corresponding to the selection of Esther |over Vashtif; (b) the
parade of a commoner gua kiug, corresponding to the parade of Murdechai
around the streets of Shushan |Esther 6:11]; (¢) a fast, corresponding to that
ordained-by Esther [4:15-16]; (d) the execution of a felon; corresponding to
fate meted out to Haman |7:10, 9:25(; and (e) the distribution of gifts [9:22]
(218).
Gaster also notes that the word purim connects with_an Old Persian word

for “first,” as in first day, or first season, and that in colloguial Arabic the

word phur means New Year (221). Waskow notes that the story is déveloped
around two distinct literary jokes. “
{n one of them, Haman's efforts to irxff’)ale Mordechai, destroy the Jews, and
elevate himself are rewarded with precise irony: Haman hitself is unpaled,
his own party is massacred, and Mordechai and all the Jews are elevated to
.great power and honor (116). - -
The other joke is very similar in structure, though sketched in ink less
bluody: King Ahasuerus ...depos|es| Queen Vashti—su that all other hus-
bands will never again have to take orders froms their wives. He ends the
tale by to.kmg orders precisely from his wife—the wew Queen Esther. As
Haman's murderous, anti-semitism carries him to his own death, su Aha-
suerus’ contemptuous anti-feminism carries him to his own stultificatiofi.
The joke is on the tyrant (117), e

LN . . R
It is quite clear why an author such as Broner would include the Purim

- story in' a contemporary novel about the lives of ruodern Jewish women.

»
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«The jokes referred to by Waskow centre around the two themes that 1 have
identitied as Broner’s wain concerus: the violence associated with racism.,
and the objectification and abuse of women because of sexism. Purim is a
festive holiday during which people poke fun at the world. Waskow refers
to them as the days “of :merriment and buffoonery, parody and satire, the
loony day of full moon in the pre-spring month of Adar™ (115). Dressing
up and playing the fool is expected. At this time masquerades and pan-
tomimes are performed in families aud in larger groups (Gaster:221-225).
Plays are created and performed by voung and old. and the children es-
pecially use this time to play tricks on their elders (Waskow:121). Even
the evening service is.an opportunity to enjoy the frivo'ﬁty as children are
allowed to waké clamouring and crashing noises with a variety of gadgets
and noisemakers whenever they hear the name Haman during the evening

- (Feit:103; Gaster:229; Waskow:121). The commandment to-drink until one
cannot distinguish the difference between scursed is Haman™ and “blessed
be Mordechai”, is derived from a Talmudic source which suggests that it is
in this state of total confusion and vulnerability ‘that one must put one’s,
entire trust in God’s providence (Feit 1987:90). Another suggestion is that
“one must drink enough to become drowsy and go to sleep. Feit writes that

“when sleeping one demonstrates the belief that God will protect him and.
will ‘return’ his soul in the morning™ (90).

 Besides the commandment to read from or hear the Megillah there are
three other Purim laws that must be followed. These are giving gifts to the

- poor; sending food packages as gifts to friends; and preparing and sharing

a
festive rmneal (Levm 1982,119). Feit suggests that these laws promote unity |

and fl‘lendbhlp among the Jewish community (90).
Broner writes in 4 Weave uf Women that Purim is the time for breakmg

laws. ’ - : M}
== All the stars converge at Purim time, 'the season for the breaking of laws:
the laws against drunkeness, transvestism, and the law against teaming H
together unlike ammals. . - JThe women gather to play games of chance, o |

deal the Priestess of the JI‘a,rot the Empress of Justice, to throw dice or
move the cup across the Ouija board (115). .

N The women drink cherry brandy and eat special holiday food. Thev
make a point of overmdulgmg themselves and “it is accordmg to the law

@
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that-they do so. It is vgritt\gﬁ‘ that one must drink until the good cannot be
distinguished from the bad” (117). Purin parades pass by their windows
as they sit (together to recount the tales of Vashiti and Esther, Ashtar and
her rituals of pleasure (125).* To tell or hear the Megillah is an obligation
that Jews have turned into an occasion to celebrate all that is associated
with gaity and spring. And »et the more serious luessage of the story of
Esther is never overlooked in the religious services held dunng, Purim or in
the discussions that follow during the various family gatherings and meals.
The fact that the telling of the story is commanded by tradition suggestbj
that its ultimnate nfeaning is central to the religious experience of the Jew. !
The bass note that sounds ominously throughout this light-hearted season -
reflects the awful reality of genocide, of fanatical hatred and the hysterical
fear of the unknown, of the mysterious stranger in our widst.

Broner weaves this horrible rea]ity into the Purim celebrations she de-

~sctibes i her book ~As thé Wonien sit and discuss the courage and passion

of these two great cultural heroines, a dark cloaked figure is working his way
toward them with nothing but evil mischief and hatred in his mind. One of
the women of the group had met and made love with a young Arab prince
during a desert retreat in the Sinai{9). Ddhhd had gone there to rest af-

.ter a singing tour she had made through Israel. An Arab fawily made her

acquaintance and invited her into their tent. She was treated graciously by
the mukhtar, tribal judge. I will quote from Broner’s novel at lcngth here
in order to share the sweet vision she creates to capture the xpu’lt ol recon-

ciliation between these two people, between these two cultures, which | feel

Broner is trying to emphasize in her writing and ritual work.

The tents are soon visible in the small vasis. They are under the date trees.
The dates have ripened. Dahlia is helped from the cantel and lovks loviugly
above her, The sun, a prince, really, lifts his robe above his knees and climbs
the tree, knocking off dates for her. They are the sweetest she has tasted
in the Land. They are beginning the Ceremony of Hospitality, the Ritual
of Grinding Coffee. Neighbours will hear the drumrming and will kuow the
mukhtar has company....*This is how lbrahim avanu, our father, lived.”
says the mukhtar.... “Yes.,” says Dahlia, “but 1 am the daughter of Sara
and not of Hagar™ (95).

~ The inukhtor asks if Dahlia is afraid to be with them and reassures her
that he will do nothing to harm her. He tells her that “It is against our
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laws to harm our guests ... | am your host. Food, fruit, liquid, company—or

»

even, | nnself— even that much vou may request™ {96). Eventually Dahlia
replies that she would like to know the mukhtar s son. The father instructs
the young man to take Dahlia back to her own campsite. When they arrive
they build a wind break and settle down together. They become correcot and
ceremonious with each other. Dahlia massages his body with oil and they

ntake love.”
 This i for the buy, the Ceremony of Initiation. The ingredients of such a
ceretpony are one lovely young buy, one loving and experienced woman. . ..

It is necessary to have a bottle of olive oil. This aids in exorcising the
demons of nervoustess. . .. In the initial rite one should avoid reflections—
mirrors and eyes. Oue should alsv avoid laughter and chatter. This is a
time of body prayer. The boy will never forget this rite (99). -

Dahlia and the young Arab separate without a word and both return ,

hote to their families and friends. But the boy decides to search for Dahlia
and tinally tracks her down during the Purim festivities. His travelling com-
panion is a radical Pulestinian ifationalist who is disguised as an Orthodox
Jew with a long beard. fox fur hat and a caftan (117). The climax of this
Purumn celebration occurs when the young Arab and the cor;1pan§on burst in
upon the celebrating women. Simha has just finished reciting the Priestly*
Blessing over the group. ” ¢

S'hehan bless thee, Shine her face upon t,he.e, Turn her face unto thee in

prace (131).

“Just as she bt‘giIIS to sing “*shalum.” peace, the companion rushes into the
roows and dermnands to know which one of the women is Dahlia. In order to
protect her from:fharm.‘the young man looks around the room and points
wildly at Simha. A hammer is raised into the air and comes down on the
infant Hava's skull. She has been resting in her mother's arms. The baby
dies instantly from the blow. The companion says to the young Arab “We
cannot allow a Jewish woman to defile the tribe” (132). He does not struggle
when the women begin to hold him down and punch him “because he has
committed his holy act™ (132}). Simha holds the baby in her arms and begins
to wail. The police arrive and take the two intruders away. Broner writes:

“The Megillah, the tale, is told. In the legend there is relief from from the
eneny, sorrow is turned into gladpess, mourning into holiday. In life, only
some of this is possible (132).
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One of the wornen in the group has decided to tell the Purim story in her
own particular way. For Terry, Esther is a “political animal™ and the story is
a parable about making choices. Terry 's interpretation of the Purim niessage
is in contrast to the two traditional themes that come together in the Purim
story that have to do with the absolute acceptance of God’s will for one’s
dife, and the acceptance and defense of one’s tradition in the face of prejudice
and possible death. Gaster discusses these themes in his exploration of the

-

Purim season.
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It its onigiual forn, the dominant note of the story of Esther was, perhaps.

an emphasis on the element of chance in huwan alfairs. . In Judasny,

however, what appears to man as blind chance 1s really but part of the

design of Gud. The whole story serves as an exannplar that “God moves 1u

niy sterivus ways His wonders tou perform® (1966:230).

The women in Broner’s novel have all had to make difticult choices.
The stories that they weave deal wi\hcm they all have to make decisions
in their lives without compromising tReir own sense of self-worth and self-
det‘errninat‘“i“on. Terry begins her version of the Purim story with thé words
“There are two possibilities.” we are what we choose™ (118). Simha reminds
this gati‘xeringlpf modern Jewish wornen that the exiles in Babylon had to
make sir}iil&r choices. They could continue to modrn, or they could sing
and “endear themselves to their captors™ (119). Vashti had two choiceu.
She coul?obey the king and degrade herself, or she could waintain her seli-
respect and face the comsequences, which she did. When Esther wins the
attention of the king, she must choose whether to expose herself and die
with the other Jews, or keep her nationality a secret and save herself. Terry
rmakes the cynical remark that after Esther has made this choice she was 4
wonian sandwiched between the king and Mordechai, and they then made
all her choices for her (129). When Terry finishes her version of the Megilluh
the wornen talk about the choicgb; that they have made in their lives, and
the changes that the choices have inspired. Most of the stories tell about
the choice between “staying home™ and making their own way in the world.
Mickey must choose whether to remain in a marriage where she is beaten by
her husband or to strike back and fight against both the husband and the

rabbinical court to get a divorce to dissolve their marriage. These wornen
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become the sumn of their choices. They do not depend on chance, or on God
to protect them. And yet it is at this poiut in the story that the gathering
of wotnen 3\ shattered by the violent death of tHe baby that they all love
and care for. The Palestinian fanatic explodes inth the scene and kills Hava
just as her tother is finishing the blessing and singing the last shalom of the
prayer. /

“According to Posner a special blessing follows the reading of the Megillah
which “praises God the Saviour for having fought our battles, judged our
disputes, avenged our injuries and punished our eneriies™ (198). This is the
horrible irou}"} of Broner’s Purtm tale. Simha is inter;uptyed before she can
outh thesegﬁvurds. v

One of the womnten that is connected to the group at Siruha’s house is
Joan, a jourmalist and pl‘aywright from Manchester, England. Her story of
how she et the women deals with a difficult and deeaning trip that she

had made to Mount Meron during the Lag B'Omer celebrations there. This

*holiday marks the 33rd day of the counting of the barley harvest between

Pesuch and Pentecost, which falls on the 18th day of Iyyar. Gaster writes
that the counting of the Omer or “sheaves™ derives from the commandment
that* when the first sheaf of barley was oﬁ'er‘ed to God in the sanctuary
seven full weeks are to be counted until the final celebration of the harvest-
home and the presentation to Him of the two loaves of new bread” (1966:51 ).
Waskow suggests that the 33rd day of the Omner is celebrated in honour of
the rabbi Akiba and a group of his students who were killed by a plague on
this day (178 see also Datly Pruyer Book:9358-939). Another possible source
of the holiday is that it commemorates the day Akiba took his studeq’)ts into
the desert to study Torah in defiance of a Roman ban. This story might ex-
plain the traditional archery contests that take place on Lag B'Omer, since

it iy said that Akiba and his stu(}lnts disguised themselves as bow hunters »

(Waskow: 178). Sowe think that the day is related to Anglo-Germanic fes-
tivals that take place a’ound May Day which were celebrated with bonfires,
as is Lay B'Omer, and the shooting of arrows to scare demons away (179).%

An important aspect of the Lag B'Omer festivities is the pilgrimage peo-
ple make to the grave of the mystic Shimon bar Yochai near Safed on Mount

Y
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Meron. This is an important pilgrimage site for Hasstdie JEWS especiylhy.
because Shimon bar Yochai is cansidered to be the author of the Kabbalistic
book Zohar. Waskow notes that this book was probably written twelve een-
turies after his death, however(179). Pilgrims travel to Shimon’s grave and
light hugebontires and the Hassidim dance there as part of their worship
amd to honour Shimon’s memrory. A syibolic wedding between heaven and
earth takes place during these festivities. As a result couples often niarry
on Lag B 'Omer since weddings are forbidden throughout other times during
the “counting of the omer™ (179).

In Broner’s novel, Joan is on assignimnent for the Muanchester Guardian
and is looking for a story about the Hasstdim and the other pilgrims that
make the trip to Mount Meron. During this trip she iy drawn into one
difficulty after another. She becorues horribly depressed. She agrees to have
her hair cut by a miserable barber who complains to her about his lack of
business. He assures her that it will bring her good luck and then proceeds
to hack off her long beautiful hair.--

Joan is harassed by the police because she tries to take photographs of
the dancers (Broner 1985:250). During the passing of the Toreh she is told
by a group of women that she must throw kisses at it because women are
not allowed to touch it as the men are. “Women do it this way” ja woman
explains|, “They are Blwayb upstairs or separated from the Toreh so they
must kiss each other and kiss at the Turah™ {249). Joan is pushed 1o follm.j:
their instructions to avert bad luck. She has a difficult time storing her
gear, and has not been able to take pictures or interview the pilgrimns. She
is warned t.ht she will be called a whore if she gets too close to t}?en
A man offers to let her store her things on the bus he is driving. De tells
her to get some rest, but while they are having sex in- the bus a Kurdish
pilgrint sees them. He dees, in fact, call her a whore and throws her and
her gear off the bus. She is exhausted, humiliated and tilthy. It is in this
state that Hepzibah and Mihal find her.: She wonders why she ever walted
to travel in “The Laud™. They listen to her story and Hepzibah declares,
*This holiday. . comriemorates the lifting of a seige. We will have to lift the

siege of thys holiday. Come with us™ (255). o
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Joan's story about her trip to Mount Meron indicated how dlfhcult it
is for an vutsider to understand the religious practices 6f other people She
is thwarted at every turn from getting what she thought would be a good
story for her magazine assignment. This festival is suppused to be a joy-
ous departure from the sombre mood of the season and vet Joar}‘ becomes
increasingly depressed as she searches for the mlaning of the h:)lidd\ Joan
i+ harassed and humiliated by other pllgrmp ﬁnd discovers that at a very
basic level women are looked upon as evil and “must, be kept separate from
the mwen or are cotupletely ifjlored within the context of this culture and
religious tradition.

Joat is taken to meet the other woren and they create a new holiday
to couniteract the negative feelings that have overcome her. For any holiday,
they tell her, thes need a date, a legend, a blessing, and a weal (256). Simha
determines that “Holy Body Day" falls on the “the twenty-first day after the
onset of wenses.. " (258). Because the women have lived with each other for
so long they all menstruate at the same time and calculate important dates
from the onset of this shared menses. After a ritual cleansing or mtkvah, they
siy & She-hehtanu prayer. “Blessed art T hou, O Mother of the Universe, from

whose body we dt'bu:'lld. who has kept' us alive, preserved us and brought

‘us to this titue, this season™ (257). Similar blessings are found in the Dasly

Prayer Boovk (985-995) the ditference, once again being that God is referred
to in the femipine 1or1n in Brouner’s novel. The women pray that “they be
restored to their own Tetnple, that they no longer be captive, for there is no
- - 4 . -
God of wornen, there has been no reaping of sheaves in the Land of women
and no bringing in of tribute of dwedbure (258). This prayer could be
considered a feminist paraphrase of the traditional Omer suplications made
by Jews after the fall of the Jewish Temple when the presentation of grain
offerings to God in this way was impossible. )

May the All-Merciful restore the service of the Temple to its place. May it

be thy wnll O Lord our God and God of our fathers, that the Temple be

speedily rebuilt in vur days, and grant our portion iu thy Tereh. And there

we will serve thee with awe, as in the days of vld, as in the ancient years.

We Heseech thee, release thy captive nation by the mighty strength uf thy

right hand (Datly Prayer Buok:945).

e
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By reworking the Omer supplications in this way, Broner emphasized
the dissonance some woren feel with a religious tradition that tourns its
separation from a place e which it has \\'urshi‘ppvd God and vet does not
recognize that ritual separation or the lach of lu;uningful ritual expression
within the tradition is problematical for Wotnern.

“*Holy Body Dayv™ concludes with the group of women $elling vach other
storiey about the power and beauty of their owi bodies.  They commpose
a speaa] song f;.nrﬂxis hqélida.\ and decide to call it “The Women's Soug of
Songs” (261-262). When they finish singing Joan feels reassurdd and accepted
as a newcomer and her pride as a woran is restored The group of women
share a eal of stuffed tish together and everyone is satistied. Simha’s house,

as well as each individual Body is honoured as a “Temple™ in this way.

o
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T werg political, for as |Kdy| Turner saps, ritual is political. We made Jin-
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l}f'nr.«slnp‘ of Shehena and the Sabbath . ‘ - V

)

[ The most significant dlfferem e-betvxeen the trddltlonal prayers and b]ess»

,ngb of the Jewish faith and those pf(:‘beﬂt(:‘d in this novel by E.M. Broner is

the use of feminine names for (,od For examplé in various places throughot
the novel *“Mother God™ (8), “Shehena” (131). and “Mother of the Umverse

&(.45:) are used. In her article “Honor and Ceremony /\mong Women” (1982)

Broner explains her use of “Shehena” in some of the experunental rituals that

“she de»eluped with Naormi Nimrod:
All the decisions Naomi Nimrod and I made while “ntmg the Haggadah

. guistic Lhd[lg(:‘h We changed gender from tnasculine to feminine. That was
puhtlcal We had to renarne or name worrien; we had to renatile Elohim, the
“nuasculing, as Shchena [Shehenal, the feminine form. We shook tradition,
unrhvmed ahcient rhymes changed rhythms of o]d chant,s That would be

-

uur political stand {240). . o
Asld,e from this general shift fronhthe masculine to the ferninine names

;Of God, Broner introduces non-traditional forms of worshlp m. her novel.
Simbha, for, instance, m;nsxders herself the pr:eatess of the group When she

describes: the chioices that she had to make in her life durmg the ftelhng of
. sthe Purim story, bhe says that *| could have stayed home and: marned or |
could make new blrths and new prayers” {Broner 1978:130). Just be{ore the

death of heér daughter Hava, Simha is in the process of pronouncrng a bireas

[

Iwi&mzm or-priestly blessing (131). “ ..

Simbha is_of the caste of Cohen, the- prlestly caste. Because it is a festive

. huhdav, there is recited the blessing of the priest. Slmha sings that chant

&that was sung in the Temple of Jerusalem. - Shehena bless thee, Shine her
face upon thee, Turn her face to- thee in peace (131)

That.Simha would dare to’do such a thmg is one of the most _significant
ChdllgEb that Broner h@d 'bronght to the traditional way in ,which Jews wor-

_. ship God. In Bircas Kohanim: The Pr:e,stly Blessings: Backgound, “Transla-
, " tion, and C’ommcntur;} Anthologized from Talmudic, Midrashic, and Rabbinie

‘;purce» (1981) compiled by Rabbi Avie Gold we read that only the descen-
dents of Aaron are-the appropriate bearers of thls spec1a1 blessing from God.
Simbha is such a de5cendent. but she is 2 woman. In order that this ,blessmg
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be honoured among the people, séveral taws or mutzroh have been assigned
to insure that it is carried out in the proper way. Traditionally, a ninyan.
must be present when the blessing is given (90)._ According to the Tulmut[
there are six §pecific requirements as to how the blessing is given. j'ft‘ rust
be recited in “the Holy Tongue” Hebrew. while standing, with raised hands,
with the “Ineffable Name,” face to face with the congregation and in a high
voice (Gold:29). Other requirements include that the hunds must be ritu-
ally washed in water poured over them by Levite hands,that the priest has
removed his shoes (91). with his tallis or prayer shawl draped over his lace,
and or over his fingers as he gives the blessing (93). Various pther prohibi-
tions insure that the purity of the Kohan, and the place in which he stands,

meet the requirements as outlined in Tulmud and Mudrash .2 Sitha stands
up to sing the blessing, and lifts her baby Hava up into the air as she begins.

{t_does not appear that the various it zvoh associated with the blessing are

Rept She considers herself an authority on bllCh matters, and feels that she
is fulhlhng her duty as the priestess of this minyan of modern women by

simply pronouncing the. blessing over ‘thetn in her own way. As radical and
shopki;’lg as this behaviour might appear to some, the identification between
w;men and the high priest is not a new one. Althougl it is unusual that
a woman would be reciting the priestly blessing, Weissler writes that this
Qonnect_ion was made quite overtly during the hallah and hadlugal rituals.

She provides two prayers that show this connection quite clearly.

May my ﬂall‘ah be accepted as the sacrifice on the altar was accepted. May
my mizwdhsbe accepted just as if 1 performed it properly. In ancient times,
the high priest came and caused sins to be forgiven; su also may my sins
be forgiven with “this. ... May thls mizwah of hallah be counted as if 1 had

f%ilveﬂ the.tithe...(255- 256,), Lord. of the world, may uy mizweh of kindling
e lights be accepted like the mizwah of the high priest who kindled the

-« lights in the dear Temple. “Your word is a lamp to ny feet, a inght to iy

path” |Psalm 119:105; quoted in Hebrew|. That means, your words are a
light to my feet.. may the mizwak of my candle lighting be acceptable, su
that my children’s eyes may be enlightened in the dear Torah. 1 alsv pray
+ over.the candles'that the dear God may accept my mizwah of the lights as
if my candles were the olive oil lamps which burued in the temple and were
never extinguished (256).- .

In these more sophlstlcated tkhines the writer has made wnnectwns bctWeen
hallah and splr;tual nouglshment, and the Torah and light. Weissler points, ,

&




79

uut that these associutions are unexpected considering wornen were not tra- -
ditionally considered worthy to*study the ~Torah or to participate fully in
the synagogue service. It does suggest, however. the importance that women
thetselves placed on their religious role in the Jewish community, at least
within the confines of the social reality of the time (256).

Simwha’s celebration of the babba@h is also unique. She walks to a different
hill overlooking 1he city every week in order to watch the sun go down.»She-
chooses a new reddmg from the Pslams and “explicates it line by line” (57).
She chuoses—ajxew lover every week because “it is mitzvah, a commandment
and good deed, to make love on Friday night” (57-58). This is of course, in
direct violation of the laws that prohibit fornication for all Jews, let alone
the Kq:hc'mim. Simha invites a different friend to share her Sabbath meal
every week. She covers her head with a shawl and says over the candles,
“Lady of the Flame.. of the spirit an:i the smoke..” and her companion

~ adds, “Oh, my Lady, Bride, thus it is written that You have called the

Sabbath a, delight.. .melting, changing lady of the candles, melt among us,

dwell amolllg,us“ (58).
Theodor Gaster describes a more traditional Sabbath prayer in this way:

The lighting of the candles—at least two—on the eve of the sabbath is
assigned tv the mistress of the house; and popular fancy supposes that
neglect of this duty will be punished by death in childbirth. Shortly before
suuset the hUUhEWIfe spreads a clean white cloth on the table and u&uall\
places the sabbath loaves {covered with an embroidered napkin) uponyit.
She then lights the candles and pronounces the blessing: Blessed art Thou,
‘0 Lord our God, King of ‘the Universe, Who hast hallowed %; by Thy
commandiments and commanded us to kindle the lamp” (1966:274-275).

v .
5

- After the meal Hlmha walks to the Western Wall area of the Old City
and‘begms to pray. A ‘“religious policewornqq" calis her a blasphemer for
praying from theﬂ"pra.yer book and for doing so with her head uncovered. She
has removed her j&ha\&'} to cover up her baby because the air has gotten chvilly.
Simha begins to sing with the men who are worshipping on the other side of
the mehitzah that Sepafates the women's section of the plaza from the men’s

¥
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(64). Someone from the other side shouts “WHO I SINGING™ . it is-
forbidden for a woman’s voice to be-raised in song™ (64). The policeworian

says that it is forbidden to distract the men. Soon u rabbi from the other

side appears and shouts at her, as he averts his eves. It would be a sin to

look directly at her. Simha astounds the man by declaring:

1 anrthe bride .. I am Skabbat * 1 take you to bed with me m white
coverlets. | feed you from my table. You ktlu\\}wu and vet you pretend )
not to see me. But 1 see you |stare at all of you (65). )

Passionately Siutha beginy to shake down tLhe‘ mehitzah. She hates “that
which separates her from the side with the Torah, with the bur rutzvah, with
the dancing and the singing. two-thirds of the courtyard™ {65). -

The plaza of the Western Wall has been referred to as a place imbued
with “a spirit of unparalleled democracy”, by Posner, et all {34), because
spontaneous minyanim gather there made up ‘of men from all over the world.
The point to be made by this incident in Broner’s novel is that women are not -
considered worthy enough to worship God there in this way. The irony that
is revealed in this part of Broner's story is that Simha understands at a very
conscious level that even though the men i&ea]iz;' the Sabbath as feminine,
as the Bride in fact, they do not extend this association to reu! women.
Wornen, as the policewoman points out to Simha,‘are but a distraction to
men. .

Even though these activites are a departure from traditional Judaisus
throughout the novel there are incidents in which Simha and the other wotnen
express their adherence to Jewish custom and ritual practice. They dedicate
their new home and aftix the traditional mazuzah,* but here tov they pray,
“0O Gbd of Women, Thou hast made us holy by thy commandments and
commanded us to affix the mazuzah. This designates a righteous house of
women” (207). They say the appropriate prayers when memberJ of their
group leave to travel long distances (175; 264), but the prayers are directed
to “Shehena”, to “é)ur lady™. to “Mother God". Tt is quite clear that Broner
uses théSe feminized names in her novel to draw the reader’s attention to
the overly masculinizedsmpatriarchhl forms of traditional Jewish prayer and

praise. k |
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Recent feminist scholarship has suggested that the inclusion of feminine

nates for God is a mutzveh in and of itself. According to Rita Gross, the
Kabbalal teaches that “one of the cduses of galut |exile| is the alienation
of the masculine from the fewninine in God, the alienation of God and the
Shechinal” (167). Gross suggests that “each of us can effect the turning of
the galut by dedicating all our efforts to the reunification of God and the

sShechinah™ (307). Whether or not Jewish feminism can be justified in this-

way could be the subject of another lengthy paper.* For the purpose of my
discussion of Brouer's use of fernale Goci-larfguage. it is sufficient to point out
that she and otliers suggest that there are deep stores of feminine images and
names within the Jewish tradition that already exist and should be brought

- to the fore.”” Gross writes that

A God language dues not réally tell us about God. but it does tell us a

considerable atnount about those who usé the God language. ... If we do not

mean that God is male when we use masculine pronouns and imagery, then

why should there be any objections to using female imagery and pronouns

as well (170-171).
Brouer's use of female names gmd images for God in this novel makes the
same point. The Importance of female God- language has been suggested by
Carol Christ. . ,

. The affirmation-of feinale power contamed in the Goddess symbol has both

psychological and political consequences. Psvchologlcally. it means defeat

of the view engendered 'by, patriarchy that women'’s power is inferior and

dangerous. This new “mood” of affirmation of ferale power also leads gto

new “motivations”; it supports and undergirds women's trust in their own

power and the power of other women in family and society (1979:278).

‘Gross notes that when a woman uses the ferninine forms in her own
worship it is a sign that the worman has entered into “the ritual covenant
community of Israel” in her own right {172). What might have seemed
preposterous in the past, she suggests, does not seem so unacceptable in
many Jewish congregations today. For thQse wornen who wish to stay within

the Jewish tradition but who feel the necessity for inclusive prayers and other

forms of worship, Janowitz and Wenig have prOposed an alternatlve which

attempts to balance both,of these concerns.

Our |Sabbath} prayers, then, are not & critique of the classical liturgy from
a feminist perspective, but an affirmation of our choice to remain within

» " ul ¢
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the traditiun” and to sanctify our, everyday lives as women. . Ihruubh

our prayers, we define ourselves as women in terms of our- relatwuslup with

God... lthey| dckuuujedge worien's participation in these rituals by using

wornen’s own words 1n the prayers and bleasmg\ the\ are to recite (l‘“‘l 174

175).

Broner s use of such rituals and prayers in 4 Weave of W omen develops
her mcluswn and elevation of women thexue It also allows her to address
the problems associated vntb those abpectb of the tradition which separate
Jewish, Christian and Moslem women from each other. By emphuslzmg the
feminine values as they apply to our un&eratamdiug of God, Broner can use
the vestigial ritual forms associated with pre-biblical QOddEbb worship to
create ritual events where women's religious affiliation is ::econdarv to the .
experiences they sharg as women. Her inclusion of the Purim story and
its emphasis on the courage and intelligence of Vashti and Esther amplifies
this theme. The connections she makes in this story between Vashti; Esther
and Ishtar are quite clear. She feels that it is integral to the development
of contemporary feminist spirituality to “unearth” images and prayers that
already exist and to apply them to the ritual palette for ijse by woinen
today, although the creation of new rites is of great 'importauc“e as well. The »e
“restoration of Vashti” as an appropriate role model for glrlh and women
“during Purim (and in their day to day life) has been conbidered in an article
by Mary Gendler (1976). She suggests that modern Jewish wbmeu should
recognize the significance of Vashti's defiance as .a pomtlvémihmmtwu of
their own desires and demands for respect. &

I propose, then, that Vashti be reinstated on the throne along wnth her
- sister Esther, together to rule and guide the psyches and actions of womnen.
| Women, coinbihing th attributes of these two remarkable females—beauty
softened by grace; pride tempered by humility; independence checked by
heartfelt loyalties: courage; dignity—such women will be rouch more whole
and completesthan are those who séek to emulate Esther. The Lillith, the
Vashti in us is valuable. It is time that ‘Wwe recognize, cultlmte and embmw
her! (247). ) .

Broner shares Gendler’s interest in the restoration of Vashti to a place of -
honour and respef). Vashti is- pomted to as a model of courage in the face

« “of those who would. degrade and dlshonour women. Simha as priestess and
wf .

b
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HIY btl( reflects Broner’s hope for the posltlon of women in the future, beyond

the lmntatlum lruposed on them by a patriarchal religion and culture

Ht‘alfng Rites in A Weave of Women - .

Throughout 1y discussion-of lifé-cycle rituals and worship khave empha-
sized how inumations to traditional rites and ceremonies are used to develop
Broner's inclusion or elevation of women theme. Hea]mg rites are devised
throughout the novel td deal thh the brokenness of women's spirits as well

as their bodies. These rites are created ‘and pérformed by the women in the

group to deal with the brokenness and rage they feel as the result of the

racial and religious chauvinism that characterizes Jerusalem.

I define éi@kne’ss as brokenness or fragmentation, as it is experienced in
the spirit, ‘mind, or.body of an individual; or as disorder and dysfunction
when applied to a Cpmx;mnity or group. Healing is the mending of these
fragmented parts, i.e., integration, restoration, the creation of order out of
chavs (Sullivan 1987:233). Sullivan describes two kinds of healing action.
One iy’ referrcd to as inspirative and the other as extractive. Examples of

maplratlon as a means to heal are the laying on of hands by a holy person, .

mdbpdge, or the anointing of the body with sanctified substances. Examples
of extractive means are confession, exorcisin, and any other ri;n,c.a'pr Jcel“emony
which focuses on purification or purgation as its primary function (226-232).
In Broner’s novel there are several individuals who are in need of Some kind
of hedlmg Joan. and Deedee come to the attention of some of the women
precisely because they are found in ‘such broken state. Broner makes it

quite-clear that the cxty of Jerusalem is also in need of 'hea,hna Several

“ificidents in the novel focus on the disorder and violence that are associated

with the tension that exists between various religious and political groups. A

+ third area of healing that is important within the context of Broner’s novel is
’ ) .
- the rela.tionship between men and women. Broner suggests that the source of -

these various problems is a deeply-ingraitied tmsogymsm that charactenzes
patriarchal Judaism, Islam, and Christianity and a tendency in these groups
to stress their differences rather than celebrate their similarities. Broner® s

: uu;lumon of Cereh’lonles of Hospitality would suggest‘that she feels there are

* . “ . N 82
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cultural similarities between Arabs and Jews because they ase both “desert
people”™ and honour-the same founder of their faiths— Abraham.

Healing by Inspiration

- . . . b -

In AW eat'e%af Women Broner uses several healing rituals that can be
»categorized as “healing by inspiration”. Early in the story we meet the

. only male character who is introduced by name. Shloto ‘\aasuou is a rabbi

from Kashmir who is a “learned practitioner in Yogu and Hdldkdll“ (16). .

He believes that his practice of “righteousness™ has given him supernatural
“powers. He calls himself “a seer™ and proceeds to prove his claim by telling
. Dahlia things about herself that he could not know (17). He offers to relieve
her of her pain and confusion. *I will put my hands on wur shoulders, My
strength will enter you™ (18). Dahlm relaxes and rests quletl\ ‘ﬁhlumo theu
blesses the group and leaves. - : .
Sullivan notes in his essay on heal'iug , that often the wmost important
+ . figureor symbol in any given religion can be a source of healing (226). Shlomo
identifies his dedication to,Yoga and the following of the Hualukah, or the

Jewish laws of righteouness as the source of his power.** The Torah is believed |

to have healing powers in and of itself. In his book, Judutstr end Healing:
HalakhicPerspectives (1981), David Bleich cites a reference to suppost this
suggestion.
There is no affliction for which there does not #ist a cure; the therapy and
medicament for every afflidtion is discernible.. If you seek that nnsfortune
befall not your body engage in the study of Torah, for it 1s a therapy for
the eritire body (Tanchuma, Yitro 8} (vii). - ’
~~ The interchange between Dahlia and Shlomo Sassoon is a very clear exawple
. of the healing power of a laying on of hands, or i}xspiration rite based on the
5 .power derived from the sacred T orah. ’
v In another ritual, water is used to “cool the pasuoms " of & wornan namned
Vered who is having ‘trouble coping with the sexual advances, of men. She
asks for the group to “make me less phassionate™ (34). .

Simha and.Terry give Vered water to drink, cold water from their large clay
pitcher.. .they pour droplets on her wrists. They leak water down the tight

cleavage and ask her'to unhook her bra. . her girdle. They ngc her a striped
4
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Ar.zb ru‘l’w slippers and ask Ker to withdraw her feet from the high-heeled
shoes :.hc wears to work, on dates, even on visits to thewomen (34).

In this rite water is used to relieve Vered of the “heat™ brought on by
an artificial costume that has been assernbled to entice men. I the flowing
robe and soft slippers she can relax and get to know her body in a new way.
This emphasis on the freeing of the body from fashions that restrict, bind, or
distort is a corumon concern for many-femirists. The use of cosmetics, the
wearing of seductive clothing,or clothes that aré awkward or painful to Wear
has been interpreted by writers such as Germaine'Greer to be the subtlest
form of interhalized oppression (1971:49-50).% The danger of internalizing
“false aelf—lmages is focused on by Broner in another rite. In this healing
rite, Simha engages in what she calls “oil and'ﬁnaming magic” (51). Once
again we are lntrodUCed to a laying on of hands or anomtmg rite in which
a-liquid has been set off consecrated to a partlcular use, and applied to the

bodies of the women who meet at Sirnha’s house.

Simha-is the princess of the oil. She is the giver of names.... First she
rubs baby cil-on Hava..."l name you Jife and Bredth.” Simha brmgs out a

bottle of olive vil. - 'i
“I am allowed to whisper over the .oil in the bottle ‘but not in the

hand. . for the oxl has the curing power and not my. human hand (51).

'The recognized source of healing power in this rite is Shehena or Mother
God, for whom Simha stands as an embodiment for the group. T

'

E.rtractwe Healing Rites

i

After Simha has massaged and anointed the women with the oil she tells |
them that the next part of the ritual involves the exorcism of various demons
At this point, the rite bhxfts to what Sullivan refers to as an extractive healmg

rlte. ‘he women tell stories about those parts of their pasts that embarrassor
oppress ‘them. They confess their sins and indiscretions to each other (52-55).

Simha continues the ritual by affirming the more pasitive self-images they
create for themselves She gives them new nameb that reflect their internal
ﬁ'&nsformatlons. This naming ceremony reflects a trend in ferninist literature
identified by Carol Christ (1980) in her discussion of “women writers on
spiritual quest™ in which she suggests that a new namixhxg‘,"of the:self often

-
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accompanies a new-found respect and honour for the fennale body (120).
According to Jewish traditiongthe taking of a new name svimbolizes one ol
the ways that persons can blot offt their sin. especially in the context of the
other rites associated with Yowm Kippur (Waskow: 3-4). When she is done
with the naming magic, she tells them that the final part of the rite is the

casting out of demons, an exorcism.
|Simha addresses the demons directly| My thoughts reduce yours to shad-
ows, tu thq%ghts from the unborn. ... Leave these women or my womb will
swallow vou, and yvou will never be e}gpelled. .. Leave these woinen, ur 1 will
call vou by such names that if you have shape 1t will shudder from you. 1f
vou have hair, nails and teeth, they will fall from you. ... Leave these pure
wornen, or I will curse you. the black of suot, the yellow of chamnber pots,
the brown of donkey dung and you will be known as the refuse of demons

(56)- '

Simha moves through the house opening windows, doors, and cupboards
until “a great cooling Shabbat wind comes blowing through™ (56).

Rites of confession such as these are exarples of extractive healing. Aside
from the various storytelling sessions that the womnen engage in to share their
shortcomings or fears t6 each other, Broner has introduced a confession rite
that includes the asking of forgiveness. In this encounter Dahlia cotnes before
Simnha and prostrates herself. To prepare herself for the meeting with Simuha
she “pours ashes on her head, rends the collar of a blouse, wraps & mourning

shawl around her” (147). She sits outside the door of the house all night and

is fourid in the morning when Simmha opens the door. Dahlia and Simha have

notsspoken since the attack by the Arab fanatic who killed Hava.
“Slahee-lee, forgive me.” Dahlia prostrates herself on the stones uf the street.
“Rise,” says Simha. "It is a sin to hunnliate yourself.” Still Dabha lies

. proue. 1 have waited for you to come so 1 could tell you that the aceidental

needs no furgiving,” Simha would embrace the singer, but Dahlia gruyela

(148).

Dahlia asks that Sinzha forgive the' young Arab and speak on his behalf
before the judge. Simha asks that Dahlia allow her to hate because the
pain of Hava’s death is still-so intense. The pain is all that she has left.
Hatred has lgecon;e her cflild. Dahlia says, “Only the priests can decree
You are both, Si;nha. the sufferer and the law, the priest and the subject”

o
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(14%). Simha tukes some tine to think about what she'should do and decides
to go to the judgl and speak on the young man’s behalf. He is sentenced
to two years in prison. The killer is sentenced to life in prison. In this
exchange Dahlia is relieved of her guilt at having broughtftrouble to the
group, Simha is relieved of her hatred and the Arabs serve appropriate jail
terms. A semblance of order has been achieved between the women, in that
their friendship is restored, and between the Jewish and Arab communities
because justice has been carried out to everyone’s satisfaction.

An exorcism of a dybbuk or spirit also takes place in the novel. Mickey
has been trying desperately to be granted a divorce from a husband who
beats her. The rabbinic council does not allow her to leave Haifa. They do
not believe her stories of abuse, or that her huféband has committed adultery.

What proof does she have? Mickey answers “my word”.' Her word is not

_sufficient for the council. Broner writes that there are two sayings among

Talmudists. “If you listen to a woman too long, you b,égin to stink,”and
“Better to burn the words of the Torah than to give them to a woman”
(1985:102). Mickey is sent back to her husband and the‘beatings continue
until she goes mad. When Hepzibah finds her in a cafe she is barely recog-
nizable. She has grown fat and unkempt. Hepzibah takes her to Jerusalem
to see if the group can help her. They decide that Mickey is possessed by a
desperate dybbuk. that must be sent off. Siznha tells the other women what
they must do. They must stare back at the Evil Eve that is in Mickey. They
wust lay pure hands on her and say prayers for her. Dahlia is to sing to
the dyb})ulg to break her heart with sweetness-and free her from her pain.
They ask the dybukk to leave. They feed it fresh food which is gobbled down
madly. The dybbuk wails I am still hungry™ and Simha asks for what. The
dybbuk answers that the hunger is for men. This is the madness, that a
woman would crave that ‘which beats and humiliates her. Simha instructs
Antoinette o tell the dyEbuk that it is possible to live without men; wi‘th
friends, books, work (108). Simha demands that the spirit leave Mickey, and
free her from her compulsion to eat (110). Simha says that she is the spirit of

‘the prophet Miriam and must-be obeyed. The spirit resists. Hepzibah then

tells the group that they must divorce the spirit'of Magda (the dybbuk), from
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Micke;\‘. They must repeat the words ‘I divorce you' three titnds, “in the tra-
dition of our nemadic people, the wav of our Bedouin ancestors. ™ (112).
Sitnha then ashs Magda Mickey to *cleanse the defilement from vou. Say.
three times, *1 divorce you,” and the name of your husbaud ™ Mapda Michey
shouts out the words and then collapses on the Hoor. When she comes to
het: senses Mickey looks up into the faces of the women and smiles.

Sullivan suggests that purification or extractive rites are healing in the®
sense that they re-establish ritual order and rid the individual or cominunity
of evil (233). I have already cousidered exorcisiy rites in this light. | have
chosen to include excommunication in"this category of healing rites because
the expulsion of disorder or evil referred to by Sullivan (233) is described by
Broner in the context of such a rite.

As is the case in many of the rites and cereinonies 1 have considered in
this paper, the excommunication of Gloria is a conununal experience. The
rite is developed and performed by the whole community of women. The
other reason that | include the excommunication of Gloria here, is because
this rite symbolizes more than all the others, Broner'’s concern for * honor
and ceremony among women” (1982). Gloria dishonours her friendship with
the other women. To Broner, this is the most serious sin a woman can
commit, a sin for which there can be no forgiveness (1985:280).

Gloria is a converted Jew from Cahforma who has vnugrdted to Israel.
Throughout the novel she is portra\,ed as a worlnan who is not quite right,
always a little off base, not to be trusted. Gerda fiuds it 5ifﬁcult to feel
comfortable with Gloria and tries to warn the other women about getting
too close to her. When the woinen are sitting together confessing their *sins”
to each other Gloria tells themws that she is seaually attracted to children and
likes to tease young boys. -

“I'm being perfectly honest with you,” says Gloria. “I like ts_have virgins.
I do. Men dig it. Why shouldn’™t IY It doesn“’t hurt them. Theyvdon't bleed
all over and cry and make a mess. They either come or they &?x’t." 1
enjoy being & teacher...the pride of evoking response, the teaching of the

cub scouty th\é .cub position; the goat the buttiug position, tlu] puppy the
hckmg posmon (‘5")

U

1he women are dlsgusted by her monologue. One worgan covers her eurs.

a demon” (53). Broner continues,

Gerda says to the group “Stop her..she |is
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“If ouly the wornen would listen to Gerda™ (53). In another part of the story

Sitnha has invited Gloria to share the Sabbath teal with her. Gloria is rude

and eats most of the special food that Simha has made.

Can a hustess complain™ She |Smuha| is descended fron the culture of Sara
and Avraham and their tent. This is the culture of huspitality to all the
tivmadic.  “You shit!™  yells Stmha, and puts her cloth napkin over the
retaining tsimmes  Gloria shrugs, then Les ou the Arab rug (59).
It is apparent that Gloria has no respect for Siinha. Gloria complains when
things do not suit her, and is obnoxious when she does not get her own way.
Eventually the whole group begins to understand the etfectiGloria has had
on their cobesiveness. They perceive her as a threat. Gloria is a'flirt. She
joins a protest against a politician who was once Vered's lover, goes up to
his office to confront him and.ends up on the floor with him having sex.tShe
makes the rounds. Soon she has seduced all the other men: the divorcing
husband. the kibbutznik, the men whom the women have either loved or
hated. She tries to seduce flomo Sassoon, but he ignores her. The women
feel betrayed and used. They decide to act. They summon Gloria to the
house one night. It is dark except for black candles which have been set up
in the corners of tht room. In a call and response pattern they begin to
chant their own mitzvoh in the name of Mother God.

Honour thy friends for th!ll art the accumulation of them. Thou bhd.lt
not break up the family. Thou shalt not kill feeling: Thou®shalt not
tempt the weakened in spint, the foolish or the lonely. Thou shalt not
steal. . attention, time, affection, memory. Thou shalt not bear false wit-
uess against & womai friend. Thou shalt not covet that which is precious
and hard won by another. Thou shalt not covet thut which is discarded
by a friend, that which has huniliated a friend, for i coveting, thuu also
would huniiliate the friend. Thou shalt not replace a trusted worsan friend
with a new male face (280-281).

As the candles are blown out the wotnen say “We divorce you... we sep-
arate vou from us.. .you are put ont of the comunity™ (283). Gloria’s name
is “obliterated. . eliminated. . annihilated™ (283). Someone puts a pillowcase
over her head and a hand over her mouth and then she is left alone. When
she turns the lights on she has no-ided where she is. She is in an unfamniliar

~ i

place.

-
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By using this dramatic rite, Broner shows the importance that she places
on the ideal of sisterhood as it is understood by feminists. The women thal
pass into and through each other’s lives in this novel depend on cach other for
cornpanionship and support. They function as a family. I ix significant thit
in this setting such a harsh judgieent would be meted out to one of the group.
I thiuk that it is Broner's way of etuphasizing just how irnportant covperation
and rmutual respect are to the developiment and maintainance of “sisterhood ™
Excluding Gloria trors any fu“ther fellowship with the group is siniilar to the
work of a surgeon who retnoves a walignant tumour from @ pergon’s body
with the hope that the cancerous cells have not invaded other areas of healttey
tissue. This kind of .separation from those who have disregarded variods
laws ot customs and therefore shown disdain for their religiony tradition
is practited by prthodlm Jews, and is similar to the “shunning” practices
of some Mennonite or Amish cormvr‘mnities within the Christian tradition.
These practices seetr harsh to the outsider but they reflect the setiousness
with which the individuals within these communities tuke their adherence
to the laws and custors which distinguish thent from other groups. In both
these cases atlherence to these custoius stands as a reruifjder that u special
relationship with God has been un;jertuk?;n all to disregard thent would
be tantanmtount to turning one’s back on God. {u her bouk, Punty and
Danger (1966), Mary Douglas writes that “the analvsis of ritual symbolism
cannot begin untit we recognize rifual as an attempt to create aud maintain oL
a particular culture, a particular set of assunptions by which eaperietice i
controlled (128). Douglas discusses how iuportant externa] boundaries are to
a group. or to a society. “Its outlines cuntain power to reward confority and
to repulse attack™{114). She also suggests that acts, such us Gloria's breaking
of the wonten's commandments, can be seen as “social pollution”, or the
transgression of the “internal lines of the syste{u“. (122). Althvugh Douglas i
has based her analysis on what she refers to as priwitive societies, | think’
that her insight concerning the social function of ritual action is helpful to
our understandiug% of the group’s insistence that G!oria be excwmr;mnimte&
By excommunicat\‘ing Gloria, by physically reruoviug her from the grquv.;
Simha and the others are giving “visible expression” {12%) to the fundamental

" -
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lﬁez’mse of the group? that one must hopouT-and respect one's wornen friends.

7‘

Ta
Thf paradox suggested by this rite is that ‘the group must ritgally dishonour
one of their number i.c.. excommunicate.Gloria in order to m.unhtm"tlw
© purity of thé group. They feel justitied because not only dld Gloria, “cross
the line” by seducing these men, “she also- endangered the Other\ with her
sotlal pollutwn"(l&g) The \Ibtt’t‘hood of wonen sy nibolizes the spirit of
“Shehena™ and in this rebpect Gloria did in fact turn her back on all that
Shehena. God meant to the group. For this, according to Sintha, there is no
forgiveness (Broner 1985:280}. - i

Sullivan suggests that entire groups are cuqulé of t,rausniitting healing

»

power, especially when the_rites centre on communal activities” that solidify

the group (231). Bronerg weave-of womnen embodies the healing power of
- ’
Shehena in the various rites and cerernonies they perform. Just as Shlomo

believed -he has was able to heal by the power of the Toreh in hn‘sl’lifg, tTese

women believe that the healing power of Shehena is released in and through -

them by virture of their connectedness and love for each other, =
To this point | have dealt primarily with those healing rites perforined for
members within the group. Some of these rites have dentred un the elevation

of women theme in that they help members of thle group deal with seli-

vlmdge prpblemb that are related to the experience of sexisni. Joan, Vered,

and thke\ arg helped in this way. Dahlia is strengthened and her spirit
renewed by the healing touch she receives from Shlomwo. In this novel there
are other healing rites’ that concentrate on the very real sickness associated
with the violence and prejudice between the three tnajor religious groups that
live in the city of Jerusalem. The death of Hava duriilg the Purir festival is
an indication of the- animosity that exists between the Arabs and the Jews
in Israel today. Broner uses rituals associated with forgiveness and justice
to deal with this particular problem w1thm the context of her novel. There
is one fuore incident in, the novel thafg deals with the problem of violence
motivated by religious fanaticism. In this case, however, the incident centres
ar‘gu'nd an Orthodox Jevyish youth: instead of an, Arab nationalist, and a
voung American tourist named Deedee. Deedee’s story will conclude my

discussion of the use of healing rites and ceremonies in Broner’s notel.

/"é»
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N Deedee is a voung Christian Arnerican who is visiting lsrael as a tourist.

- She by travelling lightly with & pack on her bacl&and wearing the usual cloth-

ing associated with' this kind of travel, shorts and a light shirt. While she
v\a:i visiting Jerusalern, Deedes c‘ught the attention of a young- Talmudic
LS h()]dl‘ who tried in vain to keep this deIllllV clad American beauty out of
hi#mind. He becdme{obbebaed with her dppearanc:e and tried to makelher

’ “gcquaimaﬁce even though he knew to do.so would break several of the com-

& wandments and custorns that he adhered fo as an Orthodox Jew. This young

man’s zealousness and desire for ritual and moral purity is indicated by his

. faithiful @dherence to Orthodoxy. He followed the halahkic laws scrupulously

and was proud-of his achievements as a Talrnudic scholar. The remarkable
thing about this young man is that he “proved™ his love of learning and for

the Toreh by engaging in violent acts. He and an equally passionate group of

Aellow students considered themselves the “patrolling angels of God™ (220).

There are invaders in the Temple site. These afe un;xat‘ul;al creatures from
pagan lands with great heads of hair.mustaches, round or square glasses,
their homes liké a hump on their backs. They are black ones, black as the
excavated eargh in the Golan and dark as deep mthm the center of the
globe. There are yellow ones with cameras like b]luutb like trumks from
their budies. There are the Christians spying., blond vikings who come here
speaking tougyes from the Toner of Bebel (215-216). 1 am as the seven
vyes of the Lord that range throughout the earth. It is my I‘Ebp()nblblllt\ as
4 Jerusalemite to purge the aty (217).

As observant Jews they believed it was their dut;to punish those who did
not abide by the law. Unsuspecting tourists and thoughtless Gentiles were
perceive e enemy in a holy war against impurity. One Sabbath day they
came ufipn a tourist tryving to make a telephone call in a public telephone
booth. They rushed toward him and beat him to the ground. When they are
finished with him he isi critically injured and in.need of hospital care. This
beating was to encuﬁrage this man to be more observant of the Sabbath laws
that forbade the use-of the telephone on this day. In another incident the
scholars attacked and mutilated a physician whose specika.lit_v was the study
of lﬁstolOgy or tissue structure. They ambushed the man, beat him, tied a
sack over his head and crushed his skull. When this part of their campaign
was completed they cut into his body and removed his internal organs. His

-
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crime..according to these young men and ?Qrt hodoy Jewry generally, was

the performing of autopsies and medical experiments using dissected tssue, &
Thei believed that this doctor should enter Paradise in the same state as his
desecrated patients: sliced into sections and with his vital organs, removed
{219). This group was also fond of slashing the arms of young girl;; it found

immodegtly dressed in short sleeves.

Unfortunately for Deedee, it was to a member of {his group that she’

offered a portion of her picnic lunch during a sight-seeing tour of the OId
City. The young man was fascinated by her free spirit and, of course, by her
physical attractiveness. He took the food that she offered hins and ate it,
blatantly ’ignoring the btrjct, dietary laws of his faith. Soon he was unble
to control his desire for }u;r bodi' as well. The girl enjoyed his cotupany and
encouraged his advances. Before long they were mahing love and-exhausted
from her travelling, the heat, and their lovemaking she fell asleep. The young
scholar was full of retnorse for what he had HI* He got up Yo run away.
When he reached the top of the hill of Hinnom he turned and looked once
more at the voung girl’s body lying on the rocks below. An ided occurred to
him that was to seal Deedee’s fate. He picked up a rock and aiming carefully
threw it with all his might at her head. One rock followed another until
Deedee was battered and crushed. *I will bury her in a pile of stenes, as
whores of all time were treated” (224). A passing taxi driver startled the
voung man and inadvertently saved the girl’s life. She was tahen to the
hospital critically injured anld left by nursing staff and doctors to die.

. . N
She is dying All the signs are there, double vision, numb hngers and
toes, bloody pilo# and sheets,,bloud through the nostrils, ears, rectum and

The women fight with the nurses'te release Deedee into their care, to die
among kind faces. or to be healed (227-229). While Deedee is in the hospital
the group of wormen make crosses for her out of various materials, thinking
that having the symbol of her Christian faith would have some healing effect .
They call out the names of the parts of her body because she can not feel
them. They assure her that “Deedee is present and accounted for™ (231).

ol R - w
When they are questioned about the appropriateness of a group of Jewish

y
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wonien n8king crosses,. Mickey rep“l‘ies.v.“Whatﬂs the difference... As long

as it casts out devils. It got Dracula, you know.—He ran from the cross™

(231). They wash and care for Deedee’s body until she”gains strength and

can sit up and eat. The viciousness of this attack on a visiter to their Land
"(ura,;,eb them. They decide that they will track down the fanatic and repay
hini for'his violencé against Deedée.

The woinen who meet at Simha’s house choose their weapons: The Ev}l
Eye, The Purified Stone, Blood. Sounds that Shatter the Alr, and The
Weapons of Home (i.e., potb. panb, and ladles) 233) Rina paints the Evil
Live on her pdh‘llb, and on evervthmg that they will throw at the voung fa=
natic. I hey boil the stonés they will use to stone him. They collect cauldrons
of blood from the slaughterhouse, from Deedee’s seepmg “wounds, and from
Joan's menstrual cup. -The women practice making raucous noises with their
voices and with the pots and pans (234), and assemble a long list of curses
that are drawn from their collective and individual rage at past injustices and
the violence that they have endured (234-235%). Once Hepzibahbhas' found

the address of the scholar, they assemble all their equipméht. put on Purim

masks, or paint their faces, don wigs and scarves and walk in an unruly pro-

cession to his house. When they reach his door they start to throw dishes at

the house. They break the windows and hurl blistering curses at the young
man. lhex rush past his mother and drag him out into the street. “He is
stood up like the vietim of a firing squad”(237). His mother rushes forward
aud pleads with the wonren to have them ston® her instead, but the women
push her away and take the sﬁanes out of their pockets. Phey have poured
the cauldrons of blood all over the man as they curse hin'; for spilling Deedee's
blood. Just the&x\ty@' pulls up and Deedee herself emerges, shaking and still
swathed in bandages. She starts to speak to the crowd gathering to watch
the women stone this respected scholar dripping with stinking blood. *Let
she who is without sin cast the first stone” (238) T'he women fall back. They

are stunned to see Deedee standing in front of them. - They allow the ;thce .

to take the young man away as he pleads with Deedee to forgive him. which
she does. When the women return to the house they drink together until
they all start to doze off. Deedee lies peacefully in their midst. Gloria turns
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. to Hepzibah and says, “Deedee has risen.” and Hepzibah replies, “Deedee

has risen indeed” (239,

-

In this story about Deedee and the Tabnudte scholarthe fension between
Gentiles and Jews. men and-women comes to a dratnatic climax. Through
her courage and €hrist-like presence, Deedee forces the wotnen to consider
that althoug}i she has been broken in body, they have been broken in spirit.,
In their rage andehatred they have forgotteu who the real eiuemy is. ‘They
have returned “an eve for an eve” , or tried to, before she stood before
them and ('}1alle11ged them for taking the saie seli-righteous posture they
found so refulsive in the yvoung man. The group. in this sense, is in greater
need of }w:&t’g than Deedee is. Simbha's heart still broken over the death
of Hava, Mickey's bitterness and hatred of her husband and the religious -
authorities, and Joau’s feelings of huriliation and helplessness still hold them .
in their grip. The shock of Deedee’s presence aiu} the forcefulness of her
words shatters the madness of the scene unfolding outside the young wan’s

- house. Mickev's words about the appropriateness of the crosses in Deedee's
hospital room turn out to be prophetic. She suid that they would chase o
demons away, and even Dracula was defeuceless when f'%ced with the sign of
the cross. Dracula, as gvery horror film fan knows. drinks people’s blood in
order to maintain his own sick life. This is an effective nage of the constant
blood letting that goes on in the AJerusalew setting of Brouer's Wgvel. The
spilling of blood promotes the spilling of more blood.
Why does the spirit of revenge, wherever it breaks out. constifute such
an intolerable menace” Perhaps because the only satisfactory revenge for
pilt blood is spilling the bluod of the killer; and in the bluod feud there 1 .
no clear distincti"qg\ between the act for which the killer is being punished
and the punishment itself ... Vengeance, then, is au internmnable, infivitely
fepetitive process. Every time it turus up in some part of the cotumty, it —
threatens to involve the whole social body. .. and that is why it 15 universally
proscribed (Girard 1977-14-15) ~
The source of Deedee’s healing power is in the words of Jesus. She embodies
hi&s words as she stands before the group of women and forces them to weigh'
the consequences of their actions in their stone-filled hands. When Gloriy and
Hepzibah repeat the words of the Easter service “Deedee has risen. .. De’&de; _ 4

&
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has risen indeed” thé reader understands that not only has Deedee risen from

her sickbed. She has also risenr above the bloudletting that has stained the

strects of Jerusalems. Deedee receives the violence notfas a victiin, but as a

“victor. She transforms the situation into an opportunity for the women to

face their-own violent rage and teo transform it through the cleansing pand
purifving act of forgiveness. Qhefth'nw the women around her the redeerning
power of Jesus Christ. Meel\ne'«b not weakness is affirmed here, and the
gospel of torg,lveneba changes the scene fror one of U.H‘blllg and revenge into
4 coutemporary parable 4bout the saving power of love.

This enbodiment of the scriptures is by no means foreigu tothe folloners
of the Jewish f@ti‘th. Neusner writes in AMidrash C"qnte.tt: Eregesis tn
Formative Judatsm (1983) that )

Since rabbimicdl dovutents repeatedly claim that, if you want to kuow the

law , you should not only listen to what the rabbi says but also copy what he.

dues, it fulluws that, in his person, the rabbi represents and embodies the
Torah. God in the Torah revealed God's will and purpose fur the world. So

v EP

£

: ) ,
Godhad-suid-what-the-humanbemg-should be—Therabbi-was-the-human

being in God’s inage (137) = |
It this way Neusner suggests t‘hdt the rabbi can be understood by the people
he Serves as “the word made ﬂebh (136). By casting Deedee in the role of
teacher rabbi Broner has at once elevated the position of women, (since it
has only recently been accepted that women can adequately fulf{( 1 this role
and has also enriched the Christian tradition of the suffering and sa,vnfg
power of Christ. By superimposing a female form over the well-known image
of the suffering servant or Christ, Broner incorporates the countless tears
and silent pain of battered women all over the world. “Deedee has risen.
Deedee has risen indeed” are the appropriate words to close her chapter on
this siory of love’s triumph over self-righteousness and hate.
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s In this thesis [ have considered the de’velup)nwnt of contemporary ferinist
¢ -

rituals as a response to the traditional exclusion or restricted participation &

of women in patriarchal religions. By st‘ud)ing‘ the work of E.M. Broner 1
have been ablve to pay particular attel’ltiu{l to traditional as well as inpovative ©
rites and ceremonies associated with #ae Jewish faith. | have hoted her par-
ticipation in the creation of a Women’s Seder and a Kobh Hashanah ritual

whichyare celebrated in New York by Jewish feminists every vear (Schueider

> 19%4:96.110). T.hebluajor focus of this paper, however, has been the com-
- . parison-of rituals ercated bl Broner-in-her-novel 4 Weave of Womﬁégﬁ and

traditional Jewish rituals and worship pmctices.~ [ have attempted to show

- /" how and to answer why Broher has used ritual exploration and iinovation
to comne to terms with the problemns-associated with sexism and traditional
Judaisin, Islam and Christianity. Now Iwill conclude by offering a critigue of
several related theines and devices, in Broner’s work: sy mibolic inversion. rit-
ual creativity, fexiﬁnigts exclusivism, ritua! violence, and divine inunanence”
 In A Wearve of Women, and in her ritual work with other feministe,
Broner has chosen to address the conflict between mwen and wonen in patris
archal cultures by creating rituals in which woren’s “structura‘!y inferior”
; position (V. Turner in Baffcc,ck:::sg) is reversed. They are placed into posi-
tions, roles, and responsibilities of duliinance and power. They create and
perform innovative rituals which defy the conventions of traditional Judaisi.

For itstance, Simha pronvunces t}":e priestly blessing over Ehu group of wunlen

who have gathered to celebrate the Purim festival. The group shares in the
exclusion of men from particular ritual events, just as women have tradition-

ally been excluded by men. One of the most obvious expressions of status

reversal or inversion is the fact that Hava's father is referred to tnerely ay
3
-
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“the kibbut2nik™ throughout the entire novel. I would suggest that this is an
examnple of what Babcock refers to as “synbolic inversion.”
“Symbolic inversion” may be broadly defined as any act of expressive be- . '
havior which inverts, contradicts, abrogates, or s some fashion presents
an alternative to commonly beld culturad codes, values, and norms b.elth(éy
lingwstic, literary, artistit, religious, or social aud political (Babcock:14).

-%

By setting the novel in modern Jerusalen and by choosing an Orthodox con-

teat into which she has placed her characters, Broner has amnple opportunity

to utilize this status reversal or xmermou theme. The elevation or inclusion .

ol women in this strictly pdt!‘la]’Chdl and obsessively ordered setting allows ]
het to paint her picture of the lives of her characters in broad jarring strokes.

The characters coine across as cariCatures, exaggerated, and typically shallow -
or one ditefsional. They seeru to be going through the motious prescribed |

by scripts marked “the mystic,” the “social worker,” thes“wayward glrl -

“the poet.” The settings in which the conflicts dr\plawd out are ty plcall\
ones in v&huh ritualization occurs: w 1thln_the walls of Simha’s fouse, at the
Temple Wall, on the street during pdrades and street plays or during the
Purin festival. Barbara Babeock has noted that
* Fh ) Y - - » 0y
all symibolic inversions define a culture’s lineaments at the saie time as they
yuestion the usefuluess and the absoluteness of this orderiyg.. they remind -
us uf the arbitrary condition of mmposing an order on our environment and
eaperience, evel while they enable us ,tu see certain features of that order
auore clearly blnlph because they have éurned it inside out (29). :

s

Victor lurnef writes that such inversions hdw an “existential qualltv related .

to his notion of “communitas.”

This 1s 4 relation between human mdividuals uutude worinative social stryc-
ture, perhapt sutnetinges a metasocial relation, but which in any case as-
sutes thut hutan beings are concrete, lustorical, idiosyucratic individuals,
and not in their basic humanity segmen%utu roles and statuses aud di-
vided by particularistic group loyalties (M Babeuck:287).

3

The “weave of women” in Broner’s novel e\ernphhéb this notion of commu-

nitus. Relationship is recognized within the group as the most important -
aspect of women's experience. The belief that what they share as women  *

precedes whatever religious or social ¢lass they have emerged from suggests

thevehave a_“metasocial relation.” Thé problem that seems to be addressed

£
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“but not adequately solved here is Broner's attemnpt to cotne to terms with the

“particularistic group loyalty (Turner in Babcock:287). The wornen have

overcome the particularisu of the various religions they have been associated”

with, but hay® done so by emphasizing the pre-etuinence of the ferinine over
the masculine. This does nothing to further the development of mutuality
between the sexes which | have suggestﬁe‘ﬂ is an integral feminist principle.
Throughout the nm;l this continvally ritualized polarization between males
and females tends only to deepen the rift between them. It does not, a
Myerhotfstiggests, add to our belief “that the contradictions eubraced by
their symbols have been erased™ (199). Even the one ritual which is sup-
posed tolsymbolize the coming together of the niale and fetnale-the wedding
of Sitnha and the kibbutsnik-is carried out with an ironic twist. They decide
(although it seerns more likely that it is Simha who decides) that they will
only live together for six months of every vear. Their units4s exxjf?é/s«:d and
maintained by a lengthy separation. _ ¢
Broner makes reference to the Dertieter and Pt‘;‘s.l:‘p}lurlt‘ tyth in describ-
ing this marriage arrangement. In this Greek ruyth Persephone is abducted
and gaped by the God of the Underworld Hades. HeMduother Demeter negoti-
ates v::'it,h Hades uutil itvis agreed that the daughter Persephone will spend six

wonths of the year in the Underworld with Had%s and six rponths of the year

. in the world with her mother Demeter. By referring to this myth is Broner

suggesting that it is Siniha who has been coerced into this arrangement, syui-
bolically r.aped and abducted? Since the kibbut-1uk has been marginadized
and demeaned“ in the novel and ritually excluded froms the rites associated
w 1th Hava's birth {i.e., he is reduced to the role of aitendant at the crowning,
dndmthromng ceremony dr;d barred completely irum the hymenotomy), |
would suggest that it is the kibbutzrak and not Sitwha who is playing the part

of Persephone in an even more radical and paradosical symbolic inversion

of the D&uetar—?erwphoxw myth. Traditionally, the kbbutzrk would have:

more status than Simha because he is a man. By reversing or inverting their
positions Broner focuses the reader s attention on the mjuatue of bexm;u
The bignlﬂcanw of fiction urmng to this process has been refdrred to bw

\1ctor Turner. He writes,
. \

t“

..
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* 1u the metaphorical hnnality of att, literature, dramna, festival, all kinds of
variatiolis on nurmative thefnes are devised. sotie of theis stressing mverse

sy tubolism or reverse behavior (in Babeock 299,

Brmwr has created dramatio effects by uqmg the techmque of symbolic
igwwwu i this novel. Through the po\wr of language she has created a
mwiythie reality that challenges the traditional Jewish paradigm. But the
heavy emphasis on ritual language leads to the second difficulty | have with
the novel. The emphasis Broner has placed on ritual Tanguage prevents
her from being fully successtul in capturing the animate, or the megitative
aspects that sometimes characterize ritual performance. Nany of the rituals
that are presented in the novel depeud on the words and directions provided
to the participants in the forts of scripts. -For instance, in. the marriage
rite both Sintha and the kibbutrak are umtru‘?ed to repeat the words that
Terry hax pxa@zg},fﬁr themn (293). Simnilarly, the participants in the Safut
Yam nte after Hava's dedth are told tu act in particular ways and to repeat
purticular phrases acwrdmg to Terry’s direction. As the others join in with
their coutributions to the rite there-is a repeated emphasis on verbal direc¢tion
before an actual ruovement takes place (142-144). Even the embrace shared
by Terry and Simiha at the eund of the rite is preceded by the direction to
Situha that she accept it. 1 suggest that! this is one of the limitations that
a writer wust cotye to terins with when she chooses to write about ritual
itself. The subtlties of silent pauses, guiet stillness, or spontaneous activit;y
are not purtrayed well. Writing about ritualization is always problematic
because ritual has a quality t}lut, precedes the verbalization 0&;‘

a thought. In a sense Brouer is attetpting the impossible in her narrhtive
work concerniug ritual. She must use words to dire¢t and describe actipus.
sounds, and the manipulation of objects, which liuits the kinds of rituals she
cun use. N

Brouer's creation of rituals in thla novel reflects the Jewish tradition

from which many of her rites are derived. There is a strong emphasis in

Judaism on the power Of‘w?rds. The reading and reciting of Torah is the key
to the unfolding of the liturgical year and. its veneration characterizes many
Jewish festivals {see Appendix Three). Broner's novel reflects this traditional
emphasis on the written and spoken word. \ .

“
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As effective as Brouer's use of rituals bused on symibélic inversion is, self-
contradictory rituals are alo created by the glfoup. The self-contradictions
detract from Broner's overall success in maintaining her elev@tion of women”
thenie. Rituals tuke place which violate rather than aftitnn members of ik
group. | question whether Havas hymenotomy and the excommunicationgl
Gloria are helpful in acting out a projected ideal cherished by the comunity.
The hynenotomy fl'dyl(:“* the welcoming of The infaut into the community bt
presents a self- Luxnﬁadutor\.' meaning. This rite is buppuwd 1o weleot
infant girl into-a loving ahd supportive cormunity of wotnen, and vet the
ritual action constitutes an assault and violation of @ baby’s tiny body. The
piercing instead of embracing gf Hava ampli‘ries the winbivalence felt toward

»

a re]igioua: tradition in which circumeision ha\ becorme the tost obvivus

1bu] of the faith. René Girard suggests Lhdt ’ntual violence funetions m
wa ys that attexu;’to purify nuleme or to control it, but | do not want te
syggest that thissjustifies the \lulenw of a ritual such-as the h\uwnutum\
Often things that are ereated for literary effect (Linner:124) do not neces-
sarily reflect accurately the author’s belief systens or over all ilnfqtll,. However,
the iromy of the hywenotomy is particularly sharp. Broner [Schneider:599)
seetts to believe that the hymenotoiny is an appropriate ritual with whcl,
to welcome female children into the Jewish comunmunity. Its paradoxical mes-
sage suggests that an ideal piercing contains all the elersents that are in the
ritual—cefemonious or correct attitude, the presence of loving and intimate
friend(sI and a sense of dele ation or an aftirmation of wornanhood and,
vet the priurary dction of the ritual itself reinforces the notion that woren
can be exploited as vulnerable passive victitns, In Jewsh and Fermale [ 1955
Susan Weidman Schueider refers to the piercing ceremony which, she LS
urgmlated with Mary Gendler, and to an mterneu with Brouner conc ern-
ing-her use of the hymenotomy in her novel, Schneider suggests that "the
hymenotomy creates more problems than it SO!V;&» because it can be inter-
preted as ritual abuse and violation. She refers to the practice of Ethiopian
Jews, the Falushus, who “perform ritual clitoridectoiny on the new born
girls. a traditiou derived perhaps from the practice of this genital mutilation
in surrounding cultures rather than fron Jewish tradition™ (599). It seems

.
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unlikely that woren today would want to submit their infant daughters to
such a rite, especially when criticistn has been levelled at the circumcision
rite itself. Schueider writes, *Some of the anxieties both men and wornen ex-
press around the issue of circurncision as mutilation are discussed in Zaluann
SchuchtcrvShalumi*zv The Fggat Step: A Guide for the New Jewish Sprmat and
Barbara Cohn's *Clrc uructt : A Mother’s Ambivalence ™ (599). The h"\'»

Illt'nululuv adds to the seriousness of the ethical wrmderatlons pertaining to

and the identification of. circufficision as ritual abuse. J«:\w atgach a great

deal of significance to the physical sign of the ‘covenant that they have made

with God. Brouer’s novel exemplifies the ambivalence because sheseeins to
¢ -

approve of the rite and vet herself clearly associates the hymenotomy with

stories describing rape and violation.

The excommunication of Gloria presents another disturbing and contra-

dictory rite. In this ritual a womnan is dishonoured, ritually and syinbolically
exteriginated by the group in order to show how important the honouring
of 'wornen is to them. The rite is a shocking inconsistency when considered
in light of Broner’s insistence that the honouring of wowen is the ruost im-
pourtunt thewe of her ritual work. I the hymenotomy and excommunication
Broner has gone bevond criticizing the patriarchalr worldview. She s;mbolis
cally violates her own belief system in order to define-it, which undermines
her vision through a mediuin she herself has praised ds eapeuallw appropriate
for feminists—ritualization. ’
Brouer,’s’ novel utilizes religious language in order to express the numinous
aspects of wornen's expérience but does not appear to promote institutional
religions or one particular religion over another by doing so. She insists
that identification with one’s gender should precede o woman's identitication
with Judaisiu, Christianity, Islatn or any other patriarchal religion and sug-
gests that this ahafed experience of wornanhood can and should provide the

source of a wmore authentic expression and interpretation of the sacred for

’ contemporary wornern.

Oneof the  aspects of women’s splrxtuallt\ iimt is being expressed through
contenporary wotnen's fiction, accurdmg to Carol Christ, is the development
of a Curunluna} uiysticism” (1980:121-123). She has noted that w«omeu s lit-

-
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- erature can be studied as an alternative source of theologived revelation bee

cause she feels that it provides o radical approach to the caceed and “reveal]s
the powers that provide orientation i people™s livee™ 1195025, 1 believe that

- &
Broner’s "weave of wonen” expresses this developtnent. The source o} power

N [ . & - . » “
revealedin this nuvel appears to ernerge frons the strong ties und re itll"llbhlp\»

that dev P]up between the woren who meet at Simha's house. Etupowerment” %

Iv associated with this strong group identitication. -Each of the woren has
gifts and talents which are expressed within the group and which are used to
aftirny the fewsinine in individual merbers. This rutual aftirmation nsually
takes the form of ritualized behavior created and perforined by the group.
The honouring of worgen by wotnen is the most important femimet thete

in the book. Wowen are honoured in these rites by virtue of their shared

3
wotnanthood—uo onte wotnan is elevated at the expense of unother. Althivugh

the woren meet at Sitnha's house, she is not the leader of the gremp pey se.

Each ruember of the group }“b ah opportunity to mmdte rituals and to di-
rect the wornen in their performance. Terry, for instance, leads the group
iu the Sufut Yum rite after Hava's death, and Hepzibah as considered the
authority on dedlmg with the exorcisin of the dybbuk which plagues Michey.
The whule group contributesto the creation of the cotmdments recited
at the excomrutncation of Gloria. The group iteell’ becomes the sourre of
its own law. This appea?é to suggest that the covenant adhered 1o by the
gruup is not between the wormen and a transcendernt other. 1t ®uggests in-
stead that a social contract has been negotiated between vach individgal and
tJB group. *Mother God” or Shehena is revered as the conmunal spirit who
conneets the individual threads of the women’s lives to the Luper tapestry of
t‘w gruup”{s experience. She s the “webster™ or the “weaver” of their connmnn-
upl e\perleuce This concept of the divinization of wornen’s relationships, or
1y btlLd] sisterhood, ernerges as a manifestation of w hu‘} wouren engaged in
the iennrubt plrltuallt\ moverent “’U}Jld refer to as the ducred or the divine

hiluuuueﬂ or Illt’tdph(ﬂ‘l(‘d“}” as the return of the Goddess. .

P N - v

ﬁ The ability tu speak out, to tell vnesell into being by recounting vie's,

story to the group, to be incorporated into the larger picture, becomes o
signiticant religiousfexperienceq an erubodiment of this spirit. The “weave

‘ ] t‘ / 5 ’
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of woinen” speahs guetaphorically of a radically immanent experience of the -

baci‘fd as it expresses or embodies the numinous aspects of the wormnens com-
munal exporience. Broner's work focuses quite sharply on this shared com-
munal experience of sisterhood and recemmends it to women over adherence
to any other particular traditional or hist‘orical’ireligiousifaith. Women are
encouraged to explore this experience of the sacre& as divine feminine in
their h\es In Ordinarily Sacred Lynda Sexson (19%2) writes that “religion
CRTS omerned with individual mslght and vision rather than with 4nstitu-

onns‘&hvxelr histories”(2). In this no\\gl women's experience, especially

Sitnha’s, ¥viewed as a possibl::* source of theological revelation. Simha is
referred to as the mystic of +he group. Her house is invested with meaning as
a sacred place and normally mmundane objects ta.ke on the power of the sacred
because the wonien have recognized tifat their presence togﬁat,her sacralizes
the space. For example, after Hava is born the women prepare the Throne
‘of Miriam by covering one of Simha’s chairs with a colourful bedspread and
AV menotomy that is smnlar to the Throne of Elijah of the traditional Jewish
circumucision rite. The objects and spaces of \unha house are “metaphori-
cally saturated” (Sexson:3) with religious méaning based on their experigﬁzg
of Sfehena's success i the s.i"eva\"\i}lg" together of their disparate liv’es. The
Throne of Miriam functions.as a potent symbol for Broner’s el.e’»;at,ion of
women theme. Simha's breast replaces the cup of blessing in™he hymeno-

tony ceremony. Sexson suggests that such positive feminire images need not

- be expressed in traditionally sanctioned ways, because women's experience

of the sacred “burst|s| out of the traditional confines, or never find|s] its way
dnto them."(3), This i is one of the most blgnlf]cant pomts made by feminists
dmllengmg the e.\tlu:.l\'lt) of patrlarch&l religion. It also seems to be one

of the motivations for the women responsible for the tkhine collections re-

(\\_Jf ferred to by Weissler. “The traditional siddur or prayer book did not address

|

women's concerns or include rites ot pravers written for and by women and

" 50 women initiated such rites and, pYayers for theg)selves. In this way women

participate in the enrichment of a religion and culfure that is more intimately

theirs, that speaks more directly and meaningfully to them. -

various pieces of fabric and lace. They create a special place to carry out the
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Saxson suggests that the religious. when it is freed from the confines of
the the status guo. resembles what we would recognize as the aesthetic.

Both the rehgious and the aesthetic are imformed by and produce an el

fect on the worldviews from which they arse. In some sense then, art and

religion can be described as the notation of moments which discover or

rediscover vne's worldviet , create or,re-create one's }I)hilusuplucul depth.

Art 1> the creation of an unaginative universe-and the entering mto cre-

ation. Peculiar momeunts in ordering hves, saturated by metaphor or per-

sonal symbol-making, are the stuff of religion (3)
This is precisely why Carol Christ has suggested that the study of women's
stories: fiction. poetry, song, autobiography, biography and t2lking with
friends is so important (1980:1). She feels that investigations into the depths.
of .women's experience of the self and the world are bound to expuse “new
visions of power and personhood™ (11). Broner’s novel atterpts to provide a
vision of power and personhood that has been derived from her understagd-
ing of sisterhood, or the communal mysticism she has associated with the
divine feminine which takes the form of radical immanence. .

|
I suggest that Broner’s exploration of ferninist themes illustrates «

broader cultural shift from the belief in a transcendent being that stands at

‘the centre of the universe, to an understanding of the sacred as an innuanent

presence expressed in the interconnecteduess of human and natural phenom-

. ena. Calinescu refers to this experience as a shift toward the expression of

a “de-centered cosmos, away from a time honored aesthetic of permanence,
based on a belief in an unchanging and transcendent ideal of beauty. to an

aesthetics of transitoriness and immanence, whose central values are change

and novelty™ (Calinescu in Doty:214). Western culture generally-is expe-

riencing a decentering or the “shattering of a coherent worldview™ which
Doty says began by the time of the. European Renaissafnce with the rise of
modernism itself (233). A Weave of Women illustrates this difference as a
turning away from a central powerful transcendent reality, God. to an im-
manent, multidimensional self-awareMss which is revealed in the faces'of the
woinen sitting ig a circle tjell@g each other stories. Each in her turn becotnes
the centre or focus of the group. At the samne time each story includes all the

other stories. The feminist vision of sisterhood-<connects the various points of
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* the woren’s stories into thefoverall story of wornen s®oppression. Soruetimes
it siiultaneously suggests powerful strategies for liberation.
Rosemary Radford Ruether (19%3) discusses the transition Western cul-
ture has experienced from the traditional expression of “God ess™-as a tran-
scendent reality “surrounding ordiffary human life that one imitates in ritual
‘;*Taclivity, thereby blessing and protecting the life processes™ (237) to a more
Tmimanent experietice in a sacralized daily- life. Broner's characters reflect

this shift in their discussion during the telling of the Purimn story. Tradition-

allv, Purin is a timme to trust in the protective and redeeining providence of -

God. The injunctions to drink until drunkenness, which niakes one power-

less and vulnerable-and absolutely dependent on God. emphasize this theme.

Terry s intefpretation of the Megillah encourages the women to challenge this

religiously induced passivity and to become more self-reliant. She inspires

thermn to work toward meaningful change by making appropriate choices in
dheir lives. They realize that they must look out for themselves and for each
other.

t :

The group lives the visi()e‘l of engaged feminisin by consolidating its com-
munity ihto the expanded yersion of the kibbutz called Havurat Shula or
the “friends of Shula.” Ruether suggests that feminist spirituality expresses
its tendency to stress the immanence of the sacred dimension through an
incarnational theology. )

Q) The working assumption of this feminist theology has been the dynamic
unity of creation and redemption. The God. ess who underlies creation and
redenmiption is One. We cannot split a spiritual, anti-social redemption from
the hunian self as a social being, embedded in svciopolitical and ecological
systems. We must recognize sin precisely in this splitting and deformation
of our true relationships to creation and to our neighbour and find liberation

i, an authentic harmony with all that is incarnate in our social, historical
being (1983:215-216).
.
. Ruether might refer to the formation of Havurat Shula as one, example of
the embodiment of “an integrative feminist vision of society™ (232) based on
& communitarian ideal. One could~interpret this weaving of women'’s lives
into an integrated community as a move toward secularism even though

religious language is used to describe it. Ruether warns that the limitation

i
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-of such groups “lies precisely-in their inability to move beyond the small
voluntary group and create a base for o larger society™ (2551 1 suggest
that the particular limitation inherent in this compunity is its exclusion or
dishonouring of men. Throughout the entire novel the chiaracters of Shlomo
Sassoon and Vered's brother are the only men who are referred to in positive
tetins or engage in positive reléitionships with the group.

In ruy discussion of Broner’s novel 1 have concentrated on describing the
various rituals created and performed by the women who gather together at
Sttuha'’s house in the name of Shehend or Mother God. On ougflevel the
rituals might be considered to be within the the context of Judaisu, and yet
the characters use the rituals to draw attention to the probletms ol sexism
within Judaism and to criticize the tradition itself. Ellen Umansky (19%5)
addresses this problem in her article. “Reclaiming the Covenant; A Jewish
Feminist’s Search for Meaning:” -

The continual exclusion of women from positions Mecular abd religious

leadership within the Jewish community, the extent to which women’s

spirituality~past and present-is still ignored, the lack of formal ceremurries
celebrating intportant life cycle events of wotnen, and the liturgical descrip-

tion of God as “God of our Fathers™ (but not of our mothers) makes e

angry and sad. .. 1t's not Judaism itself that angers me but thuse who seen

tu have forgotten that Judaisiu has never been wonolithuc and that i every

period of Jewish lustory Judaistn bas developed and grown (24).

Schneider (1984) has identified three ways in which modern Jewish wonien
are dealing with these problems. She writes that some Jewish wornen are
searching for “aspects of Jewish life that they can fe?l connected tu as wonnen,
whether through studying women in Jewish history, or exatining source
texts for clues to women's input...” (29). A second method used by other
feminists is the attempt to transform the tradition by equalizing or “huinan-
izing" it (39). The third course, one which [ feel Broner has tuken, has been
described bs Schneider as a “ferninizing” alternative in which wolnen inject
“women's content and experience into Jewish life by such practices as hold-
ing a feminis Passover seder or including women’s experiences of liberation
into the classic tale of the Jews liberation from Egypt...” (29). Marilyn

French refers to the idea that Broner attempts to “stretch™ the Jewish tale
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tradition by including these elements in her work (in Broner 1985:x). In this
sense Broner’s novel and rituals can be described as an approach to femi-
nistu which rm:\relj. utilizes aspects of the Jewish tradition in order to draw
our attention to wotren’s exclugion from it. Ou one level Broner’s novel
reflects the anger and sadness expressed by women such as Ellen Umansky.
However, the writing of fiction allows Broner to do more than reflect th'e
social reality of her time. A fiction writer can invent creative solutions te
old problers that go far bevond the conventional or acceptable means to a
particular end-in this case the eradication of oppressive sexisin. A Weave of
Women focuses the reader’s attention on the horror and violence of sexism
in @ dramatic way. Broner's characters recount painful and humiliating in-
cidents in their lives that have arisen as a result of some men’s cruelty and
callousness towards women. It aﬁpﬁears as if the cruelty toward women in
the novel provides a justification for the negative portrayal of men generaﬂy
and the denigration or marginalization of the innocent, naive “kibbutznik”
character in particular. ~ '
- A Weave of Women is an attempt to come to terms with the basic con-
Hicts between men and women. lt.provides the reader with a reversed, or
“feminized” (Schneider:29) vision of Judaism’s worldview. My question is
whether simply reversing the status of men and women adds to our undgr-
standing of sexism. Does Broner’s novel merely provide an opportunity for
cathartic release or dods it provide a revelatory spark, a glimpse of something
new or different in the struggle to deal with the primary conflicts between
men_and women? In Sexson’s discussion of the sacred she writes,
Texts are not bodies of information but embodiments of interpretation.
They are mythic, and contain as well the methods for demythologizing
themselves. Text tells the secret of discrimination as well as conjunction, of
separation as well as connection, of iconoclasm as well as myth-making....

Text functions to origihate, focus, and embrace the interpretation of the
self and the world (29). X

Language functions in the gap between reality and meaning in what Doty
refers to as “mythic discourse.” '

Mythic discourse (whether it appears in materials traditionally defined as
mythic, or in modern;/postmodery literature) represents one human project
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to close this ontological gap. and. mythic expression seemns essential when

it amns at umversal symbolie meanings that comprounse the nnpossibility

of clusing the gap, funct'l'&ning bouth as compromise or temporaliztion and

as hy pothesis It is-the nature of language itsell T be syiubolic and the
~ nature of myth to be the rhetoric of that attempt™ [187)
Literature, Doty suggests, can function for modern societies in the same way
that myths have for traditional societies, because * the meaning of a lic-
tion is always potentially mythic™ (189). Ritual action also functions in the
same way since it sacralizes daily life (R,uether 1YN5:257) or brings to wmind
the projected ideals cherished by the comumm'q. The paradox of -4 Weave
of Women is that Broner must use religious language to represent and give
meaning to a world which her characters perceive as godless and radically sec-
ular. Traditional prayvers are ineffectual. Irivoking the protective benevolence
of Shehena, or Mother God, does not guarantee safe passage for Shula who

of the Beth Jacob congregation in Kitchener, Ontario, the traditional under-
standing of Jewish prayer does not include a coercive or “magical™ quality
at all. Prayer is a sign that an individual has engaged his or her mind and
body in an intimate dialogue with God. God has promised to be present in
every situation the Jew finds him or herself in. Prayer assures the' believer

sthat he or she has not been abandoned by God, that he or she-will never be

alone. That Jews have continued to understand their relationship with Lmd !J

41ty ‘)\

and their obligations t. ay in this way throughout their bleak history is .‘

an astonishing-fact. A Mew is challenged to listen for God's voice, in every |
situation, and in every moment that he or she is alive. The degrddatmn d.lld
horror of sexual violence that is described by Broner in her telling of t}u
story of Shula’s vicious rape and murder seetns to undermtine “llb tradltl()lld(l
Jewish view of prayer. There is a sense of outrage at the (dt‘t‘lt‘bhllt‘bw" u:
the callousness of God. .
Incoming passengers try to rouse her and tugn her head toward theus From
every orifice her seat mates had druuk her, biting the Hesh of her nose,
opening her mouth, eating her tongue, the ears. Her face is leprous, sections
missing from their hunger. She was a commuual lunch, the licked bunes
(1985:275). -
In another incident just as Simha is finishing the most powerful and empow-
ering blessing of her own. as well as, the traditional cotnunity’s worship

‘is mutilated and “eaten™ to death. According to Rabbi Phillip Rosensweig .

|
i
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practices Bireus Kohanin, her infant daughter Hava is killed by a devoted
and zealous son of Islans The absurdity of this scene rocks the reader’s mind
with stunning effect. What we are left with is a throbbing vaid, the onto-
logical gap referred to by Doty. Where is Shehena in this awful moment?

In the novel we read “The Great Hand was careless, palins wet, allowing

slippage™ (134). The awful truth that these women seem to face is that they_

are powerless against such evil in their lives. .

It is clear that Broner is trying to deal with problems of defining po-
lurities: wale female, good ‘evil, order 'disorder, sacred. profane and the as-
signing of appropriate values to them. If we isolate the primary conflicts

that seems to be operating in this novel we recognize that they each have

definite yualities or values that are meaningful and distinct. The definition

of each pole and the differences in degree between the poles themselves are
culturally determnined. Tradition says that this is sacred and that is not. For
instance, in the novel Simha considers her walk to the Temple plaza a reli-
givus experience. T hé Orthodox men, however, consider her presence near
them as polluting. To stay within the context of a particular culture one
adopts or recognizes the meanings or values associated with it. One of the
problens addressed by feminism is that the patriarchal worldview or culture
assigns negative value to “female” or “disorder™ and then defines themn as
“evil” g;r “polluting” so that the equations become male=good, female=evil,
order=sacred, disorder=profane or polluting.

Feninist criticisin of patriarchal definitions of social values calls our at-
tention to the notion that “reélity is merely a social construct, a collusive
drama., intrinsically conventional, an act of collective imagination™ (Myerhoff
1977:199). In A Weave of Women and in the actual ritual work catried out
by Broner the emphasis is on creating' an alternative “social construct™ in
'which wornen are elevated and men less valued.

If we consider the work Broner has engaged in as a ritual innovator or
performer, as well as her novel, we can see some of the problems that imme-
diately arise when she tries to superimpose an exclusive vision of feminism
on an already established ritual tradition. The Women"'s Seder in particu-

lar is problematic because its exclusivity contradicts the very nature of the

- . v
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traditional Seder form. Broner seeks to inject the Seder with experiences
meaningful to women. In contrast, Waskow’s version of the Seder empha-
sizes the equalization of the status of Jewish meu and wonlen [ TUN2:156).
T he traditional Seder celebrated durlng, Pesach is meaningful because of its
dblht\ to bring Jewish people together whatever their age or sex. kach cun
have a role to play in the re-enactment oMexplication of the kxodus story.
Each can contributé insights and revelations to the provess bused on his or
her individual experience of oppression and liberation. The problens agsoci:

ated with women’s participation in the Passover Seder have not been ignored

by contemnporary Jewish men and womeun specifically as they reect women s

position ifn Jewish society.

The emblem of Passover for many women has been pluin hard work. Oue
vear my mother-in-law: coming out of the synagogue kitchen, where she
and other women of the cougregation had been slaving away to prepure a
comrmunal seder, asked, *Rabbi, for this we came vut of Egypt™™ (Schuei-
der-106). .
Most contemporary innovations in the Seder focus on a more equitable shir-
ing of t®reparation duties (Schneider:107-10%) or ot a sharing of the
reading or recitation of Seder prayers. Waskow hay suggested thut the tradi-
tional Seder has sufficient internal warrants to support feminist themes that
can be explored by men and women together,

Even liberation itself—out of mitzrayim he tight sput. ucross the brohen

waters of the Reed Sea-—was a birth, or a couception 1 the first stages of

what became a birth on crossing Jordan. Teruh shows us that the process

cannot be fulfilled until men are also a part of it But 1t is the women who

first understand the path, because they bring it something umque 1 therr
. ouwun life experience (156).

In these contetporary Seders in which wen and worhen exp]o;:: liberation
thenres together mutuality is expressed, as are new ways of living out one’s
experience as woman (of as a man) and as a Jew. When the roles are reversed
and women assume responsibilities traditionally associated with uwn'jlike
reading from the Torah or reciting prayers-the inversion functions as more
than a safety valve for the frustration of the people involved who have tra-
aitlonall\ been edcluded. It can generate real changes in the way men and
womnien relate to each other and in how women and ruensfeel about them-

selves. By participating in modern iuclusive Huggadahs raen-and wolnen are

1Y)
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engaged in a ritual dialogue concerning liberation on a symbolic as well as

u real level, Such Seders celebrate a shared exodus fromn patriarchy but not
5

[

from the tradition itself. Turner suggests that ’

one aspedct of syrbolic irﬁ'vei:nun tuay be to break people vut of their cultur-
ally defined, even biolugicallywascribed, ry’lesﬁ by making them play precisely
the upposite rules. Psychologists who employ the sociodrama method as a
therapeutic techuique claimw that by -assigning to patients the roles of those
with whom they are in contfict, a whole conthct-ridden group can reach a
deep level of mutual un\ﬁ;:rutaudjugb, Perhaps ritual or dramatic inversion
tsay upetate 1 a sinnlar Way, breaking down the barriers of age, sex, status,
class, fannly, clan, and s on to teach the meanng of ..generic humanity
(ui Babcock:287-28%). 5

L2

. . .o . . . .
- Broner’s Pesach celebratiow is a “Women's Seder.” which emphasizes

L1

ferninist concerns and seetifs_to encourage and celebrate an “exodus” from
the tradition itself. Schpéider (1984) tefers to this Seder created by E.M.
Broner as a transitional rite. Exclusive feminist rites are meaningful and ex-
__tremely important to women trying to {ree themselves from the appression
associated with sexism. Just,‘ as Mary Daly (1984) and Rosemary Radford
Ruether (1985:4-5) have suggested, women such as Broner have taken this -
step because they feel they are in the widst of a crisis situation and insist
they need the freedgin and security they experience in women-only groups.
Groups such as those directed by Broner tend to stress mutuality and loy-
alty bet_wgen women rather than the building or maintaining of relationships
with meun. They do not necessarily encourage the turning away from a par-
ticularist point of view or a hierarchical ordering of the sexes but provide
a ferinist-alternative by suggesting that wotnen step outside of the conflict
into supporgivé environments which exclude men where they can develop
their psychic or spiritual experience in new ways. The communal struc-
ture of ferinist us expressed in Brouer’s “weave of women” is elevated to
a position from which the patriarchal ordering of traditional Judaism can
be criticized. It does not really solve the basic conflicts inherent in Jewish
tradition between men and women. Jecause its focus is “feminist” more
than “Jewish” the transformation or ¢mpowerment of women to overcome
oppression in their own lives is valued over the traditional transmission of

the Jewish faith and ritual pra&ice. .

.
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The mixed ‘Seder in which men and woren are encouraged to share the
rituals, roles and respénsibilitiea functions ruore in this translorissice ol
generative way. For those wornren who wish to stay within the Jewish cot-
munity Schneider suggests that the Women'’s Seder might be celebrated in
conjunction with other innovative mixed Seders as women work through their
ltheration process and gain confidence i their new Toles us“\uul creators
and participants (107-110).

I would like to end my fjai'scussion with a suggestion made b_\v Williamn
Doty that rehders are engaged i the process of their own myth-making
when they read a writer'sywork (189). He writes that

the reader seeks to vest the particular text with mythic teaning that will

cluse, for a time. the ontologicdl gap, just what the metaphunician-writer -
/s(xught {or the mythic economy svught) t,hevtext,‘s production {191) .

Does Broner’s novel help to close this gap between the experience of
sexism and the meaningful resolution of its pritoary conflicts” Because the
vision that is proruoted in shis.novel tends to elevate woren by vidtinizing
or detiigrating the masculine, I suggest that the conflict is deepened. Syin-

— . - . . - - - -
bolic inversion as it is used in this novel focuses the reader’s attention un

the probleins associated with the exclusion of women in the ritual life of a

‘cornrmunity, as well as on the physical alm‘d psy chiological violence that wornen
must endure in a sexist society. [ suggest that the symbolic inversion as it is
utilized ip this novel functions as a lens to focus the reader’s attention on the
injustice of sexiSm as it effects wonen's lives. [t successfully reveals the pain
and frustration of woruen alienated fromn a soviety and religious tradition
that does not value them as human beings. However, there are few motnents
of integration or mutuality between the sexes when we come to the end of
the novel. The community of Huvurat Shule is still a connuunity mmarginal-

5 “jied within the larger context of the society, and Simha and the kibbutzrak

’ / “-) . 3 &, 4] 5 - - -
P——/“f live together ¥y agreeing te live apart. This vision expressed Broner in her

fiction isnot generative in terms of the Jewish culture. Its aim is to empower
and transform individual womnen so that tlley can deal more effectively with
the problemns associated with sexism in their lives. ,

_To summarize, ritual is used in‘this novel by Bromuer to focus our attention
on the problemus of sexismi in patriarchal religions. By inverting the positions

-
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of men and wornen she forces the reader to see that such erderings are merely
social coustructs and cati be changed. The ditticulty seerus to arise when
woinen still in the process ol their own liberation have to make choices that

seetn to alienate ther frome “well-meaning”™ men or from women who have
: i

not yet recoghized on a conscious level the pgoblems that sexism generates in

their lives. Lhe problem is especially acu r those women who have been
raised i a culture or religious tradition which seers inherently patriarchal
and psychologically abysive. If a woman decides to turn her back on such
4 tradition, she has tM‘ t‘,}se‘fact that she is separating herself from an

extensive ritual tradition which, although obviously sexist, functioned as

‘u significant factor in the development of her family and community life.

The effect that such a break with her primary groups of association has on a
wotnan can be devastating - The need fof a strong support group, a “weave of

women,” going through the satue process therefore cannot be overstated. The

"idea of sisterhood and the recent development of rituals associated with the

wotnen's spirituality I{lO\*eI’u(:‘Ilt are a very clear expression of the problems
wornen are facing when they feel abandoned by the traditions into which they
have been born. Brouner’s novel is a response to this feeling of abandonment.

A Weaure 0} Women raises many-of the jssues that are facing Jewish, as
well as, non-Jewish feminists today. Ritual creation, innovation, or adap-
tation 15 crucial to the developinent of individual women, as well as to the
communities from which they come. The rihtual process itself facilitates op-
portunities for transformation because it provides a framework %u which peo-
ple cin reflect and meditate on the signiticant moments of their lives and to
discover where dissonance oceurs. Ritualizing allows for change. It stim-
ulates change, and yet by virtue of the fact that it also has a preserving
quality, it stablizes communities in times of crisis by providing age-old for-
mulas that gu¥le and counect. By using Jewish rituals in this novel Broner
has been able to express her desire for change (#ecause her innovations are so
shocking or mahe the sexist treatment of women so explicit), and yet she has
not been able to accomplish this task witho#t creating a new set of problems.
Feminist rituals can be equally, sexist and even abusive. During this period

of cultural crisis when men and women are struggling to re-define their roles



115

@

and responsibilities in terms of their religion and society, the real challenge
is to try to carry on with this transformative process il{ mutualy enhancing
ways. When this cooperative offort is “illlpUbbiblt‘ to sustain. cotmmmunite,
such as the one presented in A Weaoe of Women or ref‘;ered to by Ruether a
“feminist exodus ci)rumuuit,ies" [19R5:57-T4) are available to provide alterna-
tive places in which Wotten can explore their spirituality free from the threat
of sexual harassfuent or the fbufusing and abusive stereoty pes presented t
them in patriarchal institutions. Whether or not these comunities wili
sureive as permanent expressions of radical ferninist separation or ﬂwill only
serve as temporary gathering places in which women are empowered and
strengthened so they can influence the wider sodiety and transforine it s vel
.

to be seen.

\ 23 4 -
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' Gustavoe Gutierrez, although not feru}‘uist, has also suggested that the ar-
ticulation of awonumugity s experience isintegral to the liberation procegs
itsell.  “We definitely will not have an authentic theology of liberation

~until the up]gressed themselves can | freely and creatively express them-
selves 1 society and among the people of God, until they are the artisans
of their owr liberation, until they account with their own valués for that
hope of total liberation which they bear within them™ (,111 McAffee Brown

*smu 76). , e
- For a discussion of antiritualism see Doty (95). ‘
thood, marriage,

V. Turner 196Y:1GK5;

+ Some of thebe stages are birth, childhood, vouth, a
parenthuud old age, and death (l‘umbull 1983:15
Van Gennep 1960:23). h

-+ A position exemplitied by post-Jewish fewinists such as Naowi Golden-
bery (1979) or post-Christtans such as Mary Daly (19584).

* The rituals created by Aviva Cantor (1979} or collected by Rosemary
Radford Ruether (1985) exemplifv this approach.

“ The term “founded places™ refers to the defining of ritualization as “for-
mative gestures in the face of receptivity during crucial times in founded
places™ by Grimes (1IYUR2:I6T). o Q

" For discussivus of psychotherapeutic counselling from a feminist perspec-

tive see Luise Eichenbaum and Susie Orbach (1982): Miriamu Greenspan
(198h): and Mirion Woodman (1983, 1985). .
¢ Rita Gross discusses her conversion to Judaism and then to Buddhism

in a,nvanthology edited by Mary Jo Meadows and Carol A._Ravburn, A

Time to Weep und u Time to Stng (1985). See especially “Three Strikes

and You're Out: An Autobiography at Midlife" (Gross 1985:30-460.

)
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Several books have beeu written in recent years concerning wotien s ple-

biblic al. or Goddess heritage see for instance . When tod Wae 4 B ordlin

(1976) by Merlin Stone: The Female Erperience und the Nature of the In-
vere 11980) by Judith Ocshorn: The Hebrew Guddrss 119761 by Raphael |

Patai: Mother Worship: Fhewe und Variation $1952) edited Iy Jame J.
Préslun; The Goddess: Mythological Tnuges of the Femtane (1981) by
Christing Downing; and Eve: The History of un Ides by Johu A Phillipe
(1954).

For a similar Christian suggestion see “The Huntan Situation: A Feni-
uine View™ by Valerie Saiving, in Christ and Plashow (25-390).

For an analysis of how Bur Mitsvah rites i conternporary Judaism work
i this way, see “Conteniporary Bur Mitzvah Rituals in Modein Orthe-

dosy™ by Sitncha Fishbane (1987:167).

* For a discussion of the moral and psychological developruent of thege

characteristics in wotnen see Gilligan (1982).
Hebrew word fur priest. See Levite in Noté 14,
Leviteis another name for o Hebrew priest. The tribe of Lint wis sub-
divided into those men who descended trom Aaron respoisible for the
sanctuary duties or who carried the sacred vessels durmg the wandering
period and those who assisted the priests.

For an excellent exatuple of this process see “On the Birth of a Danghter”
in The Jewish Woman (1976:21-30). Iu. this article Daniel and Mira
Liefer describe how important the home birth of their daughter was ty
them and how they created a berukbhuh or special blessitg when the baby
was born because there was no such rite for thern to follow  When the
three of them were aloue (mother, i‘at{ncx and baby ) they perfornied theis

owa daughter-blessing ritual.
1

" “These are stiall boxes containiug seripture verses worn on the arim and

forehead by Orthodox males over thirteen during the weehday nrorn-
ing prayer. Directions to wear theu are found in Exodus 13:1, 13:11
Deuteronomy 6:4-9,11:13-21.

For a discussion of traditional and idiosy ncratic- Bar At vuh {iteeﬂ e
Fishbape (170-171).

~“
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(-arhel suggests that variations thE‘ ariseir precisely because the inclu-

sion of girls i this way challenges assumptions niade about who i is able
to 1ead the Torah. She writés that “some synagogues have made the Bat
Aht:vak cerernony exactly like the Bar At zvah, calling up the girl to the
Torah on her thirteenth birthday. Others, unwil]uing to make so radical
a break with tradition. have introduced a variety of ceremonies for the
Bat Mitzvah at thé Friday Evening Service when the question of being
called up to the Torah does not arise (170). — \

For a discussion of the Jewish conception of “the world to come” see
Garfiel (185-187") The idea of “the world to come™ developed during
the Yecond Temple period. It was_believed thgt a major catastrophe

WUuld terminate the Ha-Zeh, this world, and usher in the Ha-Ba ., “the

Ly

-4

> A skullca
For a mo detalle(idxscusmon of the calendar and such problems as the

world to come”™. During this new age the rlghteous would be crowned
and continually enjoy, the radiance of the Divine Presence.
refers to the sea monster Leviathan who is mentioned in Job 40:25-32
and described as powerless again§t God m Psalm 104:26. The Talmud
says that it is killed by God and its flesh cut up and preserved to be
eaten by the righteous in the World to Come.

Rabbinical comunentaries on the oral and written laws complled over a

period of eight. centuries begmmug with the Babylonian exile.

Rina also

A niarried woman in danger of remaining in permanent *widowhood”
because she has been left by her husband and there has been no decisive
evidengg that he is dead. In this condition women cannot remarry.

that is worn during prayer.

inclusion of a second month of Adar see Rabbi Shlomo Yosef Zevin. The
Festtvals 1n. Halachahe. An Analy.szs of the Development of the- Festwal
Laws {New York: Mesorah, pp.321-323). J
Rabbi Shloma Riskin says. .

Thus, the calendar mbves from Nisan, from the month representing our
own national concerns, to the month of Tishri, which symbolizes the uni-
versal, the needs of all nations. This progression reflects the concept that
the Jews as a peofle achieve their full function—in the ultimate sense—

when their efforts result in [ginging perfection to all people Kabbalis-
t!c‘x]lv speaking, the redemptshn comes whtn the world—including all its .

L}
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inhabitants—attains fullness and completion. seven” s symbolie of
completion, for the world was created in seven davs,H"JRL"}l)

See Weisler's en"dnote concerning the Russian draft laws (1825 1855) used
to coerce young Jevish boys into Christianity by Separating them from

the influence of their families and their ritual practice {274).

“ Literally, “pious ones™ or members of a my®cal revival moyement

founded in southern Poland and the Ukraine during the eighteenth cen-
tury. Today found mostly in Israel .and the United States.

In a recent interview with Cantor Abraham Fisher, Beth Jacob Syna-
gogue, l\'itch; Ontario, it was explained that throughout this period
the mest kfiowled kble woman would stand up in the gallery before the

other women and l(fd,d them in thebe various tkhmes.

<> The ten emanations of God written about in Kabbalistic literature par-

ticularly the Zohar, an Aramaic work probably written by Moses de Leon
in the thirteenth century but traditionally ascribed to Stimon ben Jochai

who lived in the second century.

=» This point was suggested to me by Dr. Lawrence Toombs in a conversa-

tion.

** The Daily Prayer Book notes that Hadassah, Esther is probably derived

from lstar, meaning “star® (955). -

Waskow points out that even in those congregations that exetpt woren

“ from most & the other conunandments, this cotmtandment to hea
Megillah applies to them as well. Exeept for the very youngest chil-

dren all are included in this obligation, and even it someone has no one
to celebrate the holiday with, he or she must read it themselves alone
(120')

** For other connections with European f(?btl\dlb see Gaster (1966:75-77).

“ It is traditional for three year-old b()}b to have their hair cut on this
day to mark their first step into the observances of their life as a Jew
It is believed that Sarah weaned lsaac when he was three years old,
and so “this is the traditionally defined age for a child Ttraditionally,

a boy| to...obey the commandments.. to wear a four-cornered garient
with tzitzit [fringes|.. |and| to wear the hair with puyot . . thatyis earlocks
(Gaster:179). ( N - ’
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" Writings based on the discovery of meanings other than the literal in

the Bible used as an instrument to iru;;arl contemporary relevance to
Biblical events. ' ‘

Srall seroll with the first two paragraphs of the Shema (*Hear O Israel”
found in Deuteronomy 6:4-9) 11:13-21 that is nailed to the doorpost to
<anctify a Jewish hoine and. to be a continual reminder of the Divine
Presence. ”

Carol Christ wakes note of this interpretation of the Kabbalah by Gross,
in her (Christ's) article, *Woinen's Liberation and the Liberation of§God”
(1976). She is careful to say, I recognige that to reinterpret these syn-
bols Ji.e.. God in need of liberation, or God seeking Shechinah| from
the perspective of women’s alienation in patriarch culture goes bevond
the probable intent of their kabbalistic formulaters, and that such an

interpretation does not exhaust their significance "(17).

** Phyllis Trible has explored this area with interesting results; see for

A

310

instance “Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation™ in The Jeunsh
Woman edited by Elizabeth Koltun (217-240). e

k.

Lo

Hulukah iucludes’the written law Torah, those laws derived from com-

mentaries on ther Torah, the Prophets and hagiographa, rabbinic writ-

. —igs-and local custom (Werblowsky and Wigoder 1965:168-169). Jacob

Neusnier assures us in his book. Midrash in Contgrt: Exegests in Forma-
tive Judarsm (1983}, that each of these collections, “the Scripture, the
Mishnah, the sages—all spoke with equal authority™ (136).

See also “Flight from Feniinisin: The Case of the Israeli Woman™ by
Clapsaddle in Koltun (207“209).

According to David Bleich in Judaism and Healing: Halakhic Perspec-
tives the performing of antopsies by Jews is forbidéen. For a discussion
of this question and the vaghbus interpretations of this law, refer to pages
162-168 of this book. Alternatives to dissection that include dye injection

and blood testing are discussed in this chapter.

-
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T MONTH
1
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NANT
Nisan
Tyvar
Sinvan
Tamruue
"Av

Elul
Tishr
Marheswan
Kislew
Tebet
Shvat
‘Adar

Appendix Oue

EQUIVALENT
March, April’
April May

May Juue N
June "July E
July * August Y
Aug. Sept f
Sept. October -
Oct "Nov

Nouv Decemnber
Dec January

Jany Febguary

Feb March

&l
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SEASON
Spring

Dry season

Early figs

Grape harvest
Olive harvest
Dates, figs

Early rains
Ploughing
Sowing

Rains <spow
Almond blossoms
Citrus harvest

'

(Douglas 177)



NAME

:

1.Pesach

2 Shavuot

3 Sukkot

4.Sh num
Atzeret

of
S";
>
£
C}
=

Spring |

Surmer

Fall

Winter

Appendix Two

SOURCE SPIRITUAL
EMPHASES
Exodus Creativity

Moses at Siair Revelation

receives Law

Sojourn in the  Fulfulment
Wilderness Redemption

Death of Moses Inwardness

Review

123

LIFE CYULE

Barth
Puberty
Midlr\

Death M

{ Waskow xix-xy)

-



NAME

1 Rush

Hashanah
y

Y Yo

hippur

»

3. Sukkot

-

‘4. Sh
Azeret

5.Snuehat
Toruh

ﬁ‘ —
Hanukkah

7. Tu
Blshvat

8.§urim

Ap&endix Three

"MONTH

1 Tishrs
{New Moon)

10 Tishn

15 Tishri
(Full Moon)

22 Tishri

23 Tishr

25 Kislew

15 Shvat

14 *Adar

SOURCE

Solemn rest

{Lev 23-23)

God forgives
the sin of
the Goulden
Calf
Scapegoat
Sacrifice
(Ler.16)

Torah calls”
for a feast
for Harvest

Torah calls
for solemnn
assembly,and
burnt p ~
offering
(Lev.33:36)

End of Torah
reading.and
beginning of
new cycle at
Genesis 1:1

Maccabees
re-dedicate
Temnple

166 B.C E.

Tithe year
ends

Esther'saves

Mordecai from

the Persian
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‘SPIRITUAL
ENMPHASIS
Renewal

Facing Sin

MHarmony
Jouy

Self-Restraint

Joy iu Torah

Hope, for
Salvation

Praise to God

Levity and Joy



. .
9 Pevach Nisan

10 15-21 Nisan
S'phirat
Ha-Omer

11. G Sivau
Shavuot
12.
Tisha
Bav
(Burut
Offering)

<

ﬂ{x v

P

King

%

Esodus

Torah calls
to cut the
barjey

(Lev 23109

First Harvest

Festival

Mourting the
destructions
of the
Teniple

(586 B.C.E.
J0CE.)

Thanhspi iy

Hope in the
Face of Despair

Oneness with ¢od

Self-Evaluation
Fasting

{ Washow 1982 ,
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