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S 33 observant éoEnm Bmu\ wear EHN; ﬁ:m
Cfr inged mm:ﬂma usually worn only by men;
. :that women riay chant certain blessings- ap- ;
i .Um:.w:mu\ reserved for men; and thal women
cimay climb the Judaic learning ladder with~

“:“hopes of oné day earning equal status, if not

-~cqual title, with male rabbis.

o Among the calls:

# “Getrid of the [women’s] balconies” in
“synagogues, said Bat Sheva Marcus, chair of
* the Women’s Tefila Network and a member
of the conference steering committe. “Judaism
was not meant to be a spectator sport.”

¥ "“We have to have equal sightlines in
shul” so the traditional barrier between the
sexes doés not cut women out, said Rabbi Irv-
ing “Yitz"” Greenberg, founder of CLAL-The
National Jewish Center for Learning and Lead-
evship. Rabbi Greenberg, Blu's husband, cited
the writings of the late Rabbi Joseph
Soloveitchik, the dean of Modem Orthodoxy,
to show that increased women’s participation
is consistent with Jewish law.

¥ Feminism and female spirituality should
bhe seen not as a forbidden secular invasion but
as “part of a new revelation— even if it stems
from forces outside Judaism — as a gift from
God,” said Ross, of Bar-llan University and
Midreshet Lindenbaum, a women’s yeshiva
in Israel.

& “Boys and girls should get exactly the
sarme education,” said Rabbi Silber, noting that
Orthodox schools often limit Talmudic study
lor girls.

It’s not that the tracts boys learn are any more
important in the long run, said the rabbi, founder
of Dirisha Institute for Jewish Education, a Man-
hattan schoot of advanced learning for women.
Rather, he said, “It’s the message you send to
the girls that there’s something they can’t study.
That’s the damaging thing.”

That message, by and large, already had
been rejected by the majority of women at the
conference, who displayed undampened en-
thusiasm for learning and prayer.

The scene vibrated with colorful contrast.
“There were women who wear pants, women
who cover their hair, and women who wear
pants and cover their hair,” laughed confer-
enee committee member Ronnie Becher, who
concluded the conference by summing up the

Bor V'dor: Women from all generations E:_naﬂ& in sa__wmw&_w on topics such as Jewish
diverce and muammﬂ_n violenge. Aichael Darikash

And while cutting-edge topics were debated
and discussed, several participants quietly pur-
sued a traditional female task: crocheting
yarmulkes, stitching Hebrew names into pil-

Jowcases or puiting the final touches into a tal-

lit bag.

“It helps me listen,” said attorney Laura
Shaw-Frank, 28, finishing a needlepoint tal-
lit bag for her husband, Rabbi Aaron Frank,
education director at the Hebrew Institute of
Riverdale.

“I can’t be with my husband all the time, so
it is my way of sharing my life with him,” said
Shaw-Franl, adding that “some of the spirit of
this convention will be wrapped around his tal-
lit, near his heart.”

Discussion at the event echoed decades of
debate about women’s roles in Judaism, par-
ticularly in a secular society that upholds equal
opportunity in education and the workplace.
In the last several years, voices have grown
louder, with observant women’s prayer groups
forming worldwide, rabbis joining'in advo-
cacy foragunot and distant mumblings about
eveniual ordination of Grthodox women.

A Turning Point

In keeping with the Judaic norm, there were

far more questions than answers here. But it

still broke new ground by gathering so many
inquirers under one roof with rabbis who have
promised to seek halachic solutions.

showed their public support for us,” said Es-
ther Farber, the conference coordinator and a
longtime Orthodox feminist activist. She called
the event “a turning point in the history of Or-
thodox Jewish women.”

1n a veiled reference to the recent decision
by a group of Queens rabbis forbidding wom-
en’s prayer groups on the grounds that they flout
tradition, Farber decried those who “jump to
conclusions about women'’s motivation ... with-
out ever really asking the women how they felt
or why they were pushing for these changes.”

Most of the women at the conference, said
Farber, “are very serious about expressing
themselves spiritually and directly, and being
participants rather than observers, to enhance
their Judaism.”

While the program was studded with names
of well-known Orthodox activists-and schol-
ars, the hotel’s hallways, ballrcoms and meet-
ing spaces were crowded with the rank and
file, each hoping to fulfill a dream.

“Icame to find a medium that includes me,”
said Judy Schanzer of New Jersey, who had
“felt like chopped liver” in the synagogus bal-
cony during the bar mitzvah of her son, whom

she raised for 10 years alone after her first hus-

hand died.

“Modern Orthodox men and women have
to start being more active in the community,”
said Bertha Kressel of Elizabeth, N.J. “This is
a good start.”

-erations,” said m:ms Levitt, 32, of maoﬁﬁ

b mw@nnumz« young women who will not take

for granted that not 96@55@ wmm been
achieved for them already.” . -

“In academic life, | consider menq com-
pletely equal,” said Tova Mervis, 24, who at-
tended the conference with her husband, Allan
Galper, 26. “But I struggle over the roies [ play
in Jewish communal life.”

Conversely, Mervis said she used to con-
sider calculus and English literature the most
challenging subjects in school. Now, “I am
finding out that Jewish studies could be even
more challenging,” she said.

One woman, whose husbandisarabbiina
Young Israel congregation, said she did not
identify with the feminist theme and was con-
cerned that she would get a negative reception
at home if her name were printed.

But she said she would bring home a de-
termination to perform more of the mitzvot, or
commandments, that are available to women.

Across the spectrum was Rachel Barbanel-
Fried, who “thought I would be the only per-
son wearing jeans.” Barbanel-Fried, 22, was
busy crocheting a yarmulke for a male friend
during the opening program. She attended the
program with her mother, Laura Barbanel.

Mother-daughter pairs were common. “1
have always felt strongly that it wasn’t the
Torah’s intent to disenfranchise women,” said
Beth Kolevson, 44, who had encouraged her
daughter, Danielle Kulak, 21, to come to the
conierence with her.

Kovelson, who had been an agunah for four
years until her first husband granted her a di-
vorce, described the experience as “like a psy-
chological rape. And  knew that is not what
God wanted.”

What is relevant for Kulak was the con-
viction that women be “as involved in Jew-
ish life and culture and practice as men are.
Because men can’t do it alone.”

Laura Pilossoph, 11, of Riverdale said she
liked coming to the conference with her mother,
Mary, “because she usually goes to work every
morming.” Laura said she planned {0 talk about
the event at her bat mitzvah, which like that of
her older sister, Eeal, will be held with the wom-
en’s prayer group af the Hebrew Institute of
Riverdale.
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