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Abstract 
Prophetesses of the Body: American Jewish Women and the Politics of Embodied 

Knowledge 
Cara Rock-Singer 

 
What Stephen Shapin and Simon Schaffer’s Leviathan and the Air Pump demonstrates to 

be the case in early modern scientific culture is no less true of the experimental ethic of Jewish 

feminists today: epistemology and politics are inseparably linked and are projected onto the 

material of everyday life. In this study of transnational Jewish theopolitics and biopolitics, I 

show how women enlist their reproductive bodies to develop new forms of spiritual leadership, 

medical expertise, and religious knowledge and authority as they work to reshape American 

Judaism. I situate Jewish feminist claims to authenticity and authority within the entangled 

networks of bio-capital, nationalisms, the logics of classical liberalism and religious subjectivity, 

and scientific and Rabbinic moral economies. By contextualizing Jewish feminisms in 

technoscience’s politicization of the sexual body and Christianity’s elevation of the spirit over 

material, I elucidate how sexual, religious, and epistemic hierarchies structure formations of 

American religion. This dissertation contributes to growing literatures on religion and science; 

gender, secularism, and spirituality; transnational American studies; and feminist approaches to 

medicine and the body. While previous studies on religion and science have highlighted the 

inseparability of the categories in Euro-American Protestant history or showcased the 

participation of Jewish men in the development of modern science, this project draws on the 

“lived religion” methodology to move beyond the activities of elites in institutional spaces. In 

doing so, it shows how knowledge production happens in intimate, holy places and is structured 

by sacred and bodily cycles. By stretching the temporal and spatial boundaries of the study of 

American Judaism, this dissertation reveals how interconnected feminist projects are remaking 

Judaism as an American religion. 
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Introduction 
 

Insight is a breakthrough, requiring much intellectual dismantling and dislocation. It begins with 
a mental interim, with the cultivation of a feeling for the unfamiliar, unparalleled, incredible. It is 
in being involved with a phenomenon, being intimately engaged to it, courting it, as it were, that 
after much perplexity and embarrassment we come upon insight—upon a way of seeing the 
phenomenon from within. Insight is accompanied by a sense of surprise. What has been closed is 
suddenly disclosed. It entails genuine perception, seeing anew. He who thinks that we can see the 
same object twice has never seen. Paradoxically, insight is knowledge at first sight. –Abraham 
Joshua Heschel1 
 

The thought of the Jewish holidays of my childhood make my mouth water as I can taste 

my grandmother’s brisket, fruit compote, string bean casserole with Campbell’s mushroom soup, 

or perfectly round carrot mold that still survived long after the end of the 1950s. I can feel my 

paternal grandmother’s once-in-vogue 1960s shaggy carpet under my feet when I think, in the 

same moment, of Passover Seders around the dining room table and the pasta and clam sauce 

that would be waiting for us in the kitchen every time we arrived for a weekend visit. At her 

funeral, we giggled and cringed as my aunt, standing on the bima (podium) of an old 

Conservative synagogue in upstate New York, delivered a eulogy in which she rattled off the 

delicacies that had been the defining tastes of her childhood as the daughter of a woman who 

loved to cook and a father who loved to eat. When she mentioned Nana’s famous pasta with 

clam sauce, the family’s favorite traif (non-Kosher) meal, she interrupted herself and blurted out 

a quick “sorry Rabbi,” and continued. If honoring her mother meant offending the tradition that 

setting represented, so be it. 

The Judaism of my upbringing was a material religion.2 Even my memories of our 

regular synagogue attendance in the years leading up to my bat mitzvah were infused with the 

qualities of a comforting home-based religion. I remember Friday night dinners lighting candles 

in my maternal great grandmother’s candelabra which may or may not have come over with her 
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from Russia, but no one could quite remember. I loved the little tray of Kiddush cups, one for 

every member of the family, with new ones added for important events, like my Bat Mitzvah. It 

gives me a warm feeling to think back to those things. 

At my Bat Mitzvah, in our mainstream Reform Temple,3 I had wrapped myself in a new 

tallit (prayer shawl) and read from the Torah scroll for the first time. I did not imagine this event 

to be so momentous because it was a victory over and against the community that had denied it 

to me, nor had I ever been taught to regard it as the word of God. The Judaism of my childhood 

did not clash with secular feminist expectations of equality. These were not my battles, nor were 

they my family’s metaphysical positions. At this rite of passage, I beamed with pride that I could 

be the leader, to mark publically how much I had grown and learned. Chanting from the Torah 

was part of that performance, but the words themselves were strangers that lived rolled up, 

covered with velvet robes, a breastplate, and silver crowns. They resided behind the magisterial 

doors decorated with hand painted silk, up high on the bima, formerly a stage of an estate’s 

concert hall, with the pipes of the organ reaching high into the rafters.4 Their distance felt like a 

reflection of reverence, not alienation.  

In many senses, my Jewish upbringing felt like the opposite of the one Aviya Kushner 

describes in her Grammar of God. Kushner, raised in a Hebrew-speaking household in Monsey, 

New York, takes her English-speaking reader into the world of the Hebrew Bible by bringing the 

reader into her childhood home, where common dinner conversation ran the gamut from how to 

understand Creation to the intricacies of Hebrew grammar.5 From her description, I imagine the 

Biblical text to be the comforting foundation for everything, much like tastes and smells of 

Jewish family life during my childhood. The text itself was filled with a warmth I had never 
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experienced: “We discussed the Bible’s humor, its laws, its wild leaps of narrative, and its rather 

charming tendency to contradict itself,”6 Kushner recalls fondly.  

Living through a living text, “Everything was up for discussion, and from my earliest 

memory I was taught to demand a second opinion, and a third, and a forth, to cross borders of 

time and language in order to hear those multiple voices.” Against a fixedness of the English 

translations, which she later learned, “The Hebrew text I grew up with is beautifully unruly, 

often ambiguous, multiple in meaning, and hard to pin down; many of the English translations 

are, above all, certain.”7 She grew up knowing a different set of rules and expectations: “The 

rabbis, who developed certain klallim, or 'rules of reading,’ explain this through what they call in 

mukdam u’meuchar baTorah, a notion that flouts our contemporary sense of order and time: that, 

literally, there is no early and no late in the Torah.”8 This sounded more like the spirit mediums 

in Madagascar that Michael Lambeck described, and which I found fascinating,9 than a life that 

could be lived just over the Hudson River, only a stones throw from where I grew up in suburban 

New York. 

I never connected to the Jewish texts in this way: it was not that I felt actively estranged 

from them,10 but that I did not know them intimately. Texts, besides maybe the New York Times, 

were not at the Singer family dinner table. The quest for knowledge and religion largely 

happened in separate domains, both of which I loved. Beyond the spatial imaginary, my frame of 

reference cast these texts as repositories for distant memories, while for Kushner the texts were 

vital and agentive in the politics of her every day life. From my perspective, Kushner grew up 

just down the river from me and a few years before; from hers, I imagine, home was where and 

when the texts were alive.11  
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As I entered into the study of religion, I carried these expectations of Judaism with me. 

Much of what I read about Jewish life also reproduced this separation between three-dimensional 

reality and the world that existed inside the four corners of the page. There were texts that could 

be mined for historical information about the culture that produced them and those that could be 

read and interpreted to structure worship, guide practice, and provide religious meaning; and 

then there was lived experience, that ethnography could uncover, however imperfectly, as texts 

faded into the footnotes.12 Perhaps this is why I fell in love with the lived religion scholarly 

tradition: I was fascinated by how the collapse of the artificial distinctions between the “high” 

and “low” revealed the tangle of media, the flesh, parchment, paper, prayer, and the pasta with 

clam sauce, that make American religious life.13 Where were the studies of lived American 

Judaism?14 Adding another iron to the fire, my undergraduate education in molecular biology 

had led me to ask questions about the way that science, in particular biology, was part of 

everyday life. Was there such a thing as lived science?15  

 

Elementary Forms of Jewish Life 

In the conclusion to Elementary Forms of Religious Life, Émile Durkheim applies and 

extends his theory of the sacred to understanding the constitution of society itself. Through 

collective life, individuals produce the sense of the sacred and also learn to imagine ideals 

through which society is created and recreated.16 If “[t]he idea of society is the soul of religion,” 

or as Kathryn Lofton has argued, if religion is the means of sociality,17 what are the implications 

for those who ascribe to a religion that does not “count” or fit in the category?18 What is the 

relationship between the concrete, proper nouns and the abstract, agentive one?19 Has scholarship 

on American religion and modernity been so effective in combatting theories of secularization 
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and historicizing the creation of world religions that the category of religion has become reified 

at the expense of the authenticity of non-Protestant traditions?20 Are we caught in a self-

perpetuating epistemic loop, whereby the recognition of the unmarked Protestantism of 

American religion through the tools of the Protestant Enlightenment seems is uncovering a truer 

reality that it also makes?21 From the vantage point of Jewish Studies, the question might become 

whether this reflects either the working of Christian supersession or an increasingly alarming 

sociological reality.22 Feminist analysis adds a crucial, critical layer of questions about unmarked 

masculinity in the workings of secularism and the promises of liberalism.23  

As I suggested above, lived religion and the turn to practice more broadly, have opened 

new sites and revealed a range of forms of religious life. Within this frame, scholars have 

examined the ways in which religious authorities organize and bind their communities as 

religious. In tandem, studies of religious pluralism and multiculturalism have analyzed 

discourses of religious difference in the American context.24 As with hyphenated identities—

Italian-American, Jewish-American—American Catholicism and American Judaism are 

traditions modified by American, rather than American religion.25  

The study of American religion, even as it challenges itself to think about how it is 

constructed by and constructs its own others, like modernity or secularism, remains Protestant. Is 

the study of other religions in America a kind of scholarly performance of Durkheim’s vision of 

society, in which constituents maintain American religion as a bounded entity that makes its 

others in its image as it makes its boundaries? Judaism, according to the assumed and even 

articulated bounds of the field (Just go on the job market! People will tell you!), is not American 

religion, though it is a religion in America. Ironically, one of the founding fathers of the modern 

study of religion, Durkheim, the product of an illustrious Jewish lineage, in so many ways seems 
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to imagine and construct religion in Judaism’s image. I can just hear the translations happening 

in his text, the generalizing from things that feel so profoundly familiar as a Jew:26 how people 

create God through the energy of social collectives (at Sinai! in a minyan!), how religion (or 

perhaps religious law, halakha) frames social interaction and relationship to the divine, and how 

negative rites protect the community from impurity (the mikveh and the female menstruant) 

while positive rites venerate the sacred text (to be called to the Torah, like being summoned to 

the king, is an honor).27 

Perhaps out of recognition of the friction between the individual and communal body or 

the product of religion’s propensity for seeping into all domains of life despite best efforts to 

contain it, scholars of religion cannot and do not define religion; everyday individuals, however, 

seem to be blissfully unaware of the problem of religion, and have no such trouble.28 By contrast, 

the critical scholar and the everyday Jew alike find themselves in a morass proliferating 

categories as they try to characterize what it is they study or that to which they ascribe, or are 

ascribed. My first religion class as an undergraduate, a Modern Jewish thought class with Leora 

Batnizky, put words to the feelings so many American Jews live:29 is Judaism a religion? A 

nationality? A culture? A race? An ethnicity? A People? A sensibility? A question, a Jewish 

question? Or, for those outside the norms set by Ashkenazi political history, something else 

entirely that hasn’t yet been robustly theorized?30 In the shadow of the perpetual work of re-

invention that has stretched Judaism and Americanness, and the diminishing social pressure that 

had long demanded that each American have a religion, the confusion of Jewish identity, 

individual and collective, is no wonder.31 

Over temporally and geographically varied terrain, scholars have taken particular interest 

in narratives of difference, especially between Jews and Christians. Critical scholarship has also 
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shown how the power relations between Jews and/as others come to be mapped onto internal 

divisions inside the collective body, especially with respect to sects or denominations, 

approaches to modernity, race and ethnicity, or gender and sexuality.32 Jewish feminism, which 

imports secular critiques into Judaism, is sometimes cast a threat to the integrity of the Jewish 

tradition.33  

This dissertation, though not a work of political theory, is an attempt to complicate the 

idea that Jewish feminist politics are merely appropriations from secular culture or translations of 

secularism’s political ideals into language drawn from the Jewish textual tradition. Within the 

study of the contemporary American context, analytic attention and/or anxieties about Jewish 

assimilation in a “post-ethnic” America have shaped the politics of representation and the 

methods of studying American Jewry.34 The metrics by which contemporary American Jews are 

studied, dominated by quantitative social sciences or large-scale qualitative surveys, are at a loss: 

they are bedeviled by the problem of where to find Jews in an age when synagogues, like malls, 

are losing popularity on the market.35 As I will suggest, like the “multi” or the “plural,” which 

have occupied observers and theorists of Jewish American life,36 the “post” is also ripe for an 

analysis of power relations, for a consideration of the differential nature of Jewish hybridities.37  

Like the scholars of American religion and modernity, and like Durkheim, I am invested 

in the how of social construction, and in particular, the ways in which gendered and sexual 

difference inscribed in social, educational, and ritual distinctions shape Jewish sociality. More 

specifically, I am interested in what I can learn about Jewish social life and subjectivity through 

the study of how American Jewish subjects engage in transformative political work through 

religious and spiritual discourse and practice.38 From the ancient to the recent past, Jewish 

women have been engaged in public battles over their own position and authority in Jewish 
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life.39 Since the rise of Second Wave Feminism in the 1960s, Jewish feminists have used secular 

feminism as a model for their own public mobilization of liberal politics. More often a search for 

parts or substrates for re-reading than a romantic nostalgia for Jewish cultural heritage,40 Jewish 

women have drawn from this rich pool of “useable pasts” to frame their challenges to authority 

in order to stand up to power.41  

As many scholars of lived religion have shown, the body is a particularly potent site for 

mounting challenges to dominant structures of power and disciplinary regimes.42 The 

reproductive body, as the vessel for social reproduction, is a particularly contested political site 

and symbol. The female body became a focus of feminist biopolitics in the 1960s-70s in 

America, which has all influenced the way that contemporary Jewish feminist activists mobilize 

the female body as a particularly potent symbol and site of Jewish contestation.43 Furthermore, 

Judaism’s particular legal, theological, and textual constraints and resources,44 and American 

Jewish political and demographic pressures and possibilities, have given rise to a range of Jewish 

feminist practices in which the reproductive body is simultaneously the subject, object, and 

implement.45 Though some of the women who appear in this dissertation do not identify with, or 

actively distance themselves from the discourses of feminism, I will argue that they are all 

involved in American feminist biopolitical and theopolitical projects around the reproductive 

body that are transforming Judaism.46 As I will show throughout this dissertation, like feminism, 

America, technoscience, religion, and spirituality are also discourses in which women are 

entangled, and which are enmeshed in the structures of American secularism. As such, these 

projects are always already shaping American Judaism as/into an American religion.47  

The subjects that will people these pages fit the descriptions of “American,” “Jewish,” 

and “woman.” My field of inquiry is open to considering a variety of forms of American Jewish 
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women’s experiences in different times and places, across denominations or sexual orientations, 

who are invested in imagining ideal Jewish social lives, and in many cases, actively working to 

actualize them. I am viscerally aware, like these scholars whom I have mentioned, that I am not 

outside the categories that my subjects produce. With American Judaism/Jews/Jewry as my 

object and part of my identity, my approach must be acutely attentive to my own positionality. I 

am an American, a woman, a non-halakhically observant Jew, an academic, a partner in a 

heterosexual marriage, and a mother; at times, each of these or combinations of these have made 

me more or less an insider and/or an outsider.  

 

Creative Effervescence and the Embodied Technologies of Feminist Communities 

In his conclusion, Durkheim argues that the “creative effervescence” that produces social ideals 

did not make the work of religion any less real. When collectives birth their ideals, they are not 

ethereal visions, but visible products of collective consciousness that one can observe through 

scientific means and methods. It is here that Durkheim takes a turn that I, a century later, will not 

follow. In the early twentieth century, the question of the relationship between science and 

religion was not only a matter of live debate but also politically pressing. With the introduction 

of science into his discussion of social life, Durkheim pivoted to evaluating the relationship 

between science and its ancestor, religion, the former replacing the latter through its efficacy and 

efficiency. Here, I seek to leave behind “whiggish histories” and to push aside questions about 

the relationship between reified categories, all of which have received significant attention in the 

intervening century. 48  

My questions are not just about social bodies or the “souls of religion,” and they are not 

just about credibility and cognitive authority: they are about physical bodies, material practices, 
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and the reproductive work of living and thinking beings and their relationships to the Jewish 

sacred as it is expressed in the divine, the collective, law, history, or the very materiality of 

everyday life. I consider the way that scientific and religious discourses interact in the production 

and reproduction of the social imaginary, the way that Jews have mobilized science in 

reimagining and recreating their collective in new places and in the wake of destructions, and the 

ways that Jewish women have mobilized scientific authority to fortify a place of their own 

imagining within the Jewish collective.  

Modern science is a particularly powerful tool for claiming credibility, producing 

knowledge, and building new social orders. Framed by an epigraph from Thoreau’s Walden, 

“…as if nature could support but one order of understandings,” sociologist of science Thomas 

Gieryn notes that people, who don’t all have “the time or wherewithal to look at nature for 

ourselves (as Thoreau did),” rely on scientific expertise.49 Experts, Gieryn explains, that can 

prove themselves credible, legitimate, reliable, and useful for producing truths about nature that 

publics can trust. Part of the everyday work of scientists is the implicit marking of their own 

terrain; to study the processes of boundary maintenance, Gieryn asks how science is consumed, 

and what that consumption does in society. At its heart, Gieryn argues through Max Weber that 

science should be seen as “a symptom of the legitimate power to decide reality” and that, to 

understand it, scholars must query how science is used to sustain cultural realities through the 

discursive work of description.50 The “cultural space” of science that Gieryn describes is a 

disenchanted, rationalized one.51 Yet, the epistemic authority that is used in structuring, 

imagining, and (re)producing Jewish feminist sociality does not always function according to the 

rules that Gieryn describes.52  
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While I by no means intend to reinvent the wheel and while I certainly do not presume to 

be able to avoid standing on the shoulders of giants, a critical feminist ethnography must refuse 

what could be called the “add women and stir” approach,53 reject rationalized “reading” 

approaches that presumes to objectively capture culture,54 and question disenchanted theories of 

epistemic authority and expertise that are purely discursive. The women I study cannot be 

contained in the two-dimensions that a “cultural space” approach implies, nor through the 

linearity of a narrative about progress or nostalgia.55 Rather, I question the tenets of how 

knowledge is produced in relationship to gendered and sexed bodies, through the circulation of 

materials and the rhythms of female body cycles, with respect to objects that are the body of the 

observer, and through subjects in the process of making another, which can feel like becoming 

two.  

Drawing on insights from sociologists of science and technology, but without a priori 

limiting what can constitute a technological system, I will examine a range of materials and tools 

for/of credibility, knowledge, imagination, and production, ranging from Torah scrolls Rabbinic 

texts, speculums, and prayer shawls to hospital linens, water, blood, bathtubs, and naked 

bodies.56 As sociologists of science and technology have argued, “science, techniques, and 

technology” are “not separate kinds of activity but rather overlapping phases of an organic 

process of knowledge production” that serve as tools for “governmentality and the workings of 

power.” Emphasizing interconnections and co-constitutions of material, ideas, and social 

relations, they have removed the hyphen from technoscience.57 Following feminist scholars of 

science and technology, who have worked to destabilize the binary “man the maker, woman the 

consumer,”58 I am especially focused on women’s production of ideas and materials.59 
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As I adapt these insight to the study of religion, I will not distinguish between the 

material and immaterial aspects of the technological, instead understanding artifacts and tools as 

continuous with knowledge production and skilled labor, all of which serve as tools for 

“governmentality and the workings of power.”60 The technosciences I encountered were also 

spiritual, the material practices of supplicatory appeals to a higher power that is immanent in the 

material world. While it is potentially ironic that technology, often a symbol of masculine, 

secular progress, that has threatened humanity, would become the mode of this analysis, this 

approach reveals the ways in which these associations can be gendered and reoriented.61 In doing 

so, it will also avoid the “instrumentalist” approach that is predicated on a separation of meaning, 

value, and intention from the material tools used for religious ends.62  

As Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote in the introduction to his study of the Hebrew 

Prophets, “What impairs our sight are habits of seeing as well as the mental concomitants of 

seeing. Our sight is suffused with knowing, instead of feeling painfully the lack of knowing what 

we see. The principle to be kept in mind is to know what we see rather than to see what we 

know.”63 To follow this sage advice about the necessity of dislocation for insight,64 I riff on 

Donna Haraway’s description of technoscience65 to render American Jewish life such: “a form of 

life, a practice, a culture, a generative matrix” that is “more, less, and other than,” that of a 

religion, an ethnicity, a nation, a race, a people, a gender, a body, a tradition, which is worldly 

and otherworldly, materialized and immaterial, signifying and non-discursive, significant and 

insignificant power. To push the temporal boundaries, to take a leap out of the comfort of linear 

connection to the margins of the memories of my interlocutors, I will consider the 

religiospiritual66 technologies that (re)produce American Jewish life.  
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Prophetic Acts  

Each in her own way, my subjects act as prophetesses of the body, performing “exegesis 

of Jewish existence” and reflecting something about the body of Jewish tradition from a 

particular time and place.67 As Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “The prophet is a person, not a 

microphone…The word of God reverberated in the voice of man. The prophet’s task is to convey 

a divine view, yet as a person he is a point of view. He speaks from the perspective of God as 

perceived from the perspective of his own situation.”68 The prophet "is also poet, preacher, 

patriot, statesman, social critic, moralist,” and I will add, midwife, nurse, teacher, ritual 

facilitator, or mother. These figures perform prophetic acts in relationship to God and 

community,69 for the sake of “maintaining the life of the community,” saying “no” to society 

when “its habits or assumptions” need to be questioned or condemned.70 

Heschel argued that to know the prophets, “it is not enough to have the prophets in mind; 

we must think as if we are inside their minds.” He continued, “Thought is like touch, 

comprehending by being comprehended.”71 Heschel yearned to know the prophets as an 

ethnographer can. Yet, to know the prophetesses of the body, I contend, it is not enough to be in 

their minds, but to experience as if we are in their bodies. I have taken this lesson to heart, and 

ventured to know the minds and bodies, the thoughts and experiences of the women whom I 

have studied, in places where I felt at home and in others that made me uncomfortable. 

 “Understanding prophecy is an understanding of an understanding rather than an 

understanding of knowledge; it is exegesis of exegesis. It involves sharing the perspective from 

which the original understanding is done.”72 So, I ventured to Jerusalem. I felt I needed to learn 

enough about the Jewish textual tradition to be able to contribute Jewish stories to American 
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Religion. I had to learn enough to be able to listen to and understand the rules they lived by and 

how they made meaning in their lives.  

Having a clearly articulated justification for why a year in Israel was essential to my 

research was the only way I could go “off track,” by getting behind, leaving the land in which I 

lived, which I studied, which fascinated me. America was a place I felt at home: I had more than 

a baseline competence in the language, I knew the rules, and I knew things moved left to right. 

When I decided to go to graduate school to study religion after an intensive four year Molecular 

Biology program, my parents were so proud of me that I was following my passion. “Life 

doesn’t move in a straight line,” my father would always say.  

I spent the 2013-2014 academic year in Jerusalem at the Conservative Yeshiva. I barely 

had a toe in the water of a corpus of texts and I felt immersed in the Rabbinic tradition that was 

at once invested in the physical body,73 but which largely erased voices or bodies like the ones I 

studied, those like mine. In the first few weeks at the Yeshiva, I asked a teacher to introduce me 

to sections of Rabbinic literature that had to do with “women’s issues,” particularly material 

from Seder Nashim, the Talmudic order whose object is women. We started with a famous 

passage from Mishnah Niddah, literally separation, which addresses menstruation.74 The Sages 

analogized women through a parable: a chamber, a corridor, and an upper chamber. The blood 

of the chamber is impure. If [blood is] found in the corridor, its uncertainty is impure [i.e. there 

is an uncertainty regarding its origin, and it is thereby impure], because it is presumed to have 

come from the source [i.e. from the chamber]. 75 I was unsurprised by the discussion of purity 

and impurity of women’s bodies, but I was struck by the parable: What were the lived 

implications of the fact that the Jewish sages drew a corporeal map that not only rendered a 

woman’s sex organs visible and accessible, but then understood what was imagined to be 
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revealed as a source of impurity to be controlled by highly circumscribed behavior?76 What, if 

anything, did this text say about my body and my subjectivity?77 How should I live a year 

inhabiting a textual tradition that presented a woman’s reproductive body as a habitation?  

After using metaphors to tiptoe through the different parts of the vagina and birth canal, 

the Rabbis in the Mishnah paint women’s bodies in terms that seemed even stranger to me. Five 

kinds [colors] of blood in a woman are impure: the red, and the black, and like the brightness of 

a crocus, and like earthy waters, and like diluted wine. They debate a question of the status of 

blood that looked like fenugreek water, and like the waters of roasted meat. I cringed. I had 

never thought about the substances of my body in such aesthetically evocative terms, and I 

certainly wasn’t used to letting the distinction between my body and the products of the earth 

melt away. They describe red [l]ike the blood of a wound; black blood in terms of the shade of 

ink-sediment; the brightness of a crocus as the flower’s clearest [shaded petal]; earthy waters as 

the specific color of dirt in the Bet Kerem valley, with waters floating over it; and diluted wine as 

a particular ratio of water and wine, from wine of Sharon.78 I could imagine some of the colors of 

this key; others, though, were so specific to the land in which I had just arrived that a description 

that supposedly applied to the substances of my own body seemed unfamiliar.79 

The Rabbis followed the descriptions of menstrual bloods to the next relevant stage in the 

reproductive cycle. Regarding a woman who miscarries a piece [of flesh], if there was blood 

with it, she is impure; it not, she is pure. Rabbi Yehudah says: either way she is impure. If she 

miscarries something like a membrane, like a hair, like dust, like red flies, she should put it in 

water, [and] if it dissolves she is impure; and if not, she is pure. The text was wholly 

unconcerned with sensitivity to the emotional experience, again unsurprising, but I could hardly 

imagine handling the material that ushered forth from my own body like a medical experiment. 
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The cases went on, creepier and creepier: If she miscarries something like fish, [like] locusts, 

[like] small animals, such as reptiles, insect, or rodents, which move by scurrying, creeping, 

slithering, etc.…If she miscarries something like a [domesticated] animal, a beast, or a fowl, 

whether pure or impure ones [i.e. kosher or not kosher]… If she miscarries a sac full of water, 

full of blood, or full of strands [of flesh]… If she miscarries a sandal [i.e. a piece of flesh without 

a face, similar in shape to a sandal] or a placenta… If she miscarries a tumtum [person (or 

animal) with recessed sexual organs whose gender is therefore impossible to determine, 

presently, by external examination. It is halachically uncertain whether such is male or female] 

[fetus], or an androginos [person (or animal) with both male and female sexual organs…80 I 

couldn’t help but imagine the contents of a womb like preserved specimens floating in jars. As a 

non-Torah observant Jewish woman, I did not feel personally invested in the halakhic world and 

its textual underpinnings, and it was even easier to have this attitude with all the strange things I 

was reading.  

We skipped ahead a few chapters.  A girl three years and one day old can become 

sanctified [for marriage, i.e. engaged] through intercourse…81 I was shocked, viscerally 

disgusted by the structures of power this text revealed. It was not that the Rabbis were 

advocating for sexual encounter between men and little girls, I was told. This was the age, I 

learned, that the Rabbis knew, based on Greek and Roman medicine, that a girl’s hymen would 

not regenerate. Don’t be disturbed, I was told, because the Rabbis must be understood to be 

playing a game of categories. It is like a math textbook: if a person’s hymen can be broken 

permanently, she can be betrothed. I was told to think of it impersonally. “But don’t you have a 

daughter around that age?” I asked. He was offended. How could I go there? How could I bring 

the vulgar and ugly to his life? 
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I was paralyzed intellectually, stuck on one vague question that covered over a tangle of 

others about the life of this textual tradition: What do I do with these texts? In so many ways, I 

was a stranger in a strange land: a woman, an academic, an ethnographer, a newly minted Ph.D. 

candidate in American religious history, a non-halakhically observant Jew, and a neophyte to the 

study of Rabbinic literature, now spending long days studying Hebrew and Aramaic texts. 

Though it was an egalitarian yeshiva setting where as many teachers seemed to have PhDs as 

rabbinical degrees, I was in classes that were overwhelmingly filled by a cohort of young, male, 

American Conservative rabbis-in-training transplanted in Jerusalem for a year. I imagined that a 

“traditional egalitarian” yeshiva affiliated with the American Conservative Movement would 

allow me to enter into a “frame of exception”82 from the muddled politics of the city around me. 

Outside the Yeshiva, Jerusalem wore its conservative social norms on its sleeve and I felt like 

gender politics were nearly as divisive to the Jewish community as the nationalist struggle. 

Inside a space that had already come a long way in reckoning with the tensions between 

modernity and tradition, especially with respect to women’s enfranchisement as full members of 

the community, I thought it would be a comfortable place for me to dip into Jewish textual 

culture. Now that I was there, Jewish legal changes seemed as powerless as idols to alter the 

religious world the texts painted.  

I had quickly discovered that even in an egalitarian yeshiva,83 where there was gender 

diversity, it was almost exclusively on the chairs, not the bookshelves. Sociological realities 

could not be so easily separated from the religious world the texts imagined: even the non-

halakhic Jew of liberal denominations or the atheistic Jew who followed the law were subject to 

and affected by the narratives of an ancient people and the God who created them, redeemed 
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them, and made a covenant with them to solidify their relationship in law. These stories were the 

fabric of Jewish lives.  

As my own belly started to swell with new life –my daughter Liora, now three years old, 

would be born in October of the next year –I felt even more acutely that I had “put myself in the 

way” of this religious culture and it was “bodying forth and enmeshing me” in my very 

embodied being.84 I joked that I had embarked on a “little research experiment” to ease my fears 

that I was now a stranger in a strange land in a strange condition. I was subject and subjected: to 

a religious tradition, a state, a construction of “modern westernness,” and a transnational Jewish 

polity that came together to produce the biopolitics and theopolitics that I was living with 

professionally and personally. I sought to make sense of these intersecting currents at a moment 

that the very nature of my subjectivity seemed to be in flux.85  

While I set out as an off-duty ethnographer to do a kind of secular immersion in an 

authentic Jewish textual culture, these two categories quickly became part of what I interrogated 

in my daily life.86 Day after day, as I rode the new light rail train from my apartment in the 

French Hill neighborhood on the eastern edge of the city to the city center, I decided to read texts 

that I thought would ground me in who I was as a scholar before I entered the foreign world of 

the beit midrash (house of study). I started with Words of Fire, Vanessa Och’s account of her 

experiences as an American academic who set out to Jerusalem for a year of text study in order 

“to fill gaps in [her] knowledge.” It was a familiar premise. Ochs had chosen to study at the 

Pardes Institute, a pluralistic yeshiva program, and in addition, to seek out “some of this 

generation’s most-gifted women Torah teachers” in their homes. 87 

Despite her aversion to the idea of a “spiritual journey,” which she associated with the 

frivolousness of therapeutic culture, Ochs confessed that she was seeking two kinds of healing: 
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from a series of physical maladies and from her alienated relationship with a religious culture 

whose sacred texts canonize the exclusion of women.88 Within the cramped living rooms of 

female teachers of Torah and in the egalitarian beit midrash at Pardes, and further facilitated by a 

climate in which “Judaism…was becoming more flexible and more respectful of women,” Ochs 

developed an admiration for women who lived “sanctified” lives steeped in the Torah’s laws and 

stories. She came to recognize not only the intellectual but also the spiritual value of Jewish texts.  

Nearly twenty-five years after the book’s initial publication, I realized her words were not 

only an archive of the contributions of women to the Jewish intellectual tradition and an account 

of a personal journey, but also a comment on the changing scholarly discourse on spirituality. In 

the introduction to the second edition, Ochs commented on how a decade had witnessed major 

changes in what people meant by spirituality: “Rather than linking it to an individual’s holy, 

pious path in a particular direction, we’re more likely to connect spirituality to all matters of the 

deepest meaning, to the attention taken to care for and develop one’s soul, and to an 

understanding of the whole of our lives as journeys.”89 I was curious about this categorization, 

and what further changes might have happened since Ochs wrote these words. What kind of 

Jewish worlds had the women Ochs had learned from, and the students they inspired, built with 

their textual knowledge, spiritual practices, and blood, sweat, and tears in the intervening years? 

Had the possibilities for women’s textual learning and liturgical participation opened up by the 

work of women in Jerusalem had an impact on American women, including and beyond those 

who read Words on Fire? 

Part inspired by Ochs, part repelled by the disappointment with what I saw as the 

Conservative Movement’s naïve confidence that a positivist legal tradition could create 

egalitarianism, but mostly impelled by the desire to find feminist models of textual engagement 
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that could hold the beauty and ugliness of the texts, I began to venture out during my lunch 

breaks for a little taste of my own bread and butter. Whether to practice my Hebrew on a popular 

women’s health book by an orthodox gynecologist, or to visit the Israel Museum to view Sigalit 

Landau floating naked in the Dead Sea among a spiral of fleshy watermelons in her DeadSee 

video installation, or to meet my ḥevruta to do an independent text study on sorceresses in the 

Talmud, I sought to explore alternative networks of Jewish knowledge and practice. Through 

these multiple cultural forms and encounters with the rhythms of women’s bodies, the 

agricultural cycles of the biblical land, and the liturgical rounds each day and each year, I began 

to recognize the “social energy”90 these still circulating ancient texts exuded on women who 

struggled to live with them daily. I felt a magnetic pull toward women I encountered who I came 

to see as practitioners of a lived, embodied cultural poetics: women whose every day lives were a 

process of making sense of how the texts shaped the world they lived in, dissolving some of the 

distance between the disparate worlds that produced them.  

Despite my intention to remain a “pure Americanist” in my ethnography,91 I was 

compelled to become an observer of the systems I was now experiencing with a deep sense of 

vulnerability, and an unavoidable intimacy, as a pregnant, American, Jewish woman 

ethnographer immersed in text study in Israel. Like me, those women whom I studied were 

shaped in Israel and America: they were mostly Americans who had made the journey to the 

source of Jewish textual culture.92 All the women I studied shared a common approach: the body, 

especially the female reproductive experience, was close to the heart of their Jewish lives.  
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Embodied Lessons 

In her essay “The Vulnerable Observer,” anthropologist Ruth Behar reflects on the 

paradoxical position of the participant observer, who must constantly negotiate seeing from the 

perspective of the other without losing one’s own point of view.93 Exactly how much self-

exposure is appropriate to the ethnographic genre, Behar argues, should depend on its 

generativity. From my experience, for the pregnant ethnographer, there is not a choice about 

whether to expose oneself. But the theoretically generative point, I want to suggest through my 

experiences, is that the collective “we,” ethnographers, need to more strongly and confidently 

embrace subjective knowledge: I want to suggest that we consider how knowing 

ethnographically—and perhaps knowing more generally—emerges from/through embodied 

subjects. As historians of science Loraine Daston and Peter Galison put it in a veritable tome that 

historicizes scientific objectivity, “The answer to the question ‘Why objectivity?’ lies precisely 

in the history of the scientific self to be eliminated” since “[o]bjectivity and subjectivity are as 

inseparable as concave and convex; one defines the other.”94  Throughout this dissertation, I 

tackle a methodological question about the social sciences, about how objectivity works as an 

etic discourse, and what we gain when we loosen our grip on it. 

In her work on queer phenomenology, Sara Ahmed theorizes on orientation, writing that 

“the starting point for orientation is the point from which the world unfolds: the ‘here’ of the 

body and the ‘where’ of its dwelling”:95 glossing Ahmed, the starting point for orientation of 

relationships while pregnant, whether interviews or conversations in the field, was my now-a-

dwelling-body. It was both a physical presence, even obtrusively so, in they eyes of others, and 

for me, the constant changes were disorienting. I did not feel quite at home in my own body.  
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When I became pregnant, it became a sense of misfittingness. My body was less 

bounded, permeable; my emotions were less well hidden, I was readable. Even before it was 

noticeable, pregnancy affected my behavior, especially my physical needs: I ate more, I put my 

feet out, I cried more easily, and sometimes I lost what I ate. People commented on my changed 

habits, like one male rabbinical student, noticing how I was constantly eating pretzels without 

knowing the reason, asked, “Do you have the munchies or something?” Weeks later in a class, 

shortly after the conclusion of my first trimester, this same person made a comment about food 

cravings. There were uncomfortable laughs and knowing glances. When I pressed one of them to 

stop dancing around it and just plainly state what they were talking about, he struggled to get the 

words out: “You are, you know, you’re….pregnant.” We were all embarrassed: for me, it was a 

private story that was revealing itself, like it or not. For them, as a friend whose work examines 

use of home pregnancy tests would put it, they were still in the stage of “pregnancy scares,” 

where getting pregnant was a problem to be avoided.96 

I could actively try to remove myself, perhaps, but my fetus could not. My accentuated 

embodiment was uncomfortable, for me and for my classmates. By way of radical contrast, when 

I was doing ethnographic work with midwives and doulas, I found myself honored and cared for. 

At prenatal acupuncture for Ultra-Orthodox doulas or halakha and birthing classes, my pregnant 

body made me especially welcome and at home. It built relationships in which I felt I needed 

them for my research and they felt I needed them for their expertise: in interviews, we both 

became the subjects. Soon after I came home to the United States, halfway through my 

pregnancy, I found myself in another immersive fieldwork experience. The group I was studying 

was Kohenet’s Hebrew Priestess Institute, which trains women as Jewish spiritual leaders 

outside the Rabbinic paradigm, incorporating influences from neo-paganism, Jewish mysticism, 



 23 

and Jewish feminist ritual, liturgy, and theology to develop an earth-based, embodied feminist 

Jewish community. 

Kohenet prides itself in breaking taboos: in a red yurt in Connecticut, we sat on the floor 

in a circle, reading intermittently with drumming and dancing. In the center there was an altar 

filled with objects, honoring the four elements and cardinal directions, a custom in this 

community that has elicited the accusation of idol worship from elsewhere in the Jewish world; 

women were publically celebrating their menstruation; we did exploratory lessons comparing the 

similarities and connection between the cervix and larynx, the list could go on. 

On the second day of the retreat, when I barely could remember everyone’s name yet, we 

were sitting in the yurt learning about the midwife in Jewish tradition. We were in a text study 

session, learning about the allegory of God as midwife birthing the Israelites out of Egypt. Jen, a 

woman around my age raised her hand: “I have never given birth and don’t know much about 

what a midwife’s work is like. At some point, I’d love to learn more to better understand the 

texts we are reading.” Susan, in her fifties, who had been weaving or knitting something just 

outside the circle, popped up. “I’m a midwife! I can show you. Let's do a demonstration!” Susan 

asked for a volunteer to be the birthing woman. 

Rivka’s hand shot up. She grabbed a pillow off the floor and popped it into her shirt. I 

remember thinking, if only it was that easy. Susan started to instruct her and she began moving 

her hips, swaying in rhythm. It seemed so steady, powerful, rhythmic, entrancing, supported. 

Then the screaming started: wild, passionate, uncontrolled screams. Rivka had never been 

pregnant, though she was a nurse and had probably seen labor. The screaming seemed to just get 

more and more intense. I start feeling angry: it seemed like a farce, like she was acting in the 

most dramatic, over-the-top way. In the midst of this, she whispered, “I feel like I died doing this 
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in a past life.” My heart sank. She later explained it had been a manifestation of all her fears 

about motherhood that came on in a powerful, real way, one that seemed out of body and 

certainly felt out of her control. From my perspective, she was screaming what Emily Martin 

calls “sleeping metaphors”97 undergirding medical practice, suggestions that there will be 

inevitable difficulty during childbirth stoking a culture of fear.  

A woman who works as a social worker jumped up and demanded we put an end to this. I 

felt a hand on my back. It was Devorah, a mother with children my age. I was thankful for the 

mothering, but I was also uncomfortable with the attention. I was worried that I had ceased being 

a professional and an academic. I was supposed to be looking at them, and now they were all 

looking at me: the elephant in the room. The social worker insisted that the group process what 

had happened. It quickly became an uncontained therapeutic space, where one woman’s release 

was another’s trigger: embodied memories of trauma were flowing out of people like hoses on 

full blast and let loose. Many of the people were directing their comments to me, about how I’d 

be okay, or about their own birth stories and what I should glean from their experience. My 

pregnant body was now a communal sponge, absorbing all the transference from everyone’s 

unresolved traumatic experiences, nostalgia, joy, hope…every emotion you name it. I sat there 

silently as people talked at me, to me as the pregnant woman, not the ethnographer. I was angry, 

feeling how quickly the space had come to feel unsafe, confused about how entitled I was to my 

personal feelings, sure it was not the group’s job to take care of me, and unsure where to direct, 

let alone address, my feelings.   

 Furthermore, the event felt like an intrusion into the community: a metaphysical body, a 

past life, had been shepherded into the space by a midwife whose transforming hands, like a 

conjurer, guided an ontological change to the collective. Vulnerable and caught off guard, I 
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wanted to get out of there, to return to my life that was metaphysically much more settled and 

physically much more comfortable. With the distance of time, that “accidental encounter” is one 

of my richest fieldwork experiences of my doctoral research. Rivka had opened up opportunities 

for me to consider how elements of American metaphysical traditions coexisted in this space 

with elements of traditional Jewish practice. 

 I have come to realize that the field functions as a diasporic space. Ahmed writes, 

“Diasporic spaces do not simply begin to take shape with the arrival of migrant bodies; it is more 

that we only notice the arrival of those who appear ‘‘out of place.’’ Those who are ‘‘in place’’ 

also must arrive; they must get ‘‘here,’’ but their arrival is more easily forgotten, or is not even 

noticed.”98 I want to extend this as an invitation to notice the bodies of ethnographers: what do 

we learn by considering how we are noticed and what is noticed about us? To the colleague who 

years ago snidely asked, “Do you have to be pregnant to do this research?” I'd like to now say, 

no, you do not, but you have to have a body. Mine was accentuated, and made more public, but 

those of us who have been pregnant in the field are asking questions for everyone here to discuss, 

regardless of what kind of body you inhabit or what kind of body may or may not have inhabited 

you. Throughout this dissertation, I am guided by the question, what can the research’s body 

know, and the bodily experience of the researcher reveal about the field?  

In sum, this work is a religious history and social scientific study of religious uses of 

technoscience, as seen through the lens of those who are ambiguously within the “cartographic 

domain”99 of the “(Protestant) religious” or “(good) scientific” and the secular temporality 

presumed of modern Western subjects. My subjects are not singularly focused on the natural over 

the supernatural, a realm scientific authorities push outside the bounds of scientific reality. Nor is 

their singular pursuit, with respect to their reproductive bodies epistemic, but rather, knowledge-
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projects that are entangled with meaning-making, modes of connection with other humans and 

the divine, and claims to a variety of types of cultural authority, scientific and religious, within 

the Jewish body politic. This allows me to show, in turn, how claims to scientific expertise are 

co-constituted, or bleed into, claims about religious authority, and vice versa. By adapting a 

methodology that is attuned to the multiplicity and mediation of perspective and focused on 

epistemic questions about the nature of women’s bodily knowledge,100 I examine the 

“attachments, proximities, relationships, fissures, and separations” of Jewish feminists projects in 

relation to other biopolitical and theopolitical formations, whether they be “antagonistic and 

supportive, [or] material and discursive.”101 In doing so, I examine how these biopolitical 

formations inspired work to (re)construct or (re)create a Jewish women’s tradition, and the 

Jewish communities relationships with/as other(s) in addition to the dynamic interaction between 

Jewish subcultures.102 

 

Structures 

Orev, a Kohenet-in-training who works as a prison chaplain and modern artist, not only 

gave me license to understand bodily fluids, crafts and tools, the radio waves, and a bathtub as 

part of a technological system that does physical and metaphysical work but also to accept my 

own scholarship as its own kind of feminist architecture. In the early stages of writing, when I 

was consumed by the anxiety of how I’d structure all these stories into a coherent whole, Orev, 

who had a lot of experiencing designing museum exhibits, had offered to help me map out a 

structure. I scavenged in the Arts and Crafts area for materials, and armed with poster paper, 

different colored Post-it notes, index cards, and lots of markers, we huddled in a corner of the 

social hall at the retreat center. 
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Orev listened and drew as I spoke about the project’s components, mapping my 

dissertation as they (Orev’s preferred pronoun) would an exhibit space. Before I knew it, my four 

sections were the corners of a Temple, connected by Post-it notes where they wrote the common 

themes, all surrounding a center, labeled “the Holy of Holies aka Vagina,” in honor of feminist 

theologian Bonna Haberman (Chapter 3), with a subheading religion, secularism, and 

spirituality. She put a word for each of four sections, Hadassah, Kohenet, Mikveh, and Text, on 

the index cards and taped them in the corners of a large sheet of poster paper. These would be the 

pillars, Orev decided, labeling each one with a Hebrew numeral. Between them, they drew lines 

connecting small colored post-it notes with key themes. On a separate sheet, we brainstormed the 

“technologies of movement,” stylistic modes, and questions to prompt my thinking when I got 

stuck. It was a gift, a skill from an artisan who could help me put to impermanent paper a picture 

of the work I have been painting in my head. 

Since then, the Temple has morphed into a triangle, three sections each with subchapters. 

The first section examines women’s textual communities, the second biopolitics, and the third 

spiritual leadership. In Part I, I explore the social entities103 that emerge in and through 

hermeneutic practices, adapting Jewish tradition to modern feminist politics in order to imagine 

ways of inhabiting the Jewish tradition more ethically. To write and live the “Ethics of Our 

Mothers,” Rabbinic women engage in interpretive processes that are necessarily embodied104 in 

communities whose intersubjectivity is not merely “a feature of minds,” and whose 

intertextuality is not exclusively “an aspect of writings.”105  

In Chapter 1, “Rabbinic Mothers: Hadassah’s Temples of Health and Diasporic Jewish 

Spirit,” I examine Hadassah, the Women’s Zionist Organization of America, during the Interwar 

period, specifically the ways in which early leaders of Hadassah mobilized the creative and 
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nurturing maternal body and women’s labor to produce particular social formations. By probing 

the processes of construction of a textual community of Jewish women in Hadassah’s News 

Letter, I reread this preeminent Jewish women’s organization’s history to trace the emergence of 

an American Jewish women’s embodied, text-based spiritual community. Sight and vision 

appear as a tool for authority in the work of organizing communities in Hadassah,106 where the 

force of the visual is at work in images and performances and can be spotted by attention to 

affect and aesthetics. In Chapter 2, entitled “In the Beginning, God Miscarried,” the theological 

vision of Tamar Biala, an Israeli feminist scholar residing in the United States, who embraces the 

Rabbinic genre of Midrash to reinsert women–and their embodied concerns –into the Rabbinic 

tradition.  This chapter examines the gendered theopolitics of textual innovation through Biala’s 

textual community and through Biala’s own midrashic rendering of a miscarrying God. Chapter 

3, “Stretch Marks: Embodied Textual Communities and the Remaking of Rabbinic Judaism” 

follows two North American-born feminists in Israel, Rabbi Dr. Haviva Ner-David and Rabbi 

Dr. Bonna Devorah Haberman, who created textual and ritual communities that include women, 

men, children, fetuses, and a present God. This Divine participant in feminist communities 

cannot be seen but can be otherwise known through listening to the voice of the soul or bringing 

embodied experience into conversation with the ancient Rabbinic sages.  

The second section of this dissertation moves from feminist theology to technoscience by 

tracing the activities of birth workers in Israel to probe how differently marked feminisms and 

technosciences travels and become entangled with new national or religious discourses.  

Building on Michelle Murphy’s work to “unfaithfully rethink…Foucault’s initial formulation of 

‘biopolitics,’”107 in which she charts a biopolitical topology,108 I bring to the fore the 

entanglements109 of biopolitical projects with religious knowledge and practice.110 In doing so, I 
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contribute to a growing discussion about the relationships of science and technology to 

formations of secularism and secularization that as of yet has mostly happened with narratives of 

encounter between West and non-West,111 or more provocatively, when modern science and 

technology are brought to those “outside modernity.”112  

Chapter 4, “Extraordinary Measures: Quantification and What Counts in Birth” examines 

how quantification functions in producing and stressing social bodies. I examine how two 

midwives, one secular and another Ultra-Orthodox, interpret the uses of quantification within 

Biblical and Rabbinic narratives of Shifra and Puah, the midwives who helped liberate the 

Israelites from Egypt. I then explore how statistics became a language for communicating across 

different Jewish subcultures, and/or a symbol of modern alienation from embodied experience. 

In Chapter 5, “Feminist Natural Histories and the Making of Clothed Worlds,” I examine 

the permutations of empiricism and the decontextualization of local knowledge that are put to 

use to facilitate and care for Jewish women as they birth. As I will show, a mélange of discourses 

produce practices that cloak secularism or religiosity in the clothing of the other.  

Finally, in Chapter 6, “Immodest Witnesses and Modest Feminisms: Evidence, Witness, 

and the Creation of Textual Subjectivities” I examine how discourses of objectivity and 

subjectivity constrain women’s sexuality and access to knowledge and the ways in which 

Orthodoxy selectively imports feminist cultural products. By considering how modesty sets the 

terms of observation and of being seen, I show how feminist discourses are reconfiguring 

scientific and halakhic moral economies. 

In Part III, I turn to Jewish spiritual leadership movements that are building alternative 

and/or complementary spaces for Jewish spirituality outside of synagogues and Rabbinic 

leadership. Through my participation and observation of community mikveh projects and the 
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Kohenet Hebrew Priestess Institute, I experienced how these movements attune physical and 

spiritual senses to resist dominating structures of authority and to revalue individual Jewish 

subjects in the full range of their spiritual and embodied states. These projects, in turn, are 

reshaping American Judaism using the tools of American religion and secularism. 

In Chapter 7, “The Mikveh Multiple,” I considered how feminists are reclaiming what 

was once considered one of the most irredeemable misogynistic forms of bodily disciplining, the 

mikveh. At Mayyim Hayyim and ImmerseNYC, ritual guides frame mikveh’s transformative 

power not in terms of metaphysical change but rather in terms of its ability to shift processes of 

valuation. Put differently, the use of mikveh for social critique is predicated on the processes of 

identifying with the self as valuable as it is. This work of self-acceptance is not solitary but 

social: caring relationships form a social collective that in turn reinforces the witnessing work. 

In Chapter 8, “Kohenet and the Technologies of Jewish Life-Making,” I will turn to an 

unconventional set of technologies for forming collectives and healing individual wounds: altars, 

blood, drums, curtains, milk, dreams, and a bathtub. These technologies contort structures of 

power that have drawn straight lines between text and Judaism, with men as the singular 

claimants authority. The altar serves as a portal for spiritual connection and as a cosmology that 

undergirds alternative modes of knowing through the material world. Ritualized performances of 

textual narratives, likewise, become woven together with individual and collective dreams, 

bending the categories on which canonical scholarly narratives of American Judaism have been 

built. In and between these rituals, the substance of life, blood, threatens and heals; the 

generative substance of mother’s milk bends and amends networks of kinship; and water 

transforms expectations of purity and illustrates new possibilities for queering the social order. 

Together, these spiritual technologies are put to work to remake Judaism into an American 
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religion that reflects particular political ideals, and in doing so, works to realign the structures of 

American secularism for the sake of creating a more just world. 
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biopolitics emphasizes: (1) multiplicity, (2) uneven spatiality, and (3) entanglements. In other words, rethinking 
biopolitics as topological highlights the layered and overlapping configurations that have materialized life in 
multiple and inconsistent ways over time and across space.” Ibid., 11-12. 
 
109 “[T]he book argues for the importance of attending to entanglements, defined as attachments of material, 
technical, and social relations across divergent and even antagonistic terrains of politics.” Ibid., 11. 
 
110 Science and technology studies literature focused on “the West” tends to bracket spirituality and religion as 
outside its purview, and Murphy is no exception. The invisibility of religion is particularly ironic given the 
entanglement approach and the fact that spirituality is a term that was used as part of arguments in the 1970s for 
holistic health care. The only nod to spirituality is a reference to Kripal’s work on Esalen, an institutional context 
that fostered “a religion of no religion”  (Jeffrey J. Kripal, Esalen : America and the Religion of No Religion 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).). There are a few notable exceptions among STS scholars who 
engage explicitly with religion, and they tend to be those focused on locales where there is an official or unofficial 
state religion, especially in Israel, or places where biotechnology has met traditions outside “modernity” and “the 
West,” such as Middle Eastern, South Asian, Asian, and South American contexts. Kahn, Reproducing Jews : A 
Cultural Account of Assisted Conception in Israel; Teman, Birthing a Mother : The Surrogate Body and the 
Pregnant Self; Sered, What Makes Women Sick? : Maternity, Modesty, and Militarism in Israeli Society; Ivry, 
Embodying Culture : Pregnancy in Japan and Israel; Marcia Claire Inhorn, Local Babies, Global Science : Gender, 
Religion, and in Vitro Fertilization in Egypt (New York: Routledge, 2003); Daphna Birenbaum-Carmeli and Yoram 
S. Carmeli, Kin, Gene, Community : Reproductive Technologies among Jewish Israelis, Fertility, Reproduction, and 
Sexuality (New York: Berghahn Books, 2010); Sunil K. Khanna, Fetal/Fatal Knowledge : New Reproductive 
Technologies and Family-Building Strategies in India, Case Studies on Contemporary Social Issues (Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2010); Elizabeth F. S. Roberts, God's Laboratory : Assisted Reproduction in the 
Andes (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012). I seek to add to these texts by bringing a more theoretically 
sophisticated approach to the study of religion, secularism and spirituality, building on the work of scholars within 
religious studies who have sought to critically address the role of religion, science, and spirituality. See, in particular, 
Pamela E. Klassen, Spirits of Protestantism : Medicine, Healing, and Liberal Christianity (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2011).  
 
111 Linda L. Barnes and Susan Starr Sered, Religion and Healing in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2005); Linda L. Barnes, Needles, Herbs, Gods, and Ghosts : China, Healing, and the West to 1848 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2005). 
 
112 Peter Gottschalk, Religion, Science, and Empire : Classifying Hinduism and Islam in British India (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2013); Julie Livingston, Improvising Medicine : An African Oncology Ward in an 
Emerging Cancer Epidemic (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012); Jacob Copeman, Veins of Devotion : Blood 
Donation and Religious Experience in North India, Studies in Medical Anthropology (New Brunswick, N.J.: 
Rutgers University Press, 2009); Sienna R. Craig, Healing Elements : Efficacy and the Social Ecologies of Tibetan 
Medicine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012). 
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Part I: The Ethics of Our Mothers: Eden to Egypt and Back 
 

In the Babylonian Talmud’s (BT) tractate Sotah, the Rabbis discuss their interpretation of 

a biblical ordeal, set out in the Priestly Code, to test a woman suspected of adultery. In its 

Talmudic elaboration, the mere act of a woman being alone with a man who is not her husband is 

enough to warrant the punitive ritual, in which she is stripped and degraded before a priest forces 

the woman to consume a Rabbinic potion:  the priest mixes a piece of parchment with a curse 

that invokes God’s name with water and dirt, In the process, he erases the divine name, this 

committing an act punishable by death. Only in the case of guilt, however, will the wrathful God 

render the so-called bitter waters deadly, causing her bowls to swell and thigh/reproductive 

organs1 to rupture, killing her. In the fifth chapter of Sotah, in the middle of this gruesome 

conversation about which countless modern scholars have spilled much ink, the text pivots to 

what seems like an unrelated commemoration of the high court, the Sanhedrin. To remember the 

transfer of power, the text recounts the teachings various sages presented on the day a successor 

took over leadership of the court. In that context, the textual stream turns to other matters of 

sacredness, impurity, and the glory of the divine to perform miracles. In Rabbinic Literature, the 

jump from sacred food, to spatial boundaries within sacred time, to liturgical songs 

commemorating God’s miraculous deliverance of the Israelites does not seem out of the ordinary, 

as it does to the uninitiated ear.2  

Like a storm clearing in an instant, there is a fragment where the bitter waters of punitive 

evaluation give way to an aggadic text, a parable that has captivated me since I first heard of it in 

my early weeks at the Conservative Yeshiva in Jerusalem. Rabbi Yossi the Galilean expounded: 

When the Israelites emerged from the Red Sea after it split, the entire nation—even the infants 

lying upon their mothers’ knees and feeding at their mothers’ breasts—saw the Presence of God. 



 46 

According to Rabbi Meir, even fetuses in their mothers’ wombs were able to see. Said Rabbi 

Tanhum, the wombs became as transparent as glass, and so even the fetuses were able to see the 

Presence of God.3 It is not the unexpected observers of God’s miracle that captivated me, but the 

image of the glass bellies. I thought about this so often that I referred to it familiarly as “a womb 

with a view,” a quip I used to process the double edge of a story of the miracle of mothers’ 

bodies, which gave way so their children could know God. The Israelites’ fetuses could witness 

the great redemption of their people, at the expense of their dissolving mothers.4 This dissertation 

attempts to render those women more fully present in order to critically consider the 

“epistemology, sociology, and history” of the (re)production of modern Jewish social worlds.5 

In Part I of the dissertation, I seek to understand how discourses of motherhood and 

maternal bodies function as “media of religion in Judaism” that contribute to women’s 

knowledge of, connection to, and efforts to “reshap[e] tradition.”6 Throughout this dissertation, 

the relationship between book and body is a recurring motif, emic and etic, appearing in various 

instantiations and permutations as thought and practice, masculine and feminine, religion and 

culture, religious education and medicine, theopolitics and biopolitics, text and ritual, 

authoritative and malleable, and authentic and inauthentic. The three chapters that constitute this 

first section each take up women’s practices of reading, writing, and performing “an ethics of our 

mothers.” Specifically, these women work to imagine and create an ideal self, society, and 

divinity informed by experiences, ideologies, and models of motherhood. This effort to insert 

themselves within the Jewish tradition generates a fundamental tension:  claims of access to 

normative practices, forms of leadership, and textual learning and authority require a 

commitment to the very past that they are seeking to rewrite. 7 At the same time, they have 

always already been there, often transparent but always essential. 
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This section, “The Ethics of Our Mothers,” is not the pithy, decontextualized aphorisms 

that comprise the famed tractate of the Mishnah, Pirkei Avot, often translated as the Ethics of 

Our Fathers. Rather, in the space of these chapters, I will reflect on what it means for women, 

who inhabit the Rabbinic process as women and mothers, to create a Jewish society. Whether in 

the Holy Land8 or North America, these women search for an ethical, feminist9 Jewish way of 

life. The physicality of messianic labor, embodied hermeneutic practices, and textual 

communities that these chapters exhibit disrupt the singular authority of Rabbinic interpreters to 

determine female subjectivities and to produce the norms for Jewish communal life. Instead, they 

work to create messianic futures where the world, and the body, are healed from the fractures of 

modernity and injustices of patriarchy.  

These chapters focus on women’s claims to participation in the Oral Torah, Torah she-

b’al peh, which challenge the ethics of the exclusion of women from the authoritative media of 

Jewish life.10 Technically defined as the revealed laws and texts beyond the five books of the 

Torah, including the books of the Prophets and Writings of the Hebrew Bible and the Rabbinic 

literature that interprets it, “Oral Torah” refers to a defined written canon that the Rabbis 

connected in an unbroken chain to Revelation at Sinai.11 The Mishnaic tractate Pirkei Avot 

begins with its claim to authority reaching back to Sinai: “Moshe received the Torah from Sinai 

and transmitted it to Yehoshua, and Yehoshua to the Elders, and the Elders to the Prophets, and 

the Prophets transmitted it to the Men of the Great Assembly. They said three things: Be 

deliberate in judgment, raise up many disciples and make a fence for the Torah.”12 Despite 

presenting a model of protected transmission, there is actually “radical discontinuity[, namely, 

that t]he content of the tradition that is transmitted is not constant, but grows through the addition 

of new teachings.”13 The paradox of Oral Torah opens spaces for women, the as-of-yet-
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unrecorded participants in the textual unfolding of Jewish life for whom textual literacy has been 

actively hindered, in a culture that celebrates its orality and embodied transmission but whose 

modes of authority lie in the male written word.14 Part I introduces varied feminist textual 

performances, which to varying degrees undergird all the projects within this dissertation. 

The “headliners” of these chapters, historical figures like Henrietta Szold, Jessie Sampter, 

Irma Lindheim, and Nima Adlerblum, and my contemporaries Tamar Biala, Haviva Ner-David, 

and Bonna Devorah Haberman, are Rabbinic figures,15 officially and unofficially, and mothers, 

whether biologically, through adoption, or figuratively as national icons.16 These women were all 

learned Jewish teachers, and several of them wrote in Rabbinic genres, producing a variety of 

textual commentaries or Jewish self-improvement literature17 that were informed by their lived 

(intimate) experiences. Their Oral Torah, far from a dialogue of disembodied minds, is best 

described as embodied performances of new, creative readings of the Jewish textual tradition, an 

ethical way of serving an ever-present God and preserving God’s revealed world, inclusive of, 

but not limited, to the word.18 Together, the overlapping versions of lived feminist Rabbinic 

poetics, reveal the complexity of Jewish women’s subjectivities and ethical modes employed by 

women living knowing (and dying holding onto) themselves and their sacred work, as maternal.  

Through these mothers, thinkers, teachers, and activists whose lives straddle America and 

the Holy Land at different historical moments, this collection of chapters will represent the 

content of a sugiya (unit of discussion) in an emerging women’s Rabbinic culture, a “flexible 

canon” that reflects layers of interpretation informed by the differential political needs of each 

new generation.19 This iteration of the Jewish canon brings together law and narrative, politics 

and epistemology, myth and history, memories and desires, and established and innovative 

traditions.20 In my study of it, I have attempted to produce a lively account of how women in 
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America and the Holy Land have inhabited the Rabbinic process,21 joining reflections on 

Creation, Redemption, and Revelation, with sex, birthing, nurturing, mourning, and dying 

Jewishly. 

While Rabbinic literature is built from temporal layers and traces spatial migrations of 

exile and return, over and over, these chapters are unavoidably disciplined by secular logics. 

Most relevant here, the spatial and temporal imaginaries, of modern states and progressive time 

exist even as my subjects resist or complicate them. Reflecting these complexities, these chapters 

draw together material that is often kept separate. Specifically, they move between America and 

the Holy Land and straddle what is often treated as the defining sociological and 

historiographical rupture for twentieth century Jewry, the Holocaust. While I have been 

predisposed to find discontinuities between the archival materials from Interwar Period Hadassah 

and the Jewish feminists I encountered ethnographically22—sand there are certainly essential 

differences that reflect the different political, epistemic, and social contexts—I let myself be 

guided by the rabbinic frame to write these chapters as parts of a single Jewish tradition. In doing 

so, I let Rabbinic form authorize me to consider how women have inhabited, deployed, and 

performed Jewish texts in formulations of Jewish authenticity23 and social, moral, and epistemic 

authority. 

Like the Rabbis they reinterpret and their modern Jewish contemporaries, these Rabbinic 

women mobilize rhetorical and ritual tools to reckon with their own social position among Jews 

and non-Jewish neighbors, elaborate on their ethical visions and their claims to authority, and 

present themselves as models of Jewish subjectivity. 24 As members of textual communities,25 

their acts of reading and writing are inherently social, and as participants in a textual tradition, 

their work is intertextual. As the following three chapters will show, these Jewish feminist 
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communities engaged in the Rabbinic process are necessarily embodied,26 their intersubjectivity 

is not merely “a feature of minds,” and their intertextuality is not exclusively “an aspect of 

writings.”27 By tracking sensational engagement with textual sources and expressions of 

embodied spirituality,28 this chapter moves beyond the dialectic of radicalism and 

accommodation29 to explore the media and politics of Jewish feminist textual—but not 

exclusively text-based— communities. Starting instead with the assumption that neither Jewish 

feminism, nor Rabbinic Judaism, can cleanly be mapped to (il)liberalism or (im)materialism, 

these chapters will dive into the media of rabbinic Jewish feminists’ spirituality.30 In doing so, it 

explores how these women unsettle theological and epistemological alliances of logos, the self, 

and sight that often remain unmarked in masculine discourses of authenticity.31 

In stepping into the shoes of the Rabbis, the women in these chapters adapt elements of 

an epistemic system wherein the heart is a key site of discernment and in which God can 

intercede not only as executioner but also as judge of truth.32 By enchanting modern 

experimental logics and disrupting the presumption that the mind is the only way to know, they 

challenge exclusively male Rabbinic elites and present alternative ways to live ethically, in the 

image, or echo, of a knowable God.33 

                                                
1 The word used literally means “thigh” but can refer to reproductive organs. 
 
2 It moves boundaries  from the ability of a sacred food, challah, to transmit impurity, the boundaries out of which 
one may not travel during the sanctified day of Shabbat, and who can sing the praise song Hallel on behalf of the 
congregation. Hallel is the liturgical reading of the Psalms 113-118, which praise and thank God for the miracles 
performed during the Exodus and Revelation and look forward to a future Messianic Era.  
 
3 Babylonian Talmud (BT) 30b-31a. Quoted from Haviva Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with 
Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, Bathing, and Brightening (Teaneck, New Jersey: Ben 
Yehuda Press, 2014), 76. 
 
4 Gwynn Kessler writes about this passage as an example of how Rabbinic literature makes fetuses visible while 
dissolving away the women who carry them. Gwynn Kessler, Conceiving Israel : The Fetus in Rabbinic Narratives 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009). 
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5 Here I draw on Kathryn Lofton’s religious history of American parenting. Kathryn Lofton, "Religion and the 
Authority in American Parenting," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 84, no. 3 (2016): 808. 
 
6 As Riv-Ellen Prell writes in her introduction to Women Remaking American Judaism, “the paradox of feminism 
reshaping tradition is that the media of religion in Judaism—liturgy, ritual, home and life cycle celebrations, and 
inherited texts—can be remade in both radical and accommodating fashions. Change can serve a variety of ends.” 
Riv-Ellen Prell, "Introduction: Feminism and the Remaking of American Judaism," in Women Remaking American 
Judaism, ed. Riv-Ellen Prell (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2007), 11.  
 
7 For examples of Jewish-Christian boundary marking that span period and place, see, for example, Daniel Boyarin, 
Border Lines : The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004); John M. 
Efron, Defenders of the Race : Jewish Doctors and Race Science in Fin-De-SièCle Europe (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1994); Sander L. Gilman, The Case of Sigmund Freud : Medicine and Identity at the Fin De 
SièCle (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); Daniel Boyarin, Carnal Israel : Reading Sex in Talmudic 
Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Rachel Neis, The Sense of Sight in Rabbinic Culture : 
Jewish Ways of Seeing in Late Antiquity (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
 
8 Because I move between Yishuv-era Palestine and the State of Israel, for simplicity’s sake, and to reflect the 
import of the place in these religious narratives, I have chosen to use the name “Holy Land.” 
 
9 “Feminism” does a lot of different discursive work throughout this dissertation, taking on a range of meanings; to 
describe the same projects, it is sometimes embraced and sometimes rejected. In this section, in particular, it is also 
carrying the burden of describing projects across a century. I have decided to use the term, even in contexts where 
the actors themselves do not, to describe the range of women’s activism, which seeks to shape society, and form 
communities, to better serve the needs and desires of women. While I recognize that this definition sacrifices 
substances for breadth, I leave the burden of filling out the complexity and range of feminist projects within the 
body of the text. 
 
10 For parallel arguments about the ethics of excluding sectors of society from authoritative media in Egyptian 
society, see Amira Mittermaier, Dreams That Matter : Egyptian Landscapes of the Imagination (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2011); Hussein Ali Agrama, Questioning Secularism : Islam, Sovereignty, and the 
Rule of Law in Modern Egypt (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012). 
 
11 As Christine Hayes explains, “The rabbis’ Oral Torah—a massive collection of teachings, traditions, and laws that 
elaborate and interpret the Written Torah—is represented as continuous with God’s revelation to Moses at Sinai. 
Various rabbinic sources make the same claim in different ways. According to a few accounts, the Oral Torah in its 
entirety—Mishnah, Talmuds, and midrash—was revealed in full at Sinai and relayed orally alongside the Written 
Torah. Other rabbinic texts represent the Oral Torah as immanent within the Written Torah and developing 
gradually from it over the course of centuries, particularly through the application of divinely revealed interpretive 
rules. Despite local differences, these rabbinic accounts of the origin of the Oral Torah agree on two points: first, the 
Oral Torah is rooted directly or indirectly in God’s revelation to Moses at Sinai; second, because the Oral Torah 
develops and completes the Written Torah it is essential to a full and proper understanding of God’s will as 
expressed in Written Torah. […B]ecause the Torah is from heaven, it expresses the divine will and is underwritten 
by divine authority; but because the Torah is no longer in heaven, the interpretation of the text so as to articulate and 
elaborate the divine will that it conveys is an ongoing task that has been given over to humankind or, to be precise, 
to the rabbis.” Christine Elizabeth Hayes, "Law in Classical Rabbinic Judaism," in Cambridge Companion to 
Judaism and Law, ed. Christine Elizabeth Hayes (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 85-6. 
 
12 “Pirkei Avot.” <https://www.sefaria.org/Pirkei_Avot.1.1?lang=bi> Accessed June 5, 2017. 
 
13 Hayes, "Law in Classical Rabbinic Judaism," 86. She also points out that the priests are removed from the Biblical 
list of authorities and the Rabbis added, which may be relevant for considering Kohenet’s claims to authority. 
 
14 Building on the work of earlier sociologists such as Émile Durkheim and Maurice Halbwachs, Walter Ong and his 
contemporaries Clarence R.J. Rivers, Jan Assmann, Benedict Anderson, and William Graham have debated the 
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ways in which orality and literacy have affected human thought, communal formation, the maintenance of 
communal identity, and the canonization of scripture. In the 1980s, the Jesuit Priest Walter Ong wrote an influential 
account, since critiqued widely for being teleological, of the evolution of societies from oral to literate. Ong’s 
argument drew on many interlaced assumptions of the post-Enlightenment world: of steady progress of history, of 
the role of technology in creating progress, and of the superiority of the generic written word and the “capital W” 
Word of Christianity. Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy : The Technologizing of the Word, New Accents (New 
York: Methuen, 1982). Some recent scholars, especially those working on subjects outside of the “Christian West,” 
have proposed other models of ritual technology or forms of scripture. Christian Novetzke’s study of the Namdev 
tradition of bakhti poetry is one notable example, which I will discuss below. Christian Lee Novetzke, Religion and 
Public Memory : A Cultural History of Saint Namdev in India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008). 
 
15 As I will discuss in Chapter 1, these early leaders of Hadassah all had extensive Jewish education, and Szold and 
Lindheim are known to have wanted to pursue Rabbinic ordination. Of the ethnographic subjects in Chapters 2-3, 
Biala has never claimed the title of Rabbi, Ner-David pursued Orthodox Rabbinic ordination in early adulthood, and 
Haberman resisted officially taking on the title until she was close to losing her battle with breast cancer, when she 
officially received rabbinic ordination (smicha) in the lineage of Rabbi Zalman Schacter-Shalomi. ("Our Beloved 
Friend and Teacher Rabbi Bonna Devora Haberman,"   KolAleph: The Voice Of ALEPH: Alliance For Jewish 
Renewal (Posted June 17, 2015).)  
 
16 I will elaborate on this category in Chapter 1. Hadassah, which figured itself as a mother of a new nation, 
combined elements of scientific motherhood directed at the women of Palestine with republican motherhood to 
enfranchise women within a burgeoning Jewish polity. Furthermore, of Hadassah’s early leaders, it is notable that 
mother of the movement, Henrietta Szold, and her protégé Jessie Sampter had no biological children, while all of the 
other women I discuss did. Sampter did adopt a Yemenite girl upon moving to Palestine. 
 
17 Marla Segol defines “Jewish Self-Improvement” as an ethical genre that emerged in the eleventh century and was 
re-invented in the sixteenth century by Kabbalists. The defining element of the genre is that ethical ideals for human 
life are modeled after imaginations of the cosmos. Marla Segol, "Kabbalistic Self-Help: The Microcosm in 
Practice," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 84, no. 3 (2016). 
 
18 Novetzke proposes the category of performance instead of orality and permanence instead of literacy. His claim is 
that oral and literate are not mutually exclusive nor is one more or less advanced, and each can serve a function of 
preserving culture. What he draws attention to, instead, is a different set of values and assumptions: does 
preservation of culture require a lack of change over time, a stable place for “reason to substantiate and sustain 
itself,” as permanence suggests? Or is flexibility, embodiment, and mutability what is necessary, as performance 
indicates? These questions are relevant to the subjects of this chapter, but the central concern is not cultural 
preservation but rather the related issue of authentic forms of gender inclusion. Novetzke, Religion and Public 
Memory : A Cultural History of Saint Namdev in India. 
 
19 Moshe Halbertal, People of the Book : Canon, Meaning, and Authority (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1997), 72ff.  
 
20 Like Talmudic culture, which Daniel Boyarin has shown was at once the intellectually invested in law and 
narrative and in sexuality and the body, this section, like the dissertation as a whole, pushes back on a Cartesian 
dualism that frames women as embodied as opposed to intellectual and a discourse of modesty that hides women’s 
bodies for the sake of virtue. Like Boyarin, I therefore have tried to approach Jewish life as one fabric, not assuming 
distinctions between halakha and aggadah, law and narrative. It is important to note that much Jewish feminist 
thought, especially emerging from the Rachel Adler, has developed Robert Cover’s work on law and nomos to argue 
for the mutual imbrication of law and narrative. Boyarin, Carnal Israel : Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture. See 
Claire E. Sufrin, "Telling Stories: The Legal Turn in Jewish Feminist Thought," in Gender and Jewish History, ed. 
Marion A. Kaplan and Deborah Dash Moore (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011). This section also 
responds to Jewish Studies scholarship that tends to assume that Jewish feminists either work toward sociological 
change or write philosophies and theologies without interrogating how this binary reproduces the distinction 
between women’s experience and the textually based authentic Judaism from which women have been excluded. 
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Prell, "Introduction: Feminism and the Remaking of American Judaism."; Rochelle L. Millen, "'Her Mouth Is Full of 
Wisdom': Reflections on Jewish Feminist Theology," ibid. 
 
21 See Michael Lambek, The Ethical Condition : Essays on Action, Person, and Value (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2015). 
 
22 For overviews of Hadassah’s institutional work and spotlights on its early leadership, see, for example Rebecca 
Boim Wolf, "Jessie Sampter and the Hadassah School of Zionism: 1883-1938," in The Women Who Reconstructed 
American Jewish Education, 1910-1965, ed. Carol K. Ingall (Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis University Press, 2010); 
Erica B. Simmons, "Hadassah and the Zionist Project," (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006); Shulamit 
Reinharz and Mark A. Raider, American Jewish Women and the Zionist Enterprise (Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis 
University Press; University Press of New England, 2005); Carol K. Ingall, Transmission and Transformation : A 
Jewish Perspective on Moral Education (New York, N.Y.: Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1999). For a 
survey of Jewish feminist theologies, see Melissa Raphael, "Feminist Theology and the Jewish Tradition," in The 
Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theology, ed. Mary McClintock Fulkerson and Sheila Briggs (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012). The figures on whom I focus do not fit easily within the categories of liberal, Orthodox, 
post-Modern theology, though they are aware of and in conversations to varying degrees with the representatives of 
these groups.  
 
23 Koltun-Fromm argues that American Jewish authenticity is not a matter of “‘inner states’ but public displays and 
visual performances [that] are implemented and achieved before others.” the term authenticity is “often associated 
with ideals about the ‘really real’ out there in the world, or a true state of being located somewhere within the self.” 
Ken Koltun-Fromm, Imagining Jewish Authenticity : Vision and Text in American Jewish Thought (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2015), 4. Koltun-Fromm traces scholarly discourse on authenticity to Lionel Trilling’s 
1972 Sincerity and Authenticity, which is taken up by Charles Taylor’s 1991 in The Ethics of Authenticity. 
Unsurprising to the scholar of American religion engaged with the critiques of Taylor’s more recent A Secular Age, 
the concept authenticity has a decidedly Protestant bent: authenticity is a moral ideal to which a self, an inner world, 
strives. 
 
24 Following the material and bodily turn, several Jewish studies scholars been using the tools of visual studies to 
consider questions of authenticity. Rachel Neis, for example, has focused on how the subject and the social are 
cultivated by visual practices among the authoritative models of authentic Judaism: the late antique Rabbis. Because 
of the Rabbinic anxiety that the visual led to pagan idolatry, temptation by the Christian incarnate God, or aroused 
illicit sexual desire, Neis argues, scholars have ignored the extent to which Rabbinic texts rely on sight and paint 
images of God. In doing so, scholars have overlooked essential cues about the formations of male, Rabbinic 
subjectivity, and the role of visual imagery in ritual whose aim was to discipline and facilitate spiritual connection to 
the divine. Neis, The Sense of Sight in Rabbinic Culture : Jewish Ways of Seeing in Late Antiquity. Drawing on 
Neis, among others, Ken Koltun-Fromm examines how post-War American Jewish authors, including feminist texts 
by and in conversation with Rachel Adler, deploy “visual authenticity” rhetorically to “cultivate…Jewish bodies, 
texts, images and faces.” Bridging cultural studies and religious studies by adapting David Morgan’s concept of “the 
sacred gaze,” Koltun-Fromm asks how American Jews have seen, the way that images are put to work, and the way 
that visual language functions in claims to authentic Jewish practice, communal belonging, and selfhood. Koltun-
Fromm, Imagining Jewish Authenticity : Vision and Text in American Jewish Thought, 4-9. 
 
25 As Brian Stock defines the term, “We can think a of textual community as a group that arises somewhere in the 
interstices between the imposition of the written word and the articulation of a certain type of social organization. It 
is an interpretive community, but it is also a social entity.” Brian Stock, Listening for the Text : On the Uses of the 
Past (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996), 150. 
 
26 As Boyarin argues, midrash is a “technique…of the body” that refuses to understand “meaning…as a disembodied 
substance prior to its incarnation in language, that is, in a dualistic system in which spirit precedes and is primary 
over body.” In contradistinction to the platonic allegorical reading practices of Hellenistic culture, midrash 
“eschew[s] the inner-outer, visible-invisible, body-soul dichotomies.” Boyarin, Carnal Israel : Reading Sex in 
Talmudic Culture, 9. 
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27 Brian Stock’s study of the social work of texts within communities in the Middle Ages takes as its “point of 
departure…Weber’s notion of subjectively meaningful social action, to which one adds a distinction between 
intersubjectivity, a feature of minds, and intertextuality, an aspect of writings.” Stock, Listening for the Text : On the 
Uses of the Past, 23. 
 
28 Sally M. Promey, Sensational Religion : Sensory Cultures in Material Practice (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2014). 
 
29 In particular, it re-engages the thesis that Jewish feminism balances radicalism, associated with the imported from 
the outside Second Wave Feminism, and accommodation, associated with the authentic tradition. At the core of this 
paradox is a set of assumptions about what is outside and what is inside tradition, one we well-know has never been 
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Chapter 1 
Rabbinic Mothers: Hadassah’s Temples of Health and Diasporic Jewish Spirit 
 

It’s a black and white clip. There are flags and soldiers and tanks and a stadium 
that is full of people. There’s no sound but I imagine there was music playing and 
probably some speeches. And there’s one part where they kind of turn the camera 
around and you can kind of see a few people. None of them are my [great] 
grandmother, but it’s like the room that she’s filming, she or my grandfather were 
filming, so, we’re not totally sure how it got on the home videos but we think it’s 
because they went. 

 

I had been waiting to hear this story for months, ever since the August, 2016 Kohenet retreat 

where Jessica saw the “Temple Map” of my dissertation (Introduction) and excitedly shared that 

her great grandmother had been a president of a local New York chapter of Hadassah. That 

lineage, Jessica told me, had been important in her journey into Jewish women’s spiritual 

leadership, though she didn’t know much about her.  

I had been wondering for years how to justify Hadassah’s place in my ethnographic 

project on Jewish women’s religious and spiritual thought and practice. Hadassah is ostensibly 

not a place to find religion or the Judaism of American Jewish life; instead, it appears, on the 

surface  to be a lens to culture (in American) and medicine (in Palestine), the latter being the 

most celebrated and important. It is not a Religious Zionist organization like the Mizrachi 

Women’s Organization of America, whose aim was to cultivate Torah-observant Jewish life in 

the Holy Land,1 but rather, a self-described “Practical Zionist” organization,2 whose “progressive 

maternalism” and “practical messianism” were directed at improving the medical system 

generally and maternity care in particular in Palestine, thus providing the backbone for  a 

functional, modern society.3 

My instinct kept telling me that Hadassah was an important precedent and I detected 

possible echoes in the twenty-first century, but the norms of historical scholarship impressed on 
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me the idea that I needed to show change over time. The Hadassah chapter I had written stopped 

in the 1930s. The ethnography I did started in 2013, and the historical memories my interlocutors 

shared only got me part of the way back, into the 1950s at earliest. I was struggling to make 

narrative ends meet, building a bridge from two sides and hoping that I would find a way to 

connect them. I wrote down in my notebook, “This is the lost memory of Hadassah, the pride in 

women’s leadership without the memory of its lived experience. This is why Hadassah belongs.”  

The moment with Jessica was hardly unique. For so many women I have encountered in 

my research, Hadassah is in their genes. “My grandmother collected money long ago for 

Hadassah,” one Jerusalem birth worker mentioned. “I feel like everyone’s grandmother collected 

money for Hadassah,” I said out-loud. “The old brit milah [circumcision] room is dedicated to 

my great aunt,” she said proudly, a mark of distinction. These encounters in Jerusalem with 

women working in the birthing world never struck me as surprising, since Hadassah continues to 

run a world-renowned hospital in Israel.4 In America, however, there is a more ambivalent 

perception of Israel,5 and the field of possibilities for women’s public activism has broadened 

substantially. Hadassah’s vitality, and membership, is waning: in some circles, the sagging skin 

that many aging women have on their upper arms is referred to as “Hadassah arms.”  

Jessica gave me hope that I could articulate why it mattered, not just as a relic or a 

heritage for today’s women’s practices, but as a community that inspirited hundreds of thousands 

of religious lives.6 In the pages of Hadassah’s periodicals, there were moments I could read the 

spirit of Jewish womanhood leaping into song and dance, enlivened by the lights of community 

rituals in American social halls or the ward of a hospital in Palestine, and moved to speak with 

the force of prophetesses of God. In ways that resonated with the Jewish spiritual leaders whom I 

have encountered ethnographically, Hadassah enacted its mission both abroad and at home, 
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aruhat bat ami, the healing of the daughter of my people, wherever she lived, and with whatever 

kind of medicine she needed.7 

At the end of December, I caught up with Jessica by phone. She explained that she hardly 

knew anything about Anna, her paternal great grandmother. Jessica’s family told her about 

Anna’s leadership in Hadassah as a precedent, or an explanation, for why she gone from an 

unaffiliated, culturally Jewish family and an Ivy League education to becoming a Movement 

Therapist in a Jewish elder care facility who was now on the path to ordination as a Kohenet.8 

Jessica was herself comforted to think that what led her was some kind of spiritual inertia. 

The most evidence she had of Anna’s Jewish leadership was a black and white, silent 

home video: “She was very involved [in Hadassah], so involved that somehow, I believe through 

Hadassah, went to the opening ceremony of Israel in 1948. And there’s some random but pretty 

amazing footage of the ceremony in the stadium on my dad’s home videos which he has 

digitalized…so there’s like kids playing at the pool and, you know, smiling in pretty clothes and 

all of a sudden there’s this clip, like a ten minute clip or shorter, but it’s of the opening ceremony 

of Israel. I think it was my [great] grandparents who were there. And I wonder if I brought it to 

the Center for Jewish History and someone who really knows could tell me more information 

about it." She was hoping I’d have answers for her as much as the other way around. She wanted 

to understand this video as a tangible piece of her heritage,9 and I wanted her to have enough of a 

story to fill out a nice, neat ethnographic vignette to frame, but more to the point justify, this 

stubbornly misfitting chapter. 

Grasping at straws for more flesh on the bare bones of her mediated memories, I asked 

Jessica if she had a particular imagination of the way her path picked up from Anna’s Jewish 

leadership work.10 She tried to do what I was asking, connecting the pieces between her own 
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artistic, therapeutic, and spiritual work with what she had been told of her relatives’ lives that 

resonated with her, like her great grand parents’ love of social dancing, but in the end, she, like 

me, was operating on intuitions rather than by way of concrete connection. Despite her desire to 

know more, the film was more of an empty signifier of a lost story of its maker, herself behind 

the camera. There was the grand display of flags, soldiers, tanks, and excited crowds, but that 

was all there was. The grandeur of the event, however silenced and muted into the gray scale of a 

dream, overshadowed whatever Anna’s work must have been, organizing luncheons and putting 

on Purim Spiels and Hanukah Bazaars, to raise funds. Anna’s memory, spliced into other more 

contemporary stories, was only tenuously attached, as a spiritual thread, to the story of American 

Jewish life.11 

I switched course to ask Jessica about her own work. In an institution where, she 

described, there is “a Jewish thread throughout the culture” but which no longer had a strongly 

religious identity, how was she practicing spiritual leadership?12 Dance for therapy or as an 

expression of spirituality, she explained, was an incredibly effective means to foster connection; 

it becomes a form of prayer and a medium for expressing love rather than an aesthetic 

performance. It sparked a connection for me, and I told Jessica about how there was a similar 

feel to what I had read in Hadassah’s newsletters about the sacred work of women’s sewing 

circles to make products to be used in hospitals.13 They were serving the community with their 

hands, producing material contributions to hospitals and maternity clinics in Palestine in the 

same communities where they were learning Jewish texts and celebrating holidays.  

In a setting where the elderly are often isolated, where “there’s really a heaviness, a 

depression, and a stagnancy” that comes with age and sickness, music and movement had the 

potential to revitalize.14 “The ironic part,” Jessica continued, “is that in a medical environment 
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there’s so much, there is a lot of emphasis on the body but it’s the body as a specimen as 

opposed to the body as a whole person, with a soul living inside of it. Does that make sense?” 

Movement shook off the encroaching shroud that kept residents from realizing their own 

livelihood.15 As a reply, I told Jessica about one of Hadassah’s leaders, Jessie Sampter, who 

wrote about how nurses helped bedridden patients light Shabbat candles, a religious act which 

worked toward the making of a nation while healing the spirit of an individual.  

Our conversation became a provocation against cemented norms and accepted logic 

about where to look for and how to know about American Judaism. Getting stuck on the 

videotape at the expense of the dance, or getting enticed by the spectacle of grand ‘ole flags and 

national regalia, muted elements of Jewish women’s spiritual work, losing sight of what they 

might of said or produced.16 Letting go of some of the anxiety over authenticity and some of the 

insistence on the “evidence of [Jewish women’s] experience”17 to risk wrestling with the harder 

to categorize, to map, and (to use Jessica’s parlance) “to language” spiritual-material-textual-

embodied-technological-religious forms of Jewish sociality that stand outside the norms of 

Jewish religious history. Venturing into the archives of Hadassah now, I will not lean on the past 

to make what I have found on today’s margins count by way of historical authority, or to make 

bodies and/or women “present and accounted for” in Jewish history.18 Rather, I try to look at this 

history through an alternative set of questions that revolve around women’s production of vibrant, 

creative textual and ritual communities and process by which the feminine, nurturing, mothering, 

or feeble subject is distanced from the authentic production of Jewish textual culture.19 Against 

Jewish communal and scholarly norms, which are so often co-constituted,20 I am working to 

make Hadassah’s archival materials dance, or maybe, to capture the movement or the music 
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within them, refusing to cast them away like the old, passé, and outside the realm of religious 

history.21 

Since Hadassah is so often hailed, I have decided to make it respond, to subject it to its 

own ancestry of American Jewish women’s embodied spirituality, and to ask it to interpellate the 

ruling assumptions that have classified it as a historical object.22 The moment in Hadassah that I 

probe is imperfectly described as “inter,” when Israel was more than an idea and less than a state, 

when Jews in America were more than exiles and less than fully at home in America, when war 

had ravaged the world but not yet the Jews. I recognize the risk inherent in a focus on 

motherhood and reproduction, the quintessential women’s identity and experience, one in which 

Hadassah’s leaders felt conscripted. Hadassah’s early leaders recognized that women could only 

assert so much agency over how she was seen and her ideas heard: the body was always part of 

the medium and the message alike. They embraced it, showing images of women’s care and 

labor as sacred in the pages of the News Letter and in other publications. My approach will be to 

look at the processes of the construction of a textual community in the context of the material 

labors of essentialized womanhood, to recognize the emergence of American Jewish women’s 

embodied, text-based spiritual community.  

Hadassah created its own textual culture. Its periodical’s editors and writers sought to 

provide the conceptual frames through which members of Hadassah could understand 

themselves as participants in a broader project of Jewish renewal, while local branches reported 

on the successes and failures of their local programs.23 Through the circulation of stories and 

images, Hadassah cultivated a “practice of seeing”24 for American Jewish women that shaped the 

relationship between American mothers and people of Palestine in need of mothering. Hadassah 

sent the News Letter not to individuals but to chapters, with the expectation that it would be read 
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aloud, like the community’s scripture.25 Moving through the pages of Hadassah’s national News 

Letter and its leadership’s publications, I will seek to capture the movement or the music within 

these archival materials, drawing out what they might tell us about American women’s religious 

and spiritual lives.  

Hadassah, I will argue, created a flexible, dialogical canon where opinions coexisted and 

competed to shape American Jewish women as subjects and agents in the creation of a Jewish 

national family. Hadassah’s leadership presented a range of mother-figures, who embodied 

different models of tending house, parenting, educating, and modeling Jewish tradition. Like the 

Rabbis, Hadassah’s mother-sages reflected a range of political, social, and epistemic 

contestations of their day, negotiating their positions as Jews, Americans, and as part of a 

budding Hebraic culture in Palestine.26  

I will first show how Hadassah’s leaders reinterpreted the stories of their tradition to 

frame how modern science and technology could serve as a source of promise and peril. Under 

their auspices and authority, moral Hadassah mothers could serve as lights of modernity that 

could be harnessed for messianic ends: the rebuilding of a modern Temple of Health.27 I will 

then show how, in print and in the flesh, the Progressive Era’s faith in science framed the 

“politics of encounter” between American Jews and their childlike brethren in Palestine, who 

existed in filth and ignorance and were ripe to be remade in the modern American image.28 

Following the patterns of liberal, modernist Protestants, there was not unidirectional influence 

from the missionary to the missionized,29 although Palestine’s inhabitants, at once feeble and 

irrational, were also Jews like them, capable of civilization and models of authentic spirituality 

and freedom.30 The chapter will then move to the nurturing of an American diaspora culture. 

Palestine served as a project that could draw American women together and offer spiritual 
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inspiration for “self-cure” for American Jews, who were in need of spiritual uplift, release from 

the constraints of middle class domesticity, and Jewish education to protect them from 

assimilation. Thus, Hadassah took on the role of mothering two branches of an extended family, 

caring for the childlike in Palestine and deriving spiritual joy and strengthen for themselves as 

American Jews. Hadassah guided women in how to achieve the balance between working for 

Palestine and their own liberation and maintaining their own homes, as Jewish incubators.31Like 

modern prophetesses, Hadassah worked to steer the fate of their age with the scientist’s 

intellectualization, while trying to spread ethical values learned from their God and tradition. 

Their vocation, at once political, religious, and medical, was simultaneously haunted and 

enchanted by the embodied spirit of Jewish womanhood.32  

 

The Prophetic Call: Set Your Affairs in Order33 

Arise, O Watchman, saith the Lord, arise and proclaim it, for the day dawneth.34 
 

Jessie Ethel Sampter (1883-1938) had been crippled in her youth by polio, and as a child, 

had been largely confined in her family’s Manhattan mansion, where she turned to a life of the 

mind. Like her friend and mentor, Henrietta Szold, Sampter never married, and devoted herself 

to her cause: the development of American Zionism. In 1923 in Palestine, Sampter adopted an 

orphaned Yemenite girl. Years before she became a parent, she had taken on a maternalist role to 

the urban poor in New York City and then the Yemenite Jews in Palestine: this became her 

religious calling.35  

In 1915, Sampter reported to a group gathered at a Zionist convention in Boston and to 

the nationwide Hadassah members about her educational program, the Hadassah School of 

Zionism, which she had established that year in New York City. A devoted educator and Zionist, 
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Sampter hoped to expand the Hadassah School of Zionism throughout the country. “Our day-

dreams must be lived, not spoken,” Sampter wrote. “But in this case the dream came true.” 

Sampter dismissed idle talk and demanded concrete accomplishments in building the foundations 

of American Zionism. She continued: “And though in its fulfillment we have seen its 

shortcomings, yet insofar as we planned, we have accomplished. A plan is like a prophecy. 

Perhaps all properly organized work is prophetic in this sense, just as an architect’s plan is 

prophetic of building.”36 The mundane aspects of planning that Hadassah women were doing 

could be dismissed as menial labor, are elevated through the language of prophecy. Planning is a 

step in creation, and Hadassah women were undertaking a classic American “technological 

creation story” in Palestine.37 

 Like her contemporary, Max Weber, Sampter had been reckoning with the relationship 

between nationalism, religion, and science, for quite some time, from within the feminized field 

of youth education. Before she found Zionism as her spiritual and intellectual home, Sampter 

was “a seeker” 38 teaching young adults and writing musings on the need for a modern, 

scientifically sound, democratic religion, free of superstition and of the pretense that only an 

elect few could untangle the mystery of the universe.39 Contra Weber’s claim that the prophetic 

mode was incompatible with democratic political mobilization, Sampter understood Zionism to 

be a modern democratic religion in which everyone could join together as fellow prophets and 

prophetesses, not followers.40 The vocation, the call, was not to an individual: the nurses, 

midwives, physicians, engineers, and the architects, along with the educators, community 

organizers, children, and the day-to-day brick-layers, were all needed for a coordinated, united 

answer to God’s calling, making use of the gifts of heart and hands, soul and intellect.41 Sampter, 

herself, contributed to the cause as a youth educator, writer, and organizer.42  
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In the archive at the Center for Jewish History, I once came across an odd little book 

from 1917 among some Hadassah papers and publications that at once excited and confused me. 

Even in the context of my efforts to disrupt the neat separation of the categories of science and 

religion, this text seemed to complicate matters, too much. Its own publisher felt the need to 

preface it with a note on its “defiance” of “conventional categories,” and a warning to the reader 

that she might not like it: “The Book of the Nations is in effect a message—a spiritual message, 

so vital and so urgent that in its delivery the method and even the words of those fiery message-

bearers of old, the Hebrew prophets, seem the most natural vehicle of its expression, the writer 

being, as it were, but the mouthpiece of a greater Power.”43 The mouthpiece for God’s message, 

listed on the title page not as author but transcriber of the book, was Jessie Sampter.  

In The Book of the Nations, the Hebrew Prophets spoke anew through the medium of a 

crippled woman, calling for a religious revival to temper the tide of the “technological 

sublime.”44 In the beginning, the prophetess begins, there were nations, and God’s regret: “It 

repented the Lord that he had made nations. For God saw that the wickedness of nations was 

great on the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of their statesmen was only evil 

continually. For they were set nation against nation, and each nation new itself for sovereign in 

its own deeds and as the sole and almighty judge of its own actions.”45 As the prophetess 

wrestles with the biblical call to build a nation of Israel in the midst of technologically-mediated, 

nationalism-driven destruction of the Great War, she returns to Genesis. The prophetess relays 

God’s moral indignation at human arrogance that led nations to believe they, alone, held the true 

knowledge of God: “So the Lord scattered them abroad upon the face of all the earth. And they 

learned each nation its own language and its own tongue, that each nation might worship the 

Lord in its own way and serve him according to its own fashion. So should the nations restrain 
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each other from arrogance and boundless conceit, and correct each other with the diversity of 

their knowledge.”46 In place of a skyscraping city threatening God’s majesty, as in the biblical 

Tower of Babel, Sampter’s God despised the apotheosis of nations. God desired to correct the 

course of the world, to create something closer to a culturally pluralistic community of nations.  

The technological was an essential component of the world’s decline, and the prophetess 

decries the dystopia that man has made. Technological idolatry was in the spirit of ancient 

paganism, which tried to make God known through sight.47 “When the calf of gold is set up and 

called Lord, the Lord of the nations, Who brought us up out of barbarism and bought for us 

airships and tunnels, the earth and all that lives thereon! Then they that know the Lord truly and 

love him, hide their love as a treasure, shamefacedly, secretly, even as a young girl hides her 

love for her lover.”48 The young lovers in the Song of Songs, always eluding each other, folds 

into a modern story of faith in the face of the threat of technological dystopia. “Listen to the 

voices of God speaking within you. Close your eyes. See no more spectacles and machine 

pictures. See the light of God flaming within your heart,”49 the prophetic voice of Hadassah 

warned. It is all too easy to lose sight of the light of God—the light that women bring in as they 

close their eyes to light the Sabbath candles—and be blinded by the technological. Though God 

could not be seen in the fire, God’s presence could be felt.50 

Like the ancient Rabbis, in Book of the Nations, Sampter was trying to discipline vision, 

“Hadassaizing” the way women could see themselves and their world.51 At the end of Sampter’s 

divine locution, the prophetess turns to Isaiah’s famous vision of the messianic era when swords 

will become plowshares and spears turn to pruning-hooks.52 Sampter’s Edomite proclaims: “that 

day dawneth!” Do not be fooled, the prophetess warned, the redemption may come at the hands 

of women and children, sending medical supplies and tending the sick. As the “rabble of slaves” 



 66 

could be redeemed from Egypt, so it is again today, at the hands of women and children: “This is 

for a sign: The forty thousand in the Land of Israel. This is for a sign: The hundreds of thousands 

banded together through all the lands of all the earth, banded together to redeem my people. 

Comfort ye, comfort ye, O my people, your redeemer comes. Say to my people: I come. It is I, 

and no false prophet. It is I, and no deceiver. I myself shall lead you into your land. I shall be 

your redeemer. And I shall speak by the mouths of children, or I shall speak by the mouths of 

councilors. Whoever speaks the words of my salvation, he shall be to you for a leader.”53 

Hadassah was the redeemer that cometh, bringing salvation through comforting salves. What 

women lacked in terms of the stereotypical characteristics of great political leaders who could 

usher in a new age, they made up through intimate acts of care that could transform Palestine 

starting from the meekest and weakest.  

 

Pioneering Daughters in the Motherland and Heroines of the Jewish People 

Sampter was not Hadassah’s only prophetic voice. Irma L. Lindheim, a millionaire 

mother of five, and Hadassah’s second National President, mixed her knowledge of Rabbinics 

and belief in technological progress to present Hadassah as a salvific force. For the News Letter 

issue that celebrated fifteenth anniversary of Hadassah’s founding, Lindheim told Hadassah’s 

history through the Biblical story of Esther.54 “Jewish self-realization-Esther-Hadassah-Persia-

America-Palestine. The same picture, the same story, the same struggle from darkness to light, 

the same renewal of hope that comes with the springtime.” Lindheim explains the story of Esther 

as the precedent for Hadassah’s transnational philanthropy: “Tradition says of her names, Esther 

as well as Hadassah, were descriptive of her virtues. She was called Hadassah, or Myrtle, 

because ‘her good deeds spread her fame abroad, as the sweet fragrance of the myrtle pervades 
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the air in which it grows.’”55 Though she doesn’t attribute the source, Lindheim quotes a passage 

from Louis Ginzberg’s Legends of the Jews, a collection of various midrashic sources, that melts 

the dreams of Hadassah’s founders in 1912 into that of an ancient dreamer, Mordecai, the uncle 

of Queen Esther.56 She does not claim the title, but she steps into the role of midrashist: 

“Mordecai, the rabbis tell us, before he demanded that Esther appear before the king to plead the 

cause of her people, remembered a dream he had had when he had fallen asleep after weeping 

and lamenting the miseries of the Jews in the Dispersion.” The dramatic dream, a nation covered 

in darkness and a venomous snake about to destroy the people of Israel were saved by hurricanes 

from each of the world’s four corners which “cover[ed] the snake as clothes cover a man” and 

destroyed it, allowing the sun to shine once again upon the nation. This passage, in which a 

snake of anti-Semetism, threatening to devour the Jews, was destroyed by textiles that enveloped 

it, seems to be a fittingly gendered legend to serve as a midrashic history of Hadassah. Lindheim, 

unsurprisingly, stopped short of quoting the lines that followed in the Rabbinic writing, in which 

Esther wavers in action because of what Mordecai had previously taught her: “a Jewish woman, 

captive among the heathen, who of her own accord goes to them, loses her portion in the Jewish 

nation.”57  

True to Rabbinic midrashic style, Lindheim chose her own interpretation, following the 

dream with the connection back to the starting point, Hadassah: “Strengthened by the 

recollection of this dream, Mordecai armed Esther with the belief that right is might and gave her 

the strength to avert the fate that was threatening her people.” Henrietta Szold, Lindheim 

proclaimed, was today’s Mordecai, the dreamer who recognized the “venom” of anti-Semitism. 

The organization she built became Esther, who actualized the dream, the “hod-carriers and 

bricklayers” for a Jewish future.  
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Should women feel such seemingly menial work as inglorious? As Lindheim explained 

relying on the “mother’s instinct of the Jewish women of America,” Hadassah took on the role of 

mother to the mothers of Palestine, the not-always-glamorous but essential tasks of tending to the 

physical health of babies and their mothers, aided by the tools and methods of modern science. 

She rhetorically asks: “In the building of a nation should the woman be satisfied with just 

healing? But women understand the art of healing, and nation building is but a vague 

abstraction—so it came about that the health of Palestine became the responsibility of the women 

of Hadassah. The responsibility was not a vague one. It was specific and it was heavy.” Without 

each woman’s contribution, each month, babies or the ill in Palestine would suffer or die. “Not 

heroic perhaps, and yet before our great men became great they were tended and scrubbed and 

diapered by their mothers,” and Hadassah would be such mothers to those populating the 

incipient nation. Mothers were up to the task of turning a dream into a reality: just as “between 

conception and birth,” mothers do not just dream of the future but also care for the babies in their 

wombs, making sure the dream would not “die of attrition.” As women were hailed, they’d 

answer the call: as mothers, as healers, and as the attendants to the physical bodies of their 

people. But through her story, Rabbinic in content and style, she shows that the caretakers of the 

body were also thinkers, charting the repeated history of Jewish self-realization in text and 

practice. 

Lindheim mixed the language of Biblical Creation and of American technological 

creation58 in a series of letters she wrote to her children during her travels throughout Palestine. 

In his forward to the book, Immortal Adventure, Stephen S. Wise explains the title through the 

language of memory and prophecy: "Verily, a land could not so thrill and enthrall, if it were not 

a symbol, memory and prophesy [sic] alike, of immortal things.”59 Lindheim’s account, 
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according to Wise, was “[n]ot the voice of the Motherland crying for her children,--but the voice 

of one of her daughters crying to the Motherland, out of a heart of love and pity and, above all, 

out of faith which comes from understanding.” Lindheim’s first person was a journey through 

the re-birth of “an immortal people” into a land that was likewise in the process of rebirth.60 

Lindheim’s account was full of the natural sublime, in which Palestine exceeded even the 

grandest of the American continent.61 “I have ceased to wonder at the prophets,” Lindheim states 

as she describe the majestic beauty of the sunset over the mountains in Palestine. Unlike the 

Rocky Mountains, which filled her mind with “thoughts that were winged which crowded 

through my mind [and…] led away from earth, and peopled a realm of fantasy,” the Mountains 

of Moab were fundamentally different. She had stepped back in time: she did not stand before a 

completed Grand Canyon where “no touch of man is needed to add to the artistry of the Creator” 

but rather, “unpopulated barren country.” Palestine, like a young female body, was a fertile land, 

laying ready and waiting to be transformed by a masculine science. Lindheim observed: “On 

through a glorious valley, rich in water and so in verdure. Water is synonymous with life in 

Palestine. Trees, fruits, flowers grow as if by magic when there is water to feed their roots. The 

ground can bear everything if only it is given moisture. Climate and sun have been given to this 

little land; the power of science must provide the rest.”62 

Hadassah, daughters of this land however far away, now had the opportunity to be among 

its re-creators, builders and artists, rather than the canvas: “You long to translate the aesthetic 

values into life. You turn from a view that is as unique as it is inspiring, and you plan and think 

of ways to make the spot on which you stand, a garden instead of a waste place, a home instead 

of a stony mound. Man becomes a partner in creation. That is the secret, the thrill of the scenery 

of Palestine. It evokes action, it makes of man a creator.”63 Hadassah, the creator-mothers of 
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Palestine, presented a gendered twist on the standard narrative of technological creation: They 

were cleaning up the filth, ignorance, fatalism, and “lack of organization and order” that was 

characteristic of “life of the East,” which “the prophets railed against [when they encountered] 

the ways of the land.”64 Home economists and the grand technologist, would work together, to 

“assimilate Nature,”65 and as I will discuss below, the “filthy and ignorant” natives. 

 

Mothers and Sisters Tending a New Temple 

As two prominent men wrote in 1923, prior to the arrival of Hadassah, a hospital in 

Palestine was not a modern medical facility committed to science but a “Hekdesh.” This Hebrew 

term originally referred to Temple-related property but, in the post-Temple era, came to connote 

religious charities. To call a hospital in Palestine a “Hekdesh” was to say that a stay there was 

more likely a death sentence than a source of healing: one would have to pray, for example, that 

illness did not strike during a holiday like Passover, when the hospital would close its doors to 

observe the festival regardless of the needs of patients.66 Hadassah, in other words, was heralding 

a new, modern, sanitary future.67 In Hadassah’s Rabbinic project, the world need not look back 

nostalgically to “a halcyon temple past”68: they would create it anew. 

Hadassah’s Straus Health Center, built between 1927 and 1929, became a proud symbol 

of Jewish modernity that Szold hailed a “Temple of Health.” This temple was not a place for old 

cultic ritual or ineffective charity for the sick; rather, it looked forward to the fulfillment a moral 

vision aided by science and technology that could not only cure but also prevent illness and 

social ills alike. The title of the article describing the dedication ceremony of the new facility, 

“Hanukat Habayit,” is a Hebrew double entendre: it translates as “dedication” but is also a 

phrase for the sacred work in the ancient Jewish Temple. In Hadassah’s hands, the sacred 
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tending to God’s house morphed into the care for the sick, to which women had something 

essential to contribute.69  

The new Temple of Health was more than a hospital. As Henrietta Szold described, it 

was a center for preventative medicine, which meant it was not just a place to cure disease but 

also the larger ills of society. To do so required larger social reform and education that Hadassah 

based on a combination of science and Jewish ethics, which, Szold suggested, both have 

universal applicability. Quoting Szold’s speech at the ceremony, the News Letter reinforced the 

compatibility between heath objectives and Jewish tradition: “In Jewish ethics the inciter to evil 

is regarded as worse than the evildoer. The converse must be true as well: The inciter to good 

deeds is greater than he who executes them.” The speech connects this Jewish ethical maxim to a 

public health aphorism applicable in a pluralistic society: “This temple to Preventative Medicine, 

the People’s Health University, in the Holy City of many millions of the world’s peoples, is the 

crowning of Nathan and Lina Straus’s aspiration to [show…] communities in the New and the 

Old World [that…] an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.” None too subtly, Szold 

presents Judaism and Jews as ecumenical, philanthropic, and at the cutting edge of science, 

writing a new wisdom literature for the modern world. She “pledges the American Women’s 

Zionist Organization to crown its own work similarly, by centralizing its preventative 

undertakings” and directing them effectively to educate the public “in the art of hygienic living.” 

The language of crowning is used repeatedly in the News Letter to suggest the nobility of 

Hadassah, which brought honor and dignity to the not-yet-modernized subjects of its uplift 

project.70  

One need not go to the Temple to find shrines to Hadassah around Jerusalem. From her 

post on the ground in Jerusalem, Bertha Landsman described her infant welfare stations in the 
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Old City, with room for doctor consultations, milk preparation, baby weighing, and a bed for 

delivery, as cheerful, pleasant, sunny, and colorful. There, mothers would chatter and look out at 

the idyllic hills from the porch as nurses instructed them in topics from nutrition to dental care. It 

was a marketed contrast to photos throughout the News Letter showing dirty streets where 

swarms of poor Jews dressed in dark colors stood out against large blocks of Jerusalem stone.71 

In an exuberant essay titled “Joie de Vivre,” Tamar de Sola Pool described the brightness that 

Hadassah nurses brought to their work, both through their light blue uniforms and their positive 

dispositions. They also brought a homey-ness to the hospital setting, a tone set by the nurses, like 

“godmothers” to the people of Palestine,72 who were bringing new life to a downtrodden place. 

The News Letter reported that Hadassah’s work all around Palestine was “the living 

monument to Henrietta Szold, and to the Jewish womanhood of America.”73 As one American 

Hadassah member, Fannie Van Vliet of San Francisco, wrote after visiting Palestine, Hadassah 

brought “a sheltering hand” and “a sympathetic soul” into the lives of the “overburdened souls” 

who benefited from its sanitation and home economics education, its home delivery of sterile 

milk and food for babies, its maternity facilities for safer birthing, and its care for the needy and 

infirm. The “living monument” language speaks volumes about the Hadassah project: far from a 

remnant of a battle lost, made of inert stone, Hadassah’s institutions brought a scientifically 

sound ethic of care that vibrantly testified to the spirit, if not presence, of American women.74  

These visitors were more than tourists. Rather, Hadassah had a pilgrimage culture.75 In 

addition evocative descriptions in texts and enactments in pageants that would connect 

Americans virtually to the Holy Land, the News Letter advertised educational cruises and tours, 

with information for tourists on how to arrange visits to Hadassah operations.76 As I have 

suggested, Hadassah’s leadership and the rank and file wrote reports of their travels that were 
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filled with awe and excitement, of the magic of the Holy Land and of the modern efficiency and 

kindness of Hadassah’s activities, reinforcing Hadassah’s combination of scientific and Jewish 

values with feminine virtues. “It can no more be described to others than the color of the rainbow 

to a blind man,” wrote (Mrs. N.) Miriam Rome of Worcester after her trip in 1923, picturing 

Hadassah like the miracle of sight. Another, (Mrs. F.) Fannie Garfield from Norfolk, Virginia 

had “a fever of excitement to rush home and tell my Chapter what I had seen,” that even the sick 

looked happy and satisfied because of the quality of care they were receiving. Miss Rebecca 

Blumenthal of Chicago, Illinois and Sarah Kussy of Newark, New Jersey took note of 

Hadassah’s benevolent ecumenism, tending to the Arabs and Jews alike.77 Hadassah was 

invested in “sistering” those in Palestine through their medical and spiritual religion.78 

Both strands, the medical and the spiritual, existed together in Hadassah’s vision of itself. 

In a speech delivered to Hadassah nurses in Palestine, Lindheim reinforced the message of 

sacred medical work to those tending patients on the ground. In a printed summary of her 

address at the Nurses’ Home in Jerusalem on September 17, 1927, titled “Knowledge and Faith,” 

Lindheim began by assuring them of the continued devotion of American women to them, listing 

a few examples of the sacrifices of American women of limited means to support their work.79 

Through the reports she would bring back and spread across America in the News Letter, that 

devotion would only grow: if only they could all see what was unfolding, a narrative of 

technological creation80 and the liberation story of Exodus. Lindheim described her own modern 

version of the Israelites arriving in the Promised Land, flying over the desert expediently with 

her mind on the wanderings of her ancestors, who engaged in the same “hard fight with Nature, 

which defies us” but, without modern science. All the Israelites had was faith; today, emotion 

and “Stimmung” alone were not enough, they needed the “expert ‘Wissenschaft,’ proper 
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administration and organization, order, discipline.” For the re-conquering of the land, the 

scientific values and the emotional energy must combine with communal synergy, “the bond of 

inner unity among all the thousands of Jews who have come here from various parts of the 

Diaspora to build up the country” and those who work for Palestine from America. 

Sampter related differently to “medical mothering,” or perhaps “sistering,” than 

Lindheim. For Sampter, the Medical Temple was a new place to feel God’s love and light.81 “To 

me it was almost worth the discomfort of a serious illness that I might spend several weeks as a 

patient, in the ranks of patients, in our own Hadassah Hospital in Jerusalem—the Rothschild 

Hospital,” Sampter wrote in an essay for the Bnai Israel Bulletin of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 

December 1921, which was reprinted in the News Letter the following month.82 Sampter turned 

the infirmity of her body into an opportunity to promote Hadassah’s work and to show the 

spiritual sublime that was possible inside Hadassah’s modern temples of health. The essay “Bed 

Number Six” describes her time in the women’s ward where she was ministered by nurses who 

went by the title of “Ahiot,” sisters in Hebrew. Most of the nurses she encountered were not 

American but young natives, trained in Hadassah’s nursing school. While some accustomed to 

American standards may criticize them for “lack[ing] the dignity one expects in a trained nurse,” 

Sampter praises their meek and unassuming natures, efficient activity and overabundance of 

“loving kindness,” which more than compensated. The phrase “loving kindness” is religious 

language, a common translation of the Hebrew term ḥesed, an attribute of God and of the 

righteous. These nurses made even a hospital into a comfortable Jewish home, where women 

consecrated Shabbat: “The little blue nurse comes into the women’s ward carrying a tray full of 

unlighted candles. She goes from bed to bed. ‘Blessed art Thou—’ Now that is the Ashkenazic 

widow, worrying over her three little boys at home, who has put a towel over her head for a cap, 
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and blesses her candle. Then she smiles at me through the mist in her blue eyes. ‘Gut Shabbos’—

‘Shabbat shalom!’ ‘It is my turn. God bless Hadassah! And forgive me if I am too proud of 

her!’”83 Shabbat, “the greatest of all Jewish institutions,”84 is traditionally figured as a woman,85 

but not as a sexualized lover but a caring sister or mother. The choice was not between electricity 

and darkness: the utopian possibilities shone most brightly through spiritual energies and loving 

progress.86 

 

Parenting From A Distance: Tending to the Home (Land) and Nurturing its Future  

The very substance of Hadassah’s work was vital, life-giving, and American Jews were 

doing it from far as well as near. As influential American Jewish educator Alexander M. 

Dushkin wrote in the News Letter in 1923, aside from the Hadassah Medical Unit, American 

Jewry served as an unreliable “milch cow” to Palestine. Unlike Eastern European Jewry, who 

gave “precious gifts, [and were] the example of moral courage and self-sacrifice,” Americans 

usually provided “the dead dollar, the passing tourist, and the occasional ‘expert’ administrator.” 

The “Greatest Mother in Israel,” Hadassah, was the exception to the rule: “It has given 

Palestinian Jews a faith in the moral fibre of American Jewry. It redeemed the soul of American 

Israel in Palestine because it showed that beneath our coat of smugness and apparent obtuseness 

there is a vibrant soul, capable of as great personal sacrifice as any other Jews.” This 

representative of the American soul was there to tend to the bodies of Palestine “wherever there 

was danger to health or life.”87 

It is no accident that Dushkin invoked the metaphor of the “milch cow.” Milk, a symbol 

of both maternity and biblical promise, was a main focus of Hadassah’s maternity and infant 

care. In the first decade of its existence, Hadassah set up Tipat Ḥalav (A Drop of Milk) infant 



 76 

wellness clinics, which imported modern, scientific standards of care from America to Palestine. 

An image of “The Donkey Express,” used to carry pasteurized milk from a central pasteurization 

kitchen to mothers and clinics across Palestine, became iconic of Hadassah’s work. The image 

conjoined the humble, Old World figure of the donkey with a celebrated modern innovation: 

pasteurized milk, which symbolized the ability of modern science to uplift and save, since the 

purification of milk eliminated many diseases.88  

But if the flashiest new technologies undergirded Hadassah’s milk purification work in 

Palestine, women and girls across America contributed materially through the much older 

technology of needle and thread, turned ritual. During the national campaign of 1922, Hadassah 

solicited funds for infant welfare work by sending around 10,000 white satin bags, which were 

cut in the shape of milk bottles by Hadassah women, stamped with the Hadassah logo, and then 

sewn by the girls of the Hebrew Technical School in New York City.89 These symbolic milk 

bottles were disseminated to encourage Americans to contribute funds to the ongoing infant 

welfare work in Palestine. The campaign was publicized widely and was featured in at least one 

chapter’s comedic play, “Hadassah School for Husbands,” in which a chorus of milk bags sings 

to the tune of “Santa Lucia”: “When Whiting’s, Hoods’ or Deerfoot (Use names of local milk 

concerns.)/Leave morning’s quart of milk/So that your little babies/Have skins as soft as 

silk,/Think of the Jewish babes/Growing up across the sea,/Soon men and women/Of the new 

Zion to be./ Drop in a penny then/For each good quart you take,/ And of the babies in Zion/Let 

us a strong youth make.”90 Use names of local dairies, the play instructed: make your 

performance for the cause local, bring it to life, to send funds for Jewish life in the Holy Land. 

The traditionally feminine act of sewing physically linked Hadassah women in America 

to the medical system in Palestine. A 1928 article reported that approximately 800 sewing circles 
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made up of members of all ages, from Hadassah buds (ages 12-18) to adults, worked on behalf of 

the Palestine Supplies Department. Sewing linens and garments for hospitals and the general 

population of Palestine, women took part in a technological system that brought them closer to, 

or as one article imagined, transformed them into, ḥalutzot (pioneers). By taking part in the 

sewing circles, women demonstrated “their devotion to Eretz Yisroel,”91 nursing their kin from 

afar. 

 

Bringing Light to Darkness: Raising-Up the Childlike  

If the technological sublime was a blinding light, in the News Letter’s photographs and in 

its rhetoric, the inhabitants of Palestine were depicted in darkness. Hadassah was the mother of 

hybrids, bringing together different eras of human existence: “Here you see the Biblical period 

and the scientific period side by side. I wonder how the people treated in the hospitals react to 

the absolute modernity of it all,”92 Lindheim wrote in Immortal Adventure. A model of linear 

progress, with its gains and losses, yet living side by side, was a central tension within the 

Hadassah project. The redemption narrative that Hadassah forwarded was not one that hoped to 

reach a Prelapsarian garden:93 the place they longed to return to was not Genesis’ finished 

creation but a post-Exodus land the Jews could reform.94  

In a story of contrasts, Irma Lindheim wrote that while she was on her way to get a 

manicure in Jerusalem, she spotted an Arab woman picking fleas out of her child’s hair. The 

seventeenth century Spanish painter Murillo had painted such scenes, she notes. Had he been 

there with them, “he would have described the loss which the world was suffering. No 

picturesqueness, no dirt, no fleas to paint. Just a room of inlaid marble. Big and sanitary and 

clean. Porcelain washstands, white enameled tables, carefully sterilized instruments of steel. The 
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modern Jerusalem.”95 With progress Hadassah had destroyed something, and yet, she celebrated 

what was being cleaned and cleared to produce a better future. Lindheim commented on her trip 

that she had gained a new appreciation for archaeology, a science that “uncovers the past and so 

helps to clear a way for the future.”96 It is this impulse that Kohenet would one day try to undo, 

rendering archaeology a means to recover what had been cleared away to bring about an 

enchanted future. 

As science was juxtaposed to superstition, Ashkenazi Jews were compared, favorably, to 

the inferior easterners, both Jews and Arabs, who relied on “amulets and conjuring formulas,” as 

well as “barbaric” healing practices.97 In what she called a “typical” example of the 

“superstitions and foolish customs” of women from the East, infant welfare nurse Rachel Pesah 

describes the foreignness of technology with images that one could imagine to see in a cartoon: 

“Of divisions of time and the clock the women have no notion whatever. A thermometer to them 

is an instrument which draws out the fever or a cigarette of some kind whose failure to give forth 

smoke constitutes unfathomable mystery.”98 Pesah’s comments stink of eugenics but blurs 

questions of tradition with inheritance: “And so the young generation grows up broken in body 

and spirit, a degenerate generation which carries on its tradition of filth and ignorance.” Like the 

modernist anthropologists who blamed culture not biology for lowliness, even the lowliest in 

Palestine were redeemable through education.99  

Hadassah directed its scientific parenting, informed by American traditions, towards its 

children abroad. In Palestine, Hadassah hosted contests with prizes for “Better Babies,” 

replicating a practice popular across America. Unlike in America, however, prizes were not 

awarded to “the best-developed babies,” because conditions in Palestine as well as disparities in 

ethnic background would make the competition unfair: “What might be considered a well-
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developed Yemenite baby would be below par if its parentage were Ashkenazic, from Poland, or 

Russia, or Germany. Prizes, therefore, cannot yet be distributed for babies but to the mothers—

not for the best results, but for the greatest effort put forth.”100 Since the aim was pedagogical, 

naming winners based on babies would be contrary to the goal, and end up frustrating the 

mothers they were trying to inspire.  

The News Letter reinforced the message that through obedience to medical authority, the 

people of Palestine could climb the evolutionary ladder.101 The remedy to their “filth and 

ignorance” was to combat their “degenerate” traditions through Hadassah’s public health 

education and through preventative medicine, hailed by former Hadassah Medical Organization 

director E.M. Bluestone as “one of the proudest achievements of modern history.”102 Moreover, 

Dr. Bluestone noted, “The eagerness of communities to make proper use of medical inventions 

and discoveries may now be taken as an index of their culture.” In the News Letter, there are 

periodic comments that show annoyance at the lack of acceptance for the authority of science 

over superstition: “The natives have more confidence in amulets and conjuring formulas than in 

the instructions of physicians and nurses.”103 

By taking authority away from superstitious mothers and placing it on “godmothers” like 

those little blue “sisters,” and by moving the site of education out of the home and into public 

spaces like modernized schools and hospitals, Hadassah strove to remake Palestine into an 

orderly, unified community. One article recounted a nurse’s instructions to mothers: “‘Don’t take 

advice from your mothers or mothers-in-law. . . . Come and ask us your questions.’”104 While in 

America, Hadassah would try to relink chains of knowledge transmission from mother to 

daughter, in Palestine it was necessary to break those bonds. 
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Public spaces, more easily controllable, came to substitute the home as sites of health and 

hygiene education. In its public activities, Hadassah promoted an Ashkenazi, Americanized 

vision of how Jews should live, erasing local heritage105. Hadassah used its founding holiday to 

bring all of Palestine together in the cause of healthy living. Purim became Health Day, an 

annual celebration featuring events and exhibitions held at schoolhouses, synagogues, and other 

venues across the land. A 1925 News Letter article, for example, described a full schedule of 

lectures and demonstrations that covered different health topics each day and brought together 

people of all ages, backgrounds, and professions. There were talks by physicians, male and 

female, some for women only, presumably on issues of women’s health. The article reported the 

exact numbers of sites, physicians, and participants, listing the range of people who attended. 

“The audiences were drawn from all strata of the population, from both the old and the new 

settlement. There were Ashkenazim of the old type, Haluzim, Sefardim, Yemenites, Bokharans, 

Kurds.” In Tiberias, the program even attracted Arab women, which was a mark of ecumenical 

success.106  

 Newspapers spread the message of Health Day, striking a range of notes to have a broad 

appeal. Printed mottos such as “Cleanliness is length of days” and “Cleanliness brings economic 

prosperity” were interspersed between articles written by physicians. Health Day organizers 

produced leaflets and brochures with titles such as “Ten Commandments on Personal Hygiene” 

and “Rules of the Game of Health.” Health was a new religion for Palestine, with its own 

doctrines and dogmas. Health Day had something for everybody, the article declared, from “the 

educators, the city and governmental authorities, the health agencies, the physicians, the dentists, 

the druggists, the pharmacists, the engineers, the architects, the shopkeepers, the housewives—to 
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the whole public.”107 All of these members of the Jewish community in Palestine came together 

to learn better living through chemistry, brought by Hadassah. 

At Health Day, Hadassah put its values on display. One of the most popular exhibits 

takes us back to the heart of the Hadassah mission: maternity care and infant welfare. As the 

private space of the home was put on public view, the exhibit used technology to moralize: it 

presented model rooms in the house of “Mrs. Don’t Care” and “Mrs. Do Care.” The bad 

mother’s house was crowded, filthy, unsanitary, disorganized, and populated by animals and 

children—a veritable pigsty. The good mother’s home was white, clean, and properly middle 

class. Rational religion and science were celebrated while their “others”—whether magic, 

pseudo-science, superstition, or any number of pejorative labels to describe the practices of 

eastern women—were put down.108 In Mrs. Do Care’s home, Hadassah celebrated the way of life 

and values of the American middle class in opposition to the eastern other.109 Through displays 

and exhibits, Hadassah in Palestine disrupted the boundaries between public and private, 

protecting the health of people in Palestine through hygiene regimes that were inseparable from 

other kinds of antiseptic cleansing, directed at a range of primitive beliefs and practices. 

American women deconstructed secularism’s dividing line between the women’s sphere and the 

public at the expense of a racialized other.110 

 

Adoptive and Kibbutzian Motherhood 

As in the era of Republican motherhood in America, when women were imagined to 

shape future citizens who would be obedient yet independent, parental authoritarianism met 

strands of communitarianism.111 In Palestine, “parents” and “children” had a lot to offer each 

other. Lindheim spoke in the language of typical modernist discourse, painting Palestine, as 
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Louis Brandeis put it, as a “social laboratory […for experimentation] with new forms of 

economic and political democracy.”112 Capitalism could be dispensed with in a land where the 

community was valued over the individual: the millionaire heiress found a better life on a 

Kibbutz. The utopia the Kibbutz represented was communitarianism, which would have a 

positive affect on human nature.113 Most importantly, it would liberate women,114 freeing them 

from a cycle of life that “revolves without evolving.” In Palestine, Lindheim saw evolution in 

action: “I saw in front of me the picture Van Loon drew in his Story of Mankind, the zigzag path 

which traces the growth of animal life from shapeless amoeba to godlike man, and I thought of 

the terrific struggle man has had to evolve into something better than himself.”115 In a place 

where both nature and culture were fundamentally different than America, where the former was 

a canvas to be shaped as though it were culture and the latter seemed to be ascending towards 

God, another kind of religion was possible.  

In the News Letter and in Immortal Adventure, Lindheim described life in Palestine in 

terms of sacred service to the collective: “It is communism without any political connotation. It 

is nationalism without any chauvinism.” Labor takes on an heir of dignity, invested with 

religious significance: “All labor is blessed, and blessed is the man who uses his hands and his 

head in service of his fellow men. It is a religion, but if religion is that which makes men go in 

quest of something which is higher and finer than the things they know, then the religion of the 

Chalutz is true religion.”116 This true religion was a particular one, framed not only by Jewish 

narratives but also the legal structure, revealed in a moment of liberation, whose spirit promoted 

man’s creative energy.117 In a language of civilization and “new order” mixed with 

Deuteronomic Codes and Exodus, Lindheim formulates a critique of secular enchantment, 

especially its effects on women.118 In the process of developing a revitalized civilization, if the 
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urge and goals are Biblical—and emphatically not socialist or communist—the method is 

scientific. For Lindheim, faith in science framed utopian possibilities119: science came to be an 

essential element of the prophetic mission to be "healers of the breach, the restorers of paths to 

dwell in.”120  

In a book touting dignified modernity, Lindheim is also attracted to an erotic freedom she 

finds in Palestine, at least one contained in the space of ritual. She described the “frenzy of 

religious ecstasy” of the Chasidic celebration Lag B’Omar, which morphed into a celebration 

that sounded like an all-night orgy.121 As “a great bonfire” was lit that “flared to the heavens,” 

the pioneers’ eroticism ignited in kind:122 “A signal was given, the crowd held its breath, a flame 

flared up in the darkness and pandemonium broke loose,” Lindheim wrote. “Women tore their 

ornaments off their necks and threw them into the fire. Bracelets, pins, armlets, all went as 

sacrifices into the fire. They danced, they cried out, they beat their breasts in their frenzy, and 

below, the men gathered new strength and drank and danced and sang.” It seemed thoroughly 

primitive, so against what she touted throughout Hadassah’s publications: “Nineteen hundred 

and twenty-five? It was easy, like Micah, ‘to despise them’ in your heart, and yet it was all done 

in utter sincerity and theirs was a spirit of camaraderie which included native Arabs and Jews 

and especially the Chalutzim. They came to Meron from every part of the country to celebrate 

the holiday of Lag Ba'Omer.”123 The generative potential was what was particularly thrilling: 

here sexuality was a means of “sistering,” creating kinship across the Holy Land.124 

 In her own way, Sampter also exuded the contradictions of liberal religion and made use 

of discourses of secularism: she celebrated the magic and enchantment of the deep wells of the 

Jewish spirit125 and promoted the suppression of primitive forms of culture that were antithetical 

to scientific progress and modern nationalism. Like Szold, Sampter dreamed of peace and 
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cooperation between Jews and Arabs in Palestine,126 holding out hope after Arab riots in 1920 

that the children of Ishmael and of Isaac, nations birthed of one father, could together build a 

“little shrine of peace to quiet the ramping empires” of East and West, “flesh and blood” who 

feel the same “need and hunger” at in an agrarian utopia. Years of the struggle for peaceful 

coexistence in Palestine, however, led her to promote the superior ethics of Jewish civilization.127  

Sampter’s sympathies lay with those usually described as most base, sexualized, and 

wild, the Yemenites whom she felt faced the most injustice because they were denied education 

and married young into polygamous relationships.128 In a column called “A Snap Shot,” Sampter 

described the “strange and romantic” Yemenite girl, Mazal, whom she employed part-time to 

help out with housework: as Mazal scrubbed dishes and washed vegetables on the floor, a 

strange habit of the east, Sampter sat above her in her chair, “tell[ing] her a fair[y]-story, in 

Hebrew, of knights and kings and queens and enchanted princesses.” The story, Sampter 

commented, was no more exotic than Mazal herself.129 In 1923, yearning for a family life, 

Sampter adopted a Yemenite girl who had been orphaned. She gave Tamar, her daughter, the life 

and education Sampter felt she should have, and Tamar made Sampter a mother, bringing the 

educational work she did for the Yemenite community to a new level of intimate care. However 

we, today, may judge the myopia of her universalism and other flaws of her political theology, 

Sampter strived to be as the salt of the earth. Hadassah, like the Jewish women’s spiritual 

communities I encounter today, contained kernels of both impulses: mighty savior and humble 

servant. The dance between cultural appropriation and spiritual universalism, too, resonates. 
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An Unconventional Family at Home 

Hadassah sought to create a big tent for American Jewish women: its materials and 

mission appealed as broadly as possible to American women, such that even the most assimilated 

of American Jews or to those who would not consider themselves Zionists would still find reason 

to contribute.130 Hadassah’s Rabbinic leaders, its mothers, served as models of knowledge, 

independence and skill for their people, however different the social and economic positions 

might have been.131 At the same time, they felt a responsibility to the Jewish people to not 

disappear by assimilating, and in response, they were careful to promote the importance of a 

Jewish home and the work of Jewish motherhood. Depending on who you read, there were 

different models, often told through Hadassah histories. 

As Szold explained in an interview in 1927, “[T]here has always been enough [cultural 

work] to bind the Hadassah membership together by means of what has come to be known as the 

‘Hadassah spirit,’ a spirit of harmony and unification which has attracted women from all ranks, 

even anti-Zionist women, and has made of them first, Hadassahites, and then convinced Zionists, 

to whom nothing Jewish in Palestine and outside of Palestine is strange.” 132 Szold explained that 

Hadassah’s successful growth was due to the personal relationships its structure engendered, the 

building of a kind of extended family: “The local groups were not left to their own devices. The 

national office had to be in almost personal touch with each group, sometimes with individual 

members. The impetus thus given from headquarters reached the group and was strong enough to 

be carried by the group to circles outside.”133 This was why Hadassah grew, Szold proclaimed, 

describing its mission as steadfast and constant.134  

The founder of this organization to mother Palestine was not a typical middle class 

American Jewess: Szold, the daughter of a Rabbi, was highly educated in secular and Jewish 
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subjects, and though she yearned to marry and have her own child, she never did.135 What she 

could offer to American Jewish women was a model of professionalism. As early Hadassah 

leader Lotta Levensohn wrote in 1930, Henrietta Szold, who began Hadassah meetings in her 

“own charming home,” was a “busy professional woman.”136 Szold trained women around her, 

most of whom “were distinguished more by their zeal than by any special capacity for the tasks 

before them,” to take on take on the new challenges of institution-building: “[W]omen 

accustomed to nothing more than simple housekeeping accounts became expert in financial 

affairs: leaders of small clubs learned to apply large-scale organization methods to Hadassah 

chapters with hundreds of members; girls too timid to stand up in open meeting became platform 

speakers….” Even those with professional training learned new skills and rose to the occasion: 

“[O]ffice workers became presiding officers; teachers, as well as writers, produced leaflets of all 

sorts and press material; lawyers led study groups; physicians found themselves in their 

element….”  Hadassah drew on the labor of “a great army of housewives,” who got to 

experience a broader world through their service, “expand[ing] their sympathies and their 

activities beyond their own homes and their local charities.” Szold and the organization she led 

were a model of democratic values, showing that every woman, no matter how “humble her 

education or abilities, could contribute something of value.” The work took self-sacrifice and 

discipline, and this army grew in character as they came to embody other “virtues” modeled by 

Szold: attention to detail, thoroughness, teamwork, modesty, humility, and selflessness. 

Hadassah’s cause was “a peculiar modern recurrence of the fitful fever of Messianism” and its 

leader, Szold, a new prophet for cultural and medical uplift.  

Lindheim had her own narrative of Hadassah’s past and future. After telling the story of 

Hadassah’s past through the story of Esther, discussed above, Lindheim declared that it was time 
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for a change. Hadassah is mature, she argued, and it was time to renew the emphasis on spiritual 

self-care. “It is not enough that Hadassah should devote itself to the physical health of Palestine. 

It must charge itself with the spiritual health of its own body here.”137 What would that self-care 

look like? The antidote to American women’s spiritual health was not what you might expect: it 

was not a vision of religious ritual or transcendental meditation. Instead, it was political power. 

“Hadassah must take its place in determining the future building of Palestine. Hadassah must 

help draw the plans of the structure which is to arise in Zion. The past fifteen years have given 

Hadassah the right to exert its suffrage in Zionist affairs. It has become an obligation on the part 

of Hadassah to do so.” It would no longer be sufficient for Hadassah’s spirit to waft on the 

breeze like pleasant-smelling myrtle: “With a membership of over thirty one thousand, Hadassah 

cannot remain passive and lose its votes by silence. Hadassah has a policy and it has a 

responsibility,” and the Rabbis provided them with a vision for what that responsibility entails.  

Lindheim drew on Rabbinic dictum, which defined what it meant for a man to be a Jew, 

and again drashed (reinterpreted) it for her own purpose, her own people, and their own 

intellectual and political needs: “The rabbis […] said that a man could not be a Jew without 

study; no more can one become a builder of Palestine without study.” It was not liturgy or 

Talmud that Hadassahites needed to know, but knowledge of all sectors of Hadassah’s work and 

the land and people in Palestine, and in particular, “the Arab question and the Jewish question, 

that deep, fundamental, all important question of what kind of a Palestine we want, whether a 

haphazard refuge to house those who are homeless or a Jewish commonwealth which is to reflect 

in the life of its citizens those standards of righteousness and justice and peace that we have 

always believed to be Jewish. Of all of these real knowledge is necessary. The answer is 

study.”138 This was, quoting Walt Whitman, the greater struggle that their success had mandated. 
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This millionaire mother of five could live a life of travel and Rabbinic study; for her flock, she 

appealed to an American ideology of hard work. 

 

Balancing Domestic Liberation and Protecting the Hadassah Spirit 

Baltimore native Mignon L. Rubenovitz, the wife of Conservative Rabbi Herman H. 

Rubenovitz, presented her own version of modernist and Americanized Zionist discourse that 

was conscious of the particular problems facing American, and Jewish, women. Rubenovitz was 

an educator, writer, preacher, and Judaica curator, who led Baltimore’s first Hadassah chapter, 

later founded the Boston chapter, and took on national leadership responsibilities such as serving 

as the senior advisor to Junior Hadassah. She presented hope that through Hadassah, there could 

be a shift in the dynamics of the Jewish family, freeing wives from sole domestic responsibility. 

From the comedic play, “Hadassah School for Husbands,” we get a sense of the democratizing 

work that Hadassah wished to do within the Jewish family. Here’s the scene: A line of husbands 

comes on stage, pushing baby carriages and singing lullabies. Throwing the baby under his arm, 

one husband sings an aria to the tune of “Ah, So Pure” from Martha, in which he complains 

about his wife’s perpetual absence, wishing she’d come home from Hadassah to broil a steak and 

wondering whether he needs to join Hadassah in order to see her. A wife, First Hadassah in a 

chorus of ladies, then begins her song, “I don’t want to win a bridge prize/Nor to make an ice-

box cake, Nor forever to be shopping/From these things I want a break. […] I will be the best of 

mothers,/ I will be the fondest wife;/ But my husband he must let me/ Make something out of my 

life.” With support, she can be do her duties inside the home and also “make something out of 

her life,”139 which meant opportunities outside the home.  

A model of women’s leadership, Rubenovitz also took to the pages of the News Letter to 
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emphasize the importance of Jewish women’s traditional roles. Rubenovitz described the 

changing purview of Jewish women: “The generation of Jewish women who preceded us lived 

within a magic circle whose circumference was rarely disturbed by things non-Jewish.” In the 

past, the home had been “the only sphere in which women moved and achieved. . . . Today there 

is no circumscribed area—physical or mental or spiritual.” This freedom came with a price: 

without knowledge of her religion, the modern Jewess would lose her positive relationship to 

Judaism. Women could now turn to books, promoted and reviewed in the News Letter, to re-

learn the Jewish tradition. One popular text was Deborah Melamed’s The Three Pillars, which 

Rubenovitz reviewed in the News Letter in 1927.  Rubenovitz deemed Melamed’s primer 

essential reading for the modern American Jewess, who was now disconnected from “the duties 

and privileges that have until our time comprised the life of the Jewish home-maker, mother, and 

wife.” The Three Pillars stepped in to fill the gap, instructing women on Jewish ritual, the Bible, 

and history. The Sabbath is given a central place as “the greatest of all Jewish institutions,” and 

the stages of a Jewish life cycle are outlined. The Jewess’s history and destiny were linked, 

Rubenovitz declared, and it was the job of American Jewish mothers to teach their daughters.140 

Nima Adlerblum, who had been born in Palestine and moved to America with her family 

in her early twenties, was the founder and director of Hadassah’s National Cultural and 

Educational Program. Adlerblum attended Columbia University, where she received Bachelors, 

Masters, and Doctorate degrees studying Jewish history and philosophy. She worked closely 

with John Dewey, whose ideas about environmental influence on a subject’s development 

influenced her work. Adlerblum was also a wife and mother to a daughter.141  

In Hadassah’s publications, Adlerblum presented Jewish history as the mirror for the 

American Jewish body politic, which was not based not on a static medieval past but an evolving 
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future.142 Adlerblum announced the dawning of a new Jewish era: “‘Back to nature’ was the 

slogan of the Romantics, ‘back to yourself’ is our present day gospel. This is the gospel of a 

Bergson, of a James, a Bernard Shaw, an Achad Ha’Am, of the philosopher as well as of the 

scientist, of the artist as well as of the Statesman,” Adlerblum wrote, before asking a question 

befitting a scholarly treatment. “But then the perplexity arises, what is the Jewish self?” 

Adlerblum brackets the answer, suggesting though she would not answer it, she knew where the 

answer could be found: “I feel that history properly understood would be the guide to the 

perplexed. By history I mean the living, moving streams and waves that come to knock at our 

shore, whispering the messages of old, not as commands but as poetical echoes of the far away 

distance. These echoes of the ancient nymphs inflame our hearts, kindle our imagination and 

whisper to us, Forward, Forward, Perpetuate the past, but do not repeat it.”143 

For Adlerblum, the medical program could not function without fundamental educational 

and cultural work. “Although it may not be obvious to casual observation, Hadassah has always 

been an educational institution,” she wrote. Knowledge of the Hebrew language, Jewish history, 

and Zionism, she explained, were essential to connect Americans to Palestine and to transform 

American women’s lives. “Participating in the reconstruction of Palestine, Hadassah women 

have introduced a new language, new interests, other significances into their lives. Zionism, 

Palestine, the Jewish people—the consciousness of these words influences our lives from day to 

day, as we use them more and more.”144 With eyes set on Palestine, Hadassah women were 

providing themselves with new purpose, enriching their daily existence, and gaining new skills. 

Adlerblum wanted to create a Jewish civilization within America that moved the Jewish people 

moved forward, creatively, away from a static past that led to death.145 
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Adlerblum’s argument for how to revolutionize the Jewish civilization, how to produce a 

sense of the Jewish self, was through women. She wrote, “A new light has been shed upon 

Jewish history. It is no longer the history of a dispersed, suffering, persecuted people, but a 

history which translates itself into hopes, persistence, and self-preservation.” Mothers would be 

key architects of this future. By educating American mothers, Hadassah leaders hoped they 

would instruct their children in how to see the Jewish people anew.  

The strategy for transforming American Jewish women’s lives rested not only on new 

skills and knowledge, but also on renewed spiritual life and ritual practice. In her 1923 article “A 

Tree Planted on the Streams of Water,” an allusion to Psalm 1:3, Adlerblum portrayed a morally 

upright man living by the laws of God as a tree who is happy, bears fruit, maintains health, and 

prospers. She wrote of the growing purview of American women, who were becoming not only 

mothers of children but, through Hadassah, mothers of the Jewish nation: “Her instinct for 

creation has suddenly widened itself and she yearns to create not merely a child but a nation. The 

concrete embodiment of these yearnings took the shape of Hadassah.” If the language of “the 

living monument” emphasized the religious values embodied in a Temple of Health, here 

Adlerblum described how the modern Jewish woman could absorb these same values to act as a 

healer and creator for herself and her people. To do so, she would draw on modern technologies 

like motor power and age-old sweat of the brow, enabling women to transform “feeble . . . 

impulses, dreams, and feelings” into “concrete monuments” that would change the face of Jewry: 

“[Hadassah] is the medium whereby the individual submerges into the whole and the whole 

expresses itself through the individual. It is a double process of creation and self transformation, 

of cure and self-cure,” Adlerblum wrote. Matching the discourse used in Palestine but now 

addressed to the spiritual uplift of Americans, she continued, “The soul becomes so transformed 
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in the process of the task that Hadassah has evolved a new type of Jewish woman—a type which 

by helping perpetuate her own people is recreating her own self. A Jewish community with a 

Hadassah in its midst is like ‘a tree planted on the streams of water.’ Plant a Hadassah Chapter in 

a community and the Jewish blood flows with new vigor through its veins.”146 Adlerblum shifts 

from transcendental language reminiscent of Emerson, wherein the individual and the whole 

merge; echoes of American spirituality and the therapeutic culture of New Thought and Christian 

Science; 147 and a Psalm, in order to show how Hadassah’s work reinvigorates the American 

woman and the American Jewish community more broadly.148 Jewish women didn’t need to 

formulate “material identity”149 but to strive for a spiritual identity; while women, like the 

inferior others in Palestine, were so often cast as “natural” and material, Adlerblum uses the 

figurative language of Jewish scripture to transform the feminine into the sacred, the textual. 

Like the Torah, the tree of life, this is how Hadassah would grow. 

While Lindheim adventured through Palestine, Adlerblum toured American Jewish 

communities in unexpected places like Bangor, Maine and North Adams, Massachusetts. In 

these places, Hadassah chapters were growing “like the plant of Jonah,” a gift from God to bring 

physical comfort to the prophet who has finally decided to fulfill his mission.150 Not only was 

Hadassah an outgrowth of a prophetic mission, it was an essential element of Jewish cultural 

renewal, connecting generations of women alienated from Judaism and each other by the 

disruptiveness of immigration and assimilation. Hadassah was the language able to bridge 

Yiddish-speaking grandmothers and their Americanized “bobbed-haired grand-daughters.” 

Furthermore, the women she encountered at Hadassah events performed Jewish family rituals in 

these public settings: sitting under the “vacillating lights of an old candelabra,” they ate gefilte 

fish and challah and listened to the songs of a cantor. Jewish holidays like “Hanucah, Purim, 
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[and] Fruit Day” were likewise reinvigorated through Hadassah and the community it created. A 

salve, a vitality, and a language for revitalization, Hadassah was the natural sublime, capable of 

bringing relief after the disaster of the Great War and the perpetual suffering of Jewish exile. 

Hadassah was everywhere, a spiritual lifeblood seeping from town to town and sweeping across 

the globe, reframing the past and reformulating the present.  

Through programs like the annual Hadassah Sabbath in America, Hadassah cultivated 

some of the same spirit that Hadassah planted in its hospitals abroad, now in a more conventional 

religious setting. Whether Orthodox or Reform, rabbis and their congregants could rally behind 

Hadassah from pulpits nationwide: “There is something very beautiful in the conception of a 

Hadassah Sabbath—a day in the Synagogues of America dedicated to the organization whose 

service is healing.” By “knit[ting] Jewish women into Palestine through Hadassah,” more care 

could be provided to the sick and needy in Palestine, especially its children. The “net work [sic] 

of good” that connected American women’s philanthropic efforts to the healthcare initiatives in 

Palestine was also a network of spiritual light: “Every Sabbath shines because candles are lit; the 

Hadassah Sabbath will help illuminate Palestine.”151 While the biblical prophet Isaiah imagined 

Jews as a Chosen People, Hadassah saw American women as “a light to the nations,” with 

spiritual and moral insight to move the world toward scientific progress while reinforcing Jewish 

unity.  

 

Conclusion: In Whose Image? The Bodies and Thoughts of Prophetesses 

In an older draft, I found something I had buried in the footnotes. In the middle of tales of 

a journey through the desert, the encounter with the most magnificent natural beauty and 

freedom and spiritual fulfillment possible living on a Kibbutz, and reports about the filthy and 
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disorderly inhabitants Hadassah were working to uplift, there was a moment when Lindheim 

reported how she was received: “Every body is quite intrigued by the fact that I have been 

studying rabbinics. I wonder when women will be able to study professionally and not be 

regarded as curiosities.”152 Lindheim had begun studying at Rabbi Stephen S. Wise’s Jewish 

Institute of Religion as part of her dream to be the first woman rabbinical candidate.153 Inhabiting 

a man’s world of Rabbinic texts, Lindheim was cast as an oddity who was out of place and 

perhaps even unnatural, outside the natural order. What she reported people thought of her, she 

reflected onto the land she encountered and what she valued in herself, she demanded of her 

organization. It had been so easy to overlook these subtle clues about the role of text and body, 

but I began noticing patterns. 

I noticed that Sampter’s thought, too, was closely connected to her body. In June 1936, 

Mordechai Kaplan, Sampter’s long-time, long-ago teacher from America,154 recorded his 

thoughts about his visit to Sampter’s vegetarian convalescence home on a Kibbutz, G’vat 

Brenner, where he was impressed by her ideas and her Hebrew poetry.155 On a Shabbat that 

coincided with the Shavuot festival, which commemorates the Israelites receiving the Torah, he 

was honored with the task of reciting the blessings before eating. One of his tenets of his 

Reconstructionism was to dispense with the narrative of chosenness, which Kaplan viewed as a 

condemnation to always be “other.”156 Since chosenness was part of the standard Jewish liturgy, 

Kaplan rewrote it, but on this occasion he had a special improvisation in mind: “I had in mind to 

say in the Festival Kiddush ‘Who has sent us prophets of truth and bestowed upon us lofty 

aspirations’ in place of ‘who has chosen us, etc..’” Kaplan explained, but Sampter’s influence157 

gave him pause the impulse “to glory in ideals,” and instead spoke the words: “‘who redeems us 

from slavery and makes us rejoice in His salvation.’” 158 At the prophetess’ dining table, over 
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their food and the commemoration of receiving the Torah, he found himself impressed by her 

achievements yet disciplined by the values that animated her life, and recited a practical, humble 

theology.159 

Upon Sampter’s death in 1938, Kaplan reflected that he was taken off-guard by her 

passing: “The very fact of her having been able to hold out so long in spite of her frailty seemed 

to give promise of her being able to live on indefinitely, as it were.” Even with her “tremendous 

physical handicap” she had “achiev[ed] a rich and contentful life.”160 Sampter had for so long 

transcended her embodied limits, an act of will and faith, a rare feat that Kaplan admired. 

Sampter’s force was in spite of her body and how she was seen. She could not simply choose to, 

and how to, write her self; what she wrestled with was not simply her own will but social ideas 

about her.161  

These prophetess, like the others I met in the archives and in the flesh, were conscripted 

to be “of the body” before she could choose to work for the body as the leader of an organization 

that revolutionized medical care in Palestine, and for the soul of the world, for the future. In this 

chapter, I have tried to consider what women have made of their embodiment, the way they put it 

to work in their intellectual projects. Like the Rabbis, Hadassah’s leaders aspired to shape 

American women in their image, and the people of Palestine in the image of Americans. 

Scientific parenting meant women learned from their children as they worked to shape them. As 

the next chapters will show, in future eras, to accomplish the same goals, the same Biblical, 

Rabbinic, and scientific narratives would come to be reinterpreted anew. 
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Chapter 2 
In The Beginning, God Miscarried 

 

In February 2015, on the Upper West Side of New York City at Congregation B’nai Jeshurun, I 

attended an event, “Meet Me Again at Sinai Day of Learning,” in honor of the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of Dr. Judith Plaskow’s feminist theology Standing Again at Sinai. As the event’s 

program explained, “Plaskow is the first Jewish feminist to identify herself as a theologian,” and 

with the publication of her book in 1990, she had “sh[aken] the foundations of Jewish expression 

with its candid discussion of Jewish feminist theology.”1 Despite being told on her first day of 

graduate school by the formidable Rabbinics scholar Judah Goldin that “there is no such thing as 

Jewish theology,” Plaskow felt strongly that theology was the way to address “the fundamental 

questions” about what it means to be a human, a Jew, and a feminist.2 

“Entry into the covenant at Sinai is the root experience of Judaism, the central event that 

established the Jewish people,” Plaskow wrote in Sinai. It was also occasion for the Torah’s most 

“disturbing [verse] to the feminist,” Exodus 19:15 when Moses warned the people to stay away 

from women, who carried the threat of impurity.3 Through its “grammar and substance,” 

Plaskow wrote, “Moses’ admonition can be seen as a paradigm of what I have called ‘the 

profound injustice of Torah itself’”: this indication that men were the true recipients of Torah is 

the substrate for layers of commentaries and legislations that cement “the Otherness of women 

[at] the very center of Jewish experience.” As the “living memory” of the Jews, who recite and 

ritualize Revelation year after year, women must re-experience and be re-traumatized by 

exclusion over and over again.4 Even “the great champions of justice,” the Prophets, depict a 

powerful male disembodied God while his people, Israel, becomes “a harlot and adulteress, a 

faithless woman whoring after false Gods.”5 
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The tradition’s “silence,” its substantial omission of “women’s experience,”6 became an 

“invitation to experiment”7 in repairing Judaism by reconstructing a Jewish women’s past and 

integrating it into Jewish thought and practice.8 To rewrite the story to include “all Jews,” 

Plaskow chose three core components of Jewish thought as substrates, Torah, God, and the 

people Israel; reflecting her own added exclusion as a lesbian, Plaskow added a fourth category: 

sexuality. Her systematic theology, a metanarrative, pointed to particular Jewish techniques, 

liturgy and midrash, that could “reshap[e] Jewish memory”9 of the feminine divine and women 

as members of the “communal person”10 of Israel. Plaskow called on Jewish feminists to claim 

their authority as a community to write and create what has been missing, to “mold” and “receive” 

Jewish feminist tradition11 by their own standards of what counts.12 

Twenty-five years later, Standing Again called together a broad-based Jewish feminist 

community to reflect on where Jewish feminism had come from and where it was going. Its list 

of influential speakers was impressive and diverse, including journalists, academics, clergy 

people, and artists. The arenas of participation in Jewish feminism were likewise broad: those 

who had fought battles over or took paths opened up by battles over women’s ordination, 

formulated new liturgies with feminine God language, invented new rituals to honor women’s 

life cycle events, written scholarship and journalistic work, artists and comedians who acted as 

social commentators, and leaders of non-profits or synagogues.13 One of its co-sponsors was 

ImmerseNYC,14 and a session with Kohenet, represented by Jill Hammer and Shoshana Jedwab, 

was one of the options for morning prayers.  

Kohenet is a study in contrast with Plaskow’s systematic theology, which she described 

herself as a “theoretical form of spiritual expression”15 that was incumbent upon a collective: 

Kohenet is “full contact Judaism,”16 and it invests communal worth in individual, embodied 
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experience.17 That morning, Kohenet had brought stones and built a physical mountain to 

meditate on. When it came time for the Amidah, the backbone of Jewish liturgy,18 they replaced 

the set prayers with an invitation to go on a pilgrimage to Sinai, the mountain of stones sitting on 

a mirror in the center of the seats that circled it, reflect in the mirror on what was most difficult 

there for you, as an individual, and to take that piece to mediate on silently at your seat. For some 

Jewish feminists, accessing the divine through the material world was crossing a red line, 

entering into the territory of idol worship, with which they could not be associated.19 But, the 

room was filled with many curious faces, young and old, an impressive number of whom flooded 

the leaders afterwards to express how meaningful, exciting, and novel it was for them to make 

Sinai tangible.20  

This chapter, though, is not about Kohenet. Instead, it is about a session that I decided to 

attend later in the day whose title declared: “The textual is personal.”21 I listened to a soft-spoken, 

timid yet powerful Israeli woman ask in heavily accented-English, “What do you mean I wasn’t 

there?” I realized that she had formulated a set of questions that I had not known enough to ask 

at the start of my year in yeshiva. The speaker recounted how she felt when she read Plaskow’s 

work whose starting point was the Biblical passage that described how women were excluded 

from the Revelation at Sinai. She then read to the group, in its original Hebrew and her own 

English translation, a midrash (pl. midrashim) she had written as a response many years ago: a 

young woman, listening to the Torah being read in her synagogue, realized for the first time that 

the commandments were not directed at women. Her tears welled up. It drowned her pain like 

the Egyptians who perished in the sea. She asked God why Moses had separated the women 

from the men who would receive the Torah, and God, angry that Moses had misrepresented 

God’s will, talked back: “From a beit midrash [house of study] that has no woman, nothing 
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whole will emerge.” Through God’s voice, the midrash asserted that the Jewish tradition could 

not be fully understood without men and women learning it, clearing up decades of ever-

intensifying debate over women’s place within the Jewish intellectual and ritual community.22  

The text’s author reflected on her response to Plaskow’s landmark book, explaining how 

it  had emerged from a place of pain so many years before, and how she now regretted its 

message. The poison of patriarchy, trickling down, had compelled her to denigrate Moses 

because the Rabbis had made her feel less than. She wished she had been able to erase gender 

from the story, humanizing everyone together.23  

As she let us in on her own personal journey, which spoke to the trajectory of Jewish 

feminism’s increasing awareness of the violence caused by perpetuating structures of power, I 

quickly felt I already knew her; and as she began to talk about her book project, I realized I did, 

at least through her writing. It was Tamar Biala, whose work I had read as Biblical commentary 

during my Hebrew Bible class at Yeshiva. After the panel “at Sinai,” I approached her, and told 

her how meaningful her book had been to me as I encountered Rabbinic Judaism in a serious 

way for the first time. She explained, tongue and cheek, that she was now living “in galut,” or 

exile, in America so that her husband could take a new academic job. We made plans to meet up 

when I was in Boston doing research at Mayyim Hayyim. Months later, we sat together in 

Sister’s Café in Framingham, Massachusetts, a name whose poetic irony did not escape us. In a 

back room that I joked looked strikingly like the bomb shelter in my Jerusalem apartment, albeit 

without the washing machine, we engaged in ḥevruta study of some of her collection’s 

midrashim. As we read, we talked about the process of writing them, and inevitably, our personal 

experiences as Jews, women, and mothers. She took me back with her to Creation, to the very 

beginning, to God’s reproductive body and her own ways of knowing it.  
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This chapter will center around Tamar Biala and her work to “fill…in the missing half of 

the bookshelf,” writing and editing24 modern Hebrew women’s midrash that mimic classical 

Rabbinic style. In this chapter, and in the next, which focuses on Haviva Ner-David and Bonna 

Devorah Haberman, I will consider the particular place of the reproductive body in Jewish 

feminist Rabbinic thought.25 These women all refuse to leave the body behind a screen of 

modesty, to allow the female body to be a sexual object, or to instrumentalize women’s wombs 

for what they can produce; instead, they write sacred narratives of the reproductive body, 

denying the separation of textual and material and of mind and body. By celebrating, embracing, 

and amplifying the fleshiness of Judaism’s hermeneutics,26 these women work to repair Jewish 

communal shame about its own embodiment27 from within, puffing up and rounding out the 

internal other, female bodies, to make space for themselves in Rabbinic Judaism. Following the 

wisdom of Jewish sages like Maimonides, who understood the need to change to maintain the 

community, the feminist rabbinic figures in this chapter present women’s embodied experiences 

as essential for understanding the human place in the world and the Jewish relationship to God.28  

In line with other modern Jewish thinkers, these women respond to modern 

epistemological expectations and political problems by reconsidering the nature of Jewish 

subjectivity.29 Like Judith Plaskow, Rachel Adler, and Tamar Ross, the Jewish feminist 

theologians that have occupied academic scholarship on Jewish feminism, each of these women 

has wrestled with how to make sociological and legal changes, how to promote models of 

authority without sacrificing law for women’s experience or vice versa, and how to work within 

the structures and forms of Jewish tradition while renegotiating their meanings.30 While Biala, 

Haberman, and Ner-David could be understood within the categories that have defined modern 

Jewish and feminist Jewish thought, including the pairings of law and narrative, revelation and 
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reason, and person and citizen, I resist framing the embodied theological, philosophical, and 

spiritual narratives through binary categories so burdened by the immateriality of their 

theorizing.31 Biala, Ner-David, and Haberman work within a Jewish feminist world that has 

grown out of Plaskow’s, Adler’s, and Ross’s legacies, but, these chapters will argue, their 

embodied theologies are forceful because their love-making, pregnant, birthing, and miscarrying 

bodies bear witness to the breakdowns in autonomy, authority, rationality, and progress. 

Destabilizing the logics that produce the binary “authentic Judaism” and “women’s experience,” 

Biala, Ner-David, and Haberman have stepped away from Revelation at Sinai, as the center of 

gravity and/or source of alienation, and gone back to beginnings, of Genesis and Exodus.32 

In this chapter and the next, I will consider how Biala, Ner-David, and Haberman 

innovate within embodied textual communities using the media and materials of the Rabbinic 

tradition.33 For women who have been conditioned by reading themselves defined in texts as 

objects that require intense scrutiny and control,34 these projects not only perform agency by 

mastering the texts that have sought to define them and to reread value into female bodies. They 

are also ways of investing subjectivity35 in their imperfect Jewish bodies, texts, and textual 

communities, as a way of owning them36 ethically. These feminists speak back to a classic 

sociological problem of the relationship between individual and society: women are not merely 

bodies, but embodied, spiritual subjects; and as individuals, with their own knowledge, 

interpretive practices, and experiences, they ought not be cast as threats to the social.37 

Consciously placing themselves outside denominational structures and the religious 

authority of the Israeli Rabbinate, these rabbinic women operate within an alternative “religious 

economy” where they are performing “unregulated activities” with rabbinic texts.38 Enabled by 

their textual knowledge, the Rabbinic model of indeterminate consensus, Biala, Ner-David, and 
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Haberman, represent efforts to innovate forms of collective intelligence that include bodily 

knowledge and are, in their own ways, in conversation with Rabbinic sages and the Divine. In 

this chapter, I will consider how Tamar Biala dreams of collaboratively expanding the Rabbinic 

tradition through peer production, though the reality has been far more centralized, and lonely, 

than she would hope.39 

As I will discuss more fully in the next chapter and in Part II of the dissertation, North 

American feminists, wherever they live, are socialized with American cultural expectations, and 

discursive possibilities, that travel with them.40 An Israeli who describes herself as living “in 

galut” the United States, on the other hand, can hardly be understood as embracing a diaspora 

identity.41 While Biala herself told me that there are two distinct Jewish feminisms, Israeli and 

American, “the pupil and the rebbe” (teacher), respectively, these chapters seek to complicate 

that division. If America was the source of feminist models for Israelis, for Jewish textual 

culture, the center and periphery is reversed.42 What is sacred, first and foremost, for Tamar 

Biala is the Hebrew word, and to produce a whole canon is spiritual labor.  

If “The Textual is Personal,” and as second wave feminists argued “The Personal is 

Political,” then, the transitive property would suggest, the textual is political. Through 

ethnographic work in New York and Boston, this chapter will focus Tamar Biala and her Modern 

Hebrew work to engender a feminine canon. Hebrew, for Americans invested in the Jewish 

textual culture, is the holy tongue, and access to it and mastery of it, is a mark of authority.43 To 

write women’s experiences in Hebrew, the language of the patriarchs and their God,44 was also 

to disrupt the masculinity of religious authority and divinity. Through my own series of 

encounters with Tamar, particularly two text study sessions we did together, this chapter will 
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examine the gendered theopolitics of textual innovation through Biala’s textual community and 

one of her own rendering of a miscarrying God.  

 

Feminist Roots 

The absent, invisible, disappearing Jewish woman has been a ubiquitous motif among 

American Jewish feminist writings that wrestle with women’s marginality in Judaism. It has 

come in many forms:45 Plaskow’s exclusively male Revelation at Sinai;46 critiques of Jewish law, 

such as Rachel Adler’s 1973 “The Jew Who Wasn’t There;”47 sociological and historical 

analysis of that poses the question “Can women be Jews?;”48 analyses of literary tropes of the 

haunting specter of the demoness Lilith and the starving and shrinking Jewish woman;49 and 

feminist biblical criticism and theological treatises meant to rectify and repair the absence of 

women’s experiences in Jewish sacred narratives.50 In many of these feminists texts, the stakes 

of women’s presence are related to assumptions of women’s Jewish (in)authenticity.51 

Israelis live with a relative of this American trope: women are “there” within the Jewish 

nation, but trapped under a religious glass ceiling. Alice Shalvi, “the mother of Israeli feminism,” 

applauded thirty years of progress toward gender equality in secular sectors of Israeli society 

while bemoaning how religious law, predicated on the idea that “women’s primary role [is] as 

that of the helpmate,” has completely blocked progress toward state-mandated religious 

equality.52 “I had nowhere to pray,” Shalvi explained.53 In a “halachic state” where an Ultra-

Orthodox Rabbinate controls official religious institutions, women are pushed aside, told they 

don’t belong, and defined by their wombs.54  

Where had Irma Lindheim’s liberated mothers and sexually free pioneers gone?55 The 

pioneer dream of gender equality had become a memory, or as some have argued, was always a 
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myth: Zionist dreams, many have argued, have been transformed and perpetuated by patriarchal 

authorities.56 With the exception of its head, Golda Meir, women had largely disappeared from 

Israeli public life in the 1970s.57 Israeli feminism, at its origins, was imported radical American 

Second Wave Feminism, and small numbers of women adapted strategies like consciousness 

raising circles or sit-ins for childcare centers. Feminist knowledge circulated via a slow trickle of 

resources, photocopied and passed among friends, or in a few feminist bookstores in major cities, 

where the shelves were largely populated by English-language feminist texts.58 Where 

population growth and the military felt like—and was legislated as—the existential 

responsibilities of women and men, respectively,59 it was hardly fertile ground to incite a 

reproductive revolution.60 In such a climate, women’s wellbeing mattered less than the survival 

of the nation, and possibilities of feminist resistance had to appeal to the might of the state, 

reinforcing women’s weakness.61 The culture of a modern state that funds in vitro fertilization 

but not contraception, many people have noted, runs deep. The textual roots of Jewish 

pronatalism go all the way back to Genesis and is reinforced over and over in the Rabbinic 

corpus.62  

There, the beginning, many have argued, is also the roots of the continued dominance of 

men over women. Whether taken as history or memory, many Jewish feminists have argued, the 

relationship between the first humans has impressed itself on Jewish culture and been legislated 

into halakha.63 The Genesis II story of Eve’s transgression and Adam’s assigned guardianship 

over her has over-written the story of equal partnership in Genesis I, and the dominance of the 

second narrative has had lasting sociological effects. Women continue to pay for Eve’s 

transgression, living with discourses of impurity, modesty, and diminished worth, which render 

them farther from God and threatening to the sacred status of the community.64 As feminist 
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activists work to repair the deep wounds these texts have inflicted by rejecting norms of modesty 

or demanding women’s education, leadership, and halakhic authority, those who understand 

themselves to be protectors of the tradition accuse feminists of shaking Judaism’s very 

foundations.65 

  

“The Textual Is Personal” 

I listened to Tamar Biala on New York’s Upper West Side, in a non-denominational 

synagogue packed with (mostly) American Jews, explain how she had come from a world away. 

She had grown up in Israel in the 1970s and 1980s at a time when the introduction of secular 

feminism had “exposed the patriarchal nature of Judaism.” Feminism was, to paraphrase Tamar, 

rough waters that threatened to sink the ship of Torah.66 At age thirty while studying at the 

Hartman Institute in Jerusalem, she read a section of Mishnah and realized that the Rabbis valued 

the physical life of women less than that of men. It was a moment like the one I discussed in the 

Introduction, when I had when I read about the betrothal of a three-year-old girl.67 Reflecting on 

the shock and pain of this moment, Biala recounted, “Maybe I finally felt like a woman.” Her 

status as a member of the “second sex” became real with the canonized devaluing of her life.68 

Over the course of two lengthy ḥevruta sessions in Sister’s Café, where we talked and learned 

texts from Dirshuni and a second volume she as working on, she brought me deeper into her life, 

telling me the stories behind the stories we learned together in the midrashim she wrote or 

edited.69 

My desire to get to know Tamar grew from the memory that I had felt that, too, sometime 

during the first month at the Yeshiva. When my Tanakh (Hebrew Bible) teacher included 

excerpts from the Modern Hebrew midrash collection that Tamar co-edited70 on our text sheets 
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alongside other rabbinic commentaries, seeing women’s words in the same black ink on white 

paper, the same language, and the same form and style as all the other Rabbinic texts had felt like 

a breath of fresh air. It was a reprieve from my gendered otherness. In a setting devoted to 

perpetuating knowledge of Judaism, it was both a statement of the belief in women’s textual 

knowledge and authority, and a reflection on how these contemporary Israeli women’s writings 

could pass as authentic Rabbinic midrash by adopting the language, form, and system of 

intertextual references of this genre.71 

At the end of the day, I was choosing to engage with these texts. It was voluntary, and as 

a result, it had been easy for me to reject what offended me, or the system outright. I found ways 

to assert that I was an outsider to it: I’d go to a burger joint near my apartment that was run by 

Palestinians to get a cheeseburger, a healthy dose of heresy.72 The next day I felt the need to 

confess what I’d done to one of my favorite teachers, my subconscious wanting to tell him I was 

rejecting the Rabbinic worldview, always knowing that I’d go home in a number of months and 

leave it behind.  

For Tamar, however, the study of Torah was more than a yearlong journey, a voluntary 

activity, at it had been for me as an American Jew visiting Israel. It was “the air that [she] 

breathed.”73 There was no such easy way out. The Torah was not an object of desire, the 

sustenance that preserved her physical body for the future, but the very substance that sustained 

her physical existence moment to moment.74 The poison of patriarchy, which polluted her air, 

began to suffocate her.75 “Recognizing the trivial but painful fact that my tradition, my love, my 

identity, was defined by men, for men, reflecting male life experience, interest and needs, made 

me very confused and left me with a strong sense of betrayal and abandonment,” she recalled in 

a post she wrote for the Jewish Orthodox Feminist Alliance’s blog The Torch.76  



 119 

As Tamar explained in public lectures and to me in our interviews, she searched for a 

way to cope with the challenges feminism exposed, though she was left unsatisfied by the paths 

Israeli feminists had already forged.77 She studied feminist theology under Orthodox theologian 

and philosopher Tamar Ross,78 though, she explained in an interview, she found the theological 

approach to be frustrating. While many Jewish feminists have sought to replace a transcendent 

God with an immanent and nurturing God that reflected femininity,79 Tamar objected to the 

move to reject elements of God that were alienating. Transcendence, she explained, was no less a 

part of the human experience than immanence, and it should not be rejected because it maps a 

hierarchy rather than a web of relations.80 Though she did not explain it this way, I understood 

her embrace of the transcendent in a feminist theology to be akin to her recognition that reading 

the story of Moses “through gendered glasses” performed its own violence in producing a 

counterweight to the androcentric tradition: her imagination of the more-than-human and divine 

was that of fuller humans, free of projections of gender ideologies. Put simply, Tamar 

understood the counter-hegemonic work of her more mature feminism as one that must not 

respond to the pain of erasure with the erasure or domination of others.  

In the same vein, Tamar did not find other common Jewish feminist strategies that 

involved invention of new rituals and texts to be satisfying. Tamar reflected, “I did not feel I 

could discard the entire tradition and create new rituals from scratch…because I felt that the 

Torah is a mirror of reality, a mirror that calls us to contend with reality in order to make it 

better.”81 This understanding of Torah’s relationship to reality undergirded the realization that, 

far from “trivial,” women’s embodied experiences were aspects of life that men could not write 

about and thus aspects of reality that the tradition had never contended with.82  
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The form of feminist intervention into the tradition was also essential because the textual 

canon was part of her reality, itself a body she lived within. Either as an act of God or as a mere 

coincidence, Tamar explained to those gathered at Sinai, that she had discovered a little book 

containing several midrashim that looked like they had been written two thousand years ago by 

the Rabbis, but which spoke differently to her.83 She discovered they were actually written by 

her contemporary, Rivka Lubitch, a scholar learned in the Jewish textual tradition and legal 

expert,84 who had convincingly mimicked this classical Rabbinic genre.  

Finding these texts by offered a model of how she could “challeng[e] the patriarchy and 

injustice from within a deep knowledge and love of the texts, and rabbinic culture.”85 In a 

tradition that is thousands of years old, feminism was not the first challenge that faithful 

adherents had to deal with. The Rabbis themselves wrestled with the Biblical tradition as it 

became out of step with their lived realities. As Biala described it, “Midrash, literally, ‘searching 

out,’ is a literary tool created by the ancient rabbis to discover within and draw out of the sacred 

texts new meanings relating to their own lives, problems and values.”86 Writing midrashim that 

were almost indistinguishable from those the sages produced but reflected something about 

women’s experience in her culture was not just a means to cope, but rather a “tikkun, or repair”87 

to the tradition. While she had found many feminist midrashim, mostly by Americans writing in 

English, they did not carry much weight. Midrash had to look, sound, and feel like the Jewish 

tradition in the holy tongue.  

 

Political Speech in The Holy Tongue  

Dirshuni, the volume of midrashim that Tamar co-edited, translates as “seek me out” or 

“interpret me,” a reference to Amos 5:4 where God entreats Israel, “Seek me, Search me out, and 
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live.” For Tamar, Amos’ prophetic mandate bled into a sense of permission to seek God through 

Jewish women’s embodied experiences and through the textual tradition. Knowing through 

women’s perspectives was not a move to use the subjective as a strategy to justify inclusion and 

protect it from critique, but rather an attempt to speak universal human truths informed by what 

women knew about their society. Dirshuni may have been filled with women’s experiences 

refracted through biblical stories, but experience was inspiration rather than evidence. The 

textual canon, the corpus of Rabbinic literature, carried the burden of evidence. 

Midrash as a genre allowed women to use the techniques of the tradition to shine a light 

on ills in their social worlds, to be subversive traditionalists.88 “I realized this technology [was] 

the key,” Tamar reflected to me, because it “use[d] the tools of the master” to express what she 

needed to say. But what she meant was more complicated than the instrumentalism that the 

language of technology so often implies within the study of religion.89 Midrash was not the 

forum for a message, but an ethical force that demands moral behavior from a community that 

lives “under” its weight and guidance alike. Tamar explained this point with a simple yet 

profound anecdote about a cousin of hers who had gone to Yeshiva and then studied Talmud at 

Hebrew University. Tamar’s husband, himself a religious academic, asked him one Shabbat to 

reflect on the difference between these two settings. In the secular study of Talmud, he 

responded, you judge the text; in the Yeshiva, representative of the religious culture they grew 

up in, the text criticizes you. Like ventriloquists in drag, the authors of Dirshuni spoke sacred 

critique through masculine forms.  

In a state where particular understandings of Judaism as a religion are transmitted and 

enforced by state power, where Jewish textual culture is the fabric of civil religion, midrash is an 

attractive tool even for the avowedly secular (ḥiloni) Israelis.90 Tamar compared her experience 
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with non-religious Israelis with what she referred to as liberal religion and spirituality in 

America. In American culture, being Jewish was as much a choice as going to the gym, while in 

Israel Judaism was a “default”: one could turn the volume down to lessen the importance of it, 

but never mute it completely. Furthermore, Tamar’s impression of American liberal Jews was 

that they treated the text with reverence, “pure kavod [respect]” while Israelis were comfortable 

and familiar with the texts that were the raw materials of daily life, making them less afraid to 

create with and through it. Her work was bringing the distant canon within reach. 

About a decade or more before, she recounted, when she had first started working on 

some of the ideas that later would appear in Dirshuni, she went to teach a class to a group she 

described as “elderly Zionists.”91 She worried she would give these men a heart attack, she said, 

but it was only half a joke. She brought her mother with her, who was both a nurse and a woman 

who looked “so decent it would cover [up her radicalism].” The tone of their response, and the 

feelings it invoked in her, are windows into the ambivalence she carried: They told her they 

loved the material but that calling it midrash took chutzpah. Had she no shame?  

Tamar recalled how she often felt like what she was doing was so subversive that she 

expected “someone would catch [her]”; as she wrote, she lived in an “atmosphere of sin.” 

“Everyone told me I was doing something wrong, heretic. I didn’t understand all the way down 

what I [was] doing. I just knew I wanted to have one holy religious scripture book by women on 

the Jewish bookshelf before I die.” Once Dirshuni was out in print, Tamar felt relieved that she 

could no longer could be simply “whited out.”92 The permanence of printed midrash, a doubly 

authentic form of Jewish textuality, was existentially settling: it was a dogmatic insistence that 

women were participants in Judaism’s sacred textuality.93 Dirshuni had expanded the reality that 

the Jewish tradition recognized, and in doing so, invested in sacred subjectivity.94 
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I asked Tamar about Dirshuni’s reception. Sympathetic, “liberal” American audiences, 

like the Rabbinical students she taught at Hebrew College, New York City’s traditional 

egalitarian community Hadar, or other fellows at the Hadassah Brandeis Institute, loved the 

spirit, style, and form of her midrash. Even religious communities who she pushed with strong 

moral and political stands tolerated her. She recounted her experience as a scholar in residence at 

a Modern Orthodox shul outside Boston, where she addressed the problem of mamzerut, 

“bastard” children whose parents were not married according to stringent Orthodox 

interpretations of halakha. She condemned the Orthodox community for inaction, challenging 

them with the question: why is the religious place in us sometimes the basest morally? They did 

not like the question, she recalled, but they also did not kick her out. They listened, which was 

not what she had come to expect of similar populations in Israel: she was “not used to 

acceptance.” 

Tamar recounted that after the book was published, they had had several evening events 

where they brought Talmud scholars, a few Rabbis that agreed to come, and some writers to 

discuss Dirshuni. They were all critics, calling the work pretentious and asking nit-picky 

questions that diminished the texts. “The Rabbis that came never ever welcomed us to the party,” 

she said figuratively.  

In one of the few times that Tamar used the language of spirituality in our conversations, 

she explained Rabbinic midrash’s tremendous “spiritual authority.” The authority was related to 

their remoteness and elusiveness, the concrete distance of their human authors rather than the 

divine. American midrash could never be so subversive, not only because of the language in 

which they were written, but also due to their style. In America, any kind of interpretive, artistic, 
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or creative endeavor could be called “midrash.” In Israel, midrash was not an “active genre,” and 

invoking the category meant breaking a sealed canon.  

In her quiet, seemingly tentative way, in which she got to the heart of a matter even as 

she searched for the right English expression, Tamar explained that American feminism often 

struck her as “vulgar.” It was not only a matter of the vernacular language but also an American 

style of argument. Its efficacy as an ethical agent also derived from the subtlety of her style: 

American midrash sacrificed complexity for the sake of forcefulness, telling you “the last line” 

rather than leaving it “ambiguous or complicated.”95 This comment, too, was also a mirror to 

Tamar’s character: she was committed to always seeing complexity, and perhaps the weightiness 

of her demeanor reflected her constant ethical wrestling, with her society and her own place 

within it. 

American midrash, furthermore, doesn’t “have to prove.” They could express a person’s 

feelings without needing to be true to the text. “When we play with the text,” Tamar explained, 

Israeli midrashists worked in small changes, subtly changing the ending or switching the power 

relations between two characters. Rather than create anew, the Israeli approach was surgical, to 

“go to the things that are really holy from within” and make necessary corrections. I could hear 

the weight in her voice, as she explained the weight of responsibility to the Biblical, Rabbinic, 

and Kabbalistic canons: “It is easy to throw the Bible into the Garbage and begin anew, but it 

will be very lonely, at least in Israel. I need to schlep the whole history with me to have my 

friends and family with me.” These texts were her roots, and her language. In her social world 

traditional texts were alive; unlike the fractured one that Hadassah’s founders had been 

committed to repairing, there was no disconnect between the language of “bobbed haired 
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granddaughters” and their babushkas that needed repair, and Tamar did not want to introduce 

such a rupture.  

In Israel, detractors felt empowered to throw Dirshuni out. While “the book was a 

liberation and revelation for the women who wrote it – and, it increasingly seems, for its many 

readers,”96 for others, it was heresy, a profanity that looked too sacred. Tamar had an evocative 

anecdote to illustrate this, too. In the age of the Internet, the practice of writing to Rabbis for 

legal rulings had gone online, and now, the questions and answers were widely available to the 

public. Tamar described these platforms were full of questions about sex, a place where, in a 

culture of shame, people could anonymously ask about masturbation and sinful feelings. Because 

the rulings were authoritative and generalizable, these sites were not a democratic marketplace of 

ideas, but rather constituted a theocratic platform.97 Because they provided answers without the 

process of reasoning that lead to the conclusions, they left no room for individual, ethical 

consideration.  

A rabbi on a Zionist, Modern Orthodox website, Moreshet, posted a reply to a woman’s 

question to the site about the halachic status of Dirshuni. Since it seemed a lot like sacred text, 

should it be treated as such? The rabbi’s response reveals both how convincing the midrashim 

were as well as the gendered terms of authenticity and the sexualized risk of women’s 

knowledge: the scholar complained that women, some of whom weren’t even Torah observant 

were writing things “dressed up as Rabbinic midrash was indecent and unfit to have in the home.” 

He instructed her to throw it out, but not in a geniza, where sacred texts were laid to rest, but in 

the trash, “and the sooner the better.”98 The danger of these texts was that they were produced by 

women who knew too much, whose knowledge was unrestrained by the laws, and whom he 

feared were un-swayed by rabbinic authorities. But even more insidious was the fact that they 
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subverted expectations: they were able to deceive, or at least mislead, because thousands of years 

of women’s exclusion from textual learning had built the expectation of whose volumes might be 

found on the bookshelf. The ruling that Dirshuni belonged in the unholy trash was proof that 

women had successfully invested themselves into the text, threatening exclusive male 

representation within, ownership of, and authority over the canon.  

 Midrash is a way of asking “what has to change” and “picturing the world differently,” 

Tamar explained. It is a political tool for presenting what it might mean to be a woman or God in 

a different way. “If you don’t want to be part of the game, write a poem,” Tamar stated. Midrash, 

as a theological tool, is an ethical call to behave differently, spoken in the language of God.   

 

The Source of Life 

In the space of an interview turned text study session with Tamar, I was struck by one of 

the midrashim that Tamar wrote, which presented a new cosmology on which to build an 

inclusive tradition. Unlike classical Jewish self-improvement literature and contemporary forms 

of Kabbalistic self-help, neither the tikun for the tradition nor the healing for women’s painful 

experiences was based on a celebration of generative power and wholeness.99 The impulse was 

not messianic or magical, but realist. The truth about Creation, she argued, could not be realized 

and written until someone who had herself created and lost could recognize it. Her intuitive 

knowledge about God promoted an intimate encounter between text and experience of loss. In 

her “Midrash on Miscarriage and Creation,” Tamar pulled together threads of textual evidence 

from the Hebrew Bible and Rabbinic literature that prove that God had miscarried before 

creating the world we know spoke this truth in a Rabbinic form. The emotionally raw, evocative 

image of God, shrouded in darkness, alone in a world where there was not yet light: this was 
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what the primordial creation was really like, and it is time to lift the veil of secrecy. In that 

bunker in Sister’s Café, she took me with her, to the painful beginning. 

 
When the heavens and earth stood, wondering and staring, tohim u-vohim, She took off the 
garment of the deep with which She had been covering Herself, and that deep of cloud and fog, 
Her blood and tears, went and gathered into living waters, and She hovered over them back and 
forth, as is written when the earth was tohu va-vohu, wild and waste, darkness over the face of 
the deep, rushing-spirit of God hovering over the face of the waters – (Gen.1:1). And what was 
She saying at that moment? That it should not totter and fall, forever. (Ps. 104:5). And Her sons 
and daughters joined their prayers to Hers, and they themselves said: That it should not totter 
and fall, forever; That it should not totter and fall, forever.100  

 
The heavens and earth looked on, with the wonder of newborn eyes, as the Mother-God turned a 

mess into a miracle. The Mother was depleted by the loss of so many prior worlds, red pieces 

that oozed out of her not-yet-formed and sank into the abyss. She had covered herself with a dark 

cloak and soaked it through, forming oceans of her own tears. The world might never have been 

created but for the fact that she willed herself back from havoc and heartache to fulfill the 

prophesy about her: “She remembered that it is said of Her, You brought forth the earth and the 

world (Ps. 90:2) And her womb, eternal (Jer. 20:17), and She felt her sons and daughters 

straining to be born so that they could say in thanks, for I was not killed in the womb (Ibid.).” 

Inspired by these calls, Her energy rushed forth as she poured herself into the task of tending and 

caring. Despite all the labor of loss and pain of labor, Her spirit renewed and energized enough 

to bring us to “the beginning.” This was the conclusion of one story, the final paragraph of 

Tamar Biala’s midrash on Genesis 1:1, and the beginning of many others that opened up through 

her labor.  

“At the beginning of God's creation of the heaven and the earth,”101 Tamar’s translation 

of the first verse of the Hebrew Bible begins, there was already something: a wild earth and God 

hovering over it. In part because of a small grammatical ambiguity, many of Judaism’s most 
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authoritative commentators have puzzled over this line’s correct interpretation,102 with concerns 

ranging from whether creation was ex nihilo, to whether the content of Genesis 1 should be read 

as the actual order of events that took place, and finally, whether God created formless matter.103 

In these commentaries, the physical was absent, irrelevant,104 or considered impossible to 

fathom.105 

Tamar neither wondered why the Torah began with creation rather than revelation, nor 

felt its brevity was due to its utter unfathomability. Quite to the contrary, Tamar had tasted the 

profundity of that moment of bringing a new world into being. She empathized knowingly with 

God who had not wanted to speak, or write, of what happened before. She did not need a human 

mind to understand, because she had felt the story in her body. 

To construct a midrash reflecting this knowledge, she found pieces of textual evidence 

elsewhere in the sacred canon. In Kohelet (The Book of Ecclesiastes), it is written: “He brings 

everything to pass precisely in its time.” Kohelet Rabbah, a collection of midrash from Palestine 

between the sixth and eighth centuries, records a teaching attributed to a fourth century sage on 

this verse: “Rabbi Abahu said that we learn from here that the Holy Blessed One was building 

worlds and destroying them, creating worlds and destroying them, until he created these.”106 

Something in Abahu’s life had led him to understand the Bible in this way.107 Reading these 

words, Tamar felt she knew with more specificity what God must have experienced.  

As a writer and a woman over thirty who had miscarried before the birth of two 

daughters, Tamar was sure of the untold story behind that verse. Giving shape to worlds with 

words does not come easily, and certainly does not work out right all at once. Before making the 

world, the eternal womb had labored and lost. God had miscarried, and only a woman who had 

felt the agony of such loss could write it on God’s behalf.  
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With an emphatic heart, Tamar could see the pieces of this story that God had revealed in 

the biblical text. From Lamentations 3:6, “I will sit in darkness, like those long dead,” Tamar 

learned of the darkness and despair that followed God’s loss, so she began God’s story there. Her 

midrash opens: “And God saw all Her worlds falling at Her feet, and she said to Herself: I'll just 

let My heart fall along with them, and I will sit in darkness, like those long dead. (Lam. 3:6).” 

God wanted to be with her lost children, to see them again. From Psalms and the Prophet 

Jeremiah, Tamar found words to express the impossibility of facing that they were gone, of 

seeing the loss: “God tried to look again at the ruins of Her worlds, and just couldn't. She 

covered Herself with this great deep, as is written, You made the deep cover it as a garment (Ps. 

104:6), and She beat Her heart and wailed: for I shall be a desolation forever. (Jer.51:26)” From 

these same sources, Tamar also knew what it took for God to pull herself out of that depression, 

build her courage, and go on to try again: “What did She think at that moment, when She could 

no longer bear to look on those worlds? She remembered that it is said of Her, You brought forth 

the earth and the world (Ps. 90:2) And her womb, eternal (Jer. 20:17), and She felt her sons and 

daughters straining to be born so that they could say in thanks, for I was not killed in the womb 

(Ibid.).” As a testament of faith, God—the mother of the world, the author of Torah, the ethical 

model of love and justice—created again: “She closed Her eyes, swallowed the pain lodged in 

Her throat, and pleaded for Herself, that She might find more loving-mercy, and faith, as is 

written: I declare, a world of loving-mercy will be built, Your faithfulness will be established in 

the heavens. (Ps. 89:3). And from that She went and created new heavens and a new earth.”  

The spirit of Dirshuni is a call for another kind of investment: one where all the community’s 

members share the power and pain of its joint labors for God. Refigured in the body of the 

transcendent, Tamar’s own story of miscarriage could at once reveal vulnerability and claim 
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reproductive power, transforming feelings of alienation toward a body that failed her into a 

means to intimacy with God, and lifting a veil of silence that reinforces the singularity of 

miscarriage to proclaim it to be a universal human story. The generative unions in this volume, 

where ancient male voices meet dialogically the twenty-first century female, are seeds Tamar 

hopes will land in fertile soil, cultivate valuation for the lives of women, and feed and sustain an 

expanding textual community with a rich, traditionalist Oral Torah. 

 

The Lonely Work of Creation  

In another midrash that I learned with Tamar, whose title she translated as “The fiery ever-

turning sword,” the vulnerable God appears again, longing for a female partner like Eve. The 

midrash begins with an attribution, as a Rabbinic midrash might, to herself and a verse in which 

to root her commentary, a common Rabbinic midrashic style: “Tamar bat Esther and Yigal said: 

For I am nearly limping on my hip, and my pain is with me always (Psalms 38:18). The Holy 

Blessed One planted Adam in the Garden of Eden and said: let the one created in My image 

come and do all that I did; work it, as is said of Me: And God saw all that He had made (Genesis 

1:31); guard it, as is said of Me: God protects the simple (Psalms 116: 6); let him not eat of the 

Tree of Knowledge, so that he not die, as is said of Me: And the Lord God truly is a living God 

(Jeremiah 10:10).” Fearing that Adam would live in fear and be lonely, God decided to create a 

helper for him. In all that God created, Adam did not find a partner, and he spiraled into a 

depression. The empathic God could not bear it, and like a surgeon, God put Adam to sleep to fix 

the problem: “[T]he Holy Blessed One took an ever-turning sword [that the cherubs East of Eden 

would later use as they stood guard (Genesis 3:24)] and cut him along his hips.” Meeting his 

other half, Adam felt whole: “And the male side turned to the female and said in relief and 
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wonder: This one, at last, bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh…that they become one flesh 

(Genesis 2:23-24).” Now God was alone, in pain, longing for a partner. “And He wailed and beat 

his heart, For I am nearly limping on my hip, and my pain is with me always (Psalms 38:18).  

How can I alone and by myself, meet my female side? Let the one created in My image do all 

that I did, draw the sword and slice me in half and bring… And the Lord God called out to Adam 

and said: Where are you??? (Genesis 3:9). And He stationed east of the Garden of Eden the 

cherubs and the fiery ever-turning sword (Genesis 3:24). And He waited.”  In one fell swoop, 

Tamar erased the link of Eve to sin, the dominance of Adam over Eve, and imagines the 

emergence of a feminine divine. 

As Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, the prophet “speaks from the perspective of God as 

perceived from the perspective of his own situation.”108 Like the Hebrew Prophets who were not 

mere “microphones” but people both in the world and in relationship with God, the women who 

wrote this new sefer kodesh (holy book) filled its pages with words that did not just usher forth 

from their lips but from their bodies. In Tamar’s words, most of the midrashim that people sent 

in “felt like they sat on a wound” that had been caused by a system that refused to acknowledge, 

perpetuated, or created women’s powerlessness. This, too, sounded like Tamar, who seemed to 

live with this wound on her sleeve, moving through the world disturbed by injustice which she 

expressed with a quiet anguish rather than anger. 

Tamar’s hope was that Dirshuni would become as much a textual community as a text,109 

a collaborative work of social commentary that spoke to women’s experience in Israeli culture 

and the Jewish tradition. That she was not alone in the feminist trenches kept her going. In 

collaboration with Nehama Weingarten-Mintz, another Israeli woman whom she discovered had 

also begun to collect women’s midrashim, Tamar took on the project of editing, in addition to 
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writing, a sacred work. Nearly forty Israeli women ushering forth from all sectors of society 

contributed to the volume: the authors were “Conservative, Reform and avowedly secular, of all 

political stripes and ethnic backgrounds, from cities, kibbutzim, small towns, and suburbs.”110 

After a few advertisements in the papers, midrashim flooded in, women calling out for their 

intimate stories to be heard.  

Each woman who contributed to this project brought her own experience, expertise, and 

frame of reference to the table, reading their lives with and against the textual culture of the 

biblical land in which they lived to formulate a truth that reflected both the intimate and public, 

the experience and the event, together. One religiously observant gynecologist, for example, 

wrote a challenge to a system that would rather adjust women’s ovulation cycles with hormones 

rather than adjust a Rabbinic law that rendered her de facto infertile.111 In response the 

powerlessness of so many patients, the midrash’s her protagonist, Tanya, who she named after a 

couple of her patients who she had watched suffer from “halakhic infertility,”112 bypasses 

Rabbinic sovereignty by going to speak directly with God. In the midrash, God is a creator of 

just law, and sends Tanya her back to the law in the Bible, which did not create such a 

problem.113 The midrashist argued that the Rabbis had perverted God’s intended halakha. In 

doing so, she challenged the sovereignty of Rabbinic men in the domain of women’s 

reproduction.  

What had impressed her so much when she first discovered Rivka Lubitch’s midrash 

collection was that “you can’t believe it is not traditional,” which Lubitch was able to do because 

intensive halakhic learning. It was essential that Dirshuni’s midrashim not only tell women’s 

stories but also that they contribute to and blend into the textual corpus. While all the authors had 

a basic literacy because they were Hebrew-speakers in Israel, many were neophytes to the 
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Rabbinic genre. Tamar worked via email with women— some of whom she had never even 

met—all across Israel, helping them to translate their personal stories into texts that could pass as 

canonical. As editor, Tamar would work with women to check textual references and to push for 

a bolder social commentary, sometimes going back and forth with fifteen or so drafts to turn 

what they had written from an essay or poem into a real midrash. To do so, they had to go 

through a process of cross-referencing the midrash in order to put it in conversation with biblical, 

rabbinic, or kabbalistic literature. Tamar insisted that the midrashim had to be original, they 

could not say things that had been said before. It was essential that the argumentation be air-

tight, too. For example, Tamar told me about a text, written by a woman who prosecutes sex 

crimes against children in Israel, which claimed that uncle Mordechai had a sexual relationship 

with Esther. Without textual evidence that could support an argument that that was a reasonable 

reading of the Book of Esther, Tamar couldn't let her write it in Dirshuni.  

For a period of time, a small panel of learned scholars helped Tamar behind the scenes to 

do this intertextual labor. The experts tried to re-write texts or propose their own stories to fix 

problems they identified with the submissions, but Tamar “wouldn’t compromise” her vision of 

non-expert women writing with the support of experts. The method mattered because it was, 

itself, part of the tikun, the repair, of the violence of invisibility and the pain of loneliness in a 

fractured society. One by one, Tamar explained, the scholars left, frustrated by the slow pace. It 

was painful, and she was left alone.114  

And yet, she was creating again, working on a second volume that made bolder social 

commentary, involved God in more conversations, as a more explicit work of post-Holocaust 

theology. “Feminism, the real hard core feminism, is a struggle against powers that don’t want 
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you. No one will give you a hand, you need to get it through koakh [strength], to take it from 

them,” Tamar told me, reflective of her fatalistic determination. 

 

Looking Toward Home  

The stakes of contestations over the interpretation of shared texts are high. From feminist 

narratives of erasure, silencing, and absence, it is clear that strands of the Rabbinic tradition are 

received like personal assaults. Tamar’s reports of the reactions against Dirshuni provided a 

window into what “defenders of the faith” feel are the costs of deviation: the integrity of the 

textual tradition, Judaism’s past, is entangled with the fate of the Jewish people, which has given 

rise to an Ultra-Orthodox “scripturalism.” In reaction to the fractures of modernity and the 

destruction of the Holocaust, authority has consolidated around scholarly elites who are 

understood as preservers of the tradition, while local traditions, or outside knowledge sources, 

are pushed out and deemed threatening, creating a self-authorizing realm of “Torah-true” 

knowledge.115 

The prophetesses of the body had the burden of knowing doubly, inside and out: they 

needed to know the tradition that existed in the canon, and to know the tradition through their 

own perspectives as women immersed yet excluded. But pain was something Tamar was used to 

living with, as was the unsettled double-ness of her life as mother and scholar. 

Israel was Tamar’s home, and despite the struggles of living there, it was where she 

yearned to be. In America, Tamar spent a lot of time alone at Sister’s Café, about a half hour 

from where she lived, because it was close to her daughter’s school. Sending her daughter to a 

Jewish school that was a good fit meant a daily commute. Between the legs of the drive, she’d go 

to that the backroom at Sister’s to work on her second volume of Dirshuni or to prepare classes 
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she taught around the Boston area. In America, she felt she had little impact:116when she taught 

classes at Hebrew College or served as a scholar in residence at synagogues, she “stated her 

message and paid the bills” but didn’t initiate change, as she felt she was doing at home.  

We talked about the way that being mothers affected our work. The gender politics in 

Israel were such that domestic labor was unapologetically feminine, and with the support of 

close-knit community and a welfare state, she did not feel pressed to choose between home and 

profession. In Israel, you can bring your baby to teach your class, she explained. Without the 

tyranny of expectations of freedom and equality, I suggested, the complexity of her positions in 

the public and private realms of her life was easier to tolerate, to feel at home even with turmoil 

all around her.117 

In the backroom bunker there, I imagine her sitting with the painful, impossible feeling 

that this was no way to live but with the feeling that she could do nothing to change it. As an 

Israeli, she was raised to live with fatalism, to not let it paralyze her. “Israel is not the Promised 

Land. People don’t talk about fantasy,” Tamar explained.118 She dealt in hopes and compromises 

not ideals and expectations of revolution. There, she parts ways with her American sisters in 

Jerusalem with whom she lives in parallel and to whom I will now turn: their textual lives are 

inflected with idealism, individualism, and belief in their rights, as citizens of a secular state, for 

equality. 

 
 
                                                
1 "'Meet Me at Sinai: Day of Learning' Program,"  (B'nai Jeshurun, February 8, 2015).  
 
2 In our interview, in August 2015, in a coffee shop in the Washington Heights neighborhood near the upper tip of 
Manhattan, Plaskow recalled how Goldin dismissed examples students raised of Jewish theologians, saying Buber 
was a poet and Rosenzweig was something else—she couldn’t remember his exact characterization, but I imagine he 
said that he was a philosopher. Plaskow, trained at Yale in Protestant theology, and studied with American Christian 
feminist theologians like Carol P. Christ and Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza. She also participated in a Jewish 
Feminist Spirituality Collective B’not Esh, “daughters of fire,” which met for the first time in 1981 and then met 
annually starting in 1983. The group’s aim, as stated in their invitation letter on March 30, 1981, was “re/vision[ing] 
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Judaism using the insights of feminist theology and our experiences as Jewish feminists.” (Jewish Women's Archive, 
"B'not Esh Jewish Feminist Spirituality Collective Founding Letter, March 30, 1981,"  <https://jwa.org/media/bnot-
esh-founding-letter> (Viewed on May 11, 2017).) See Introduction to Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai: 
Judaism from a Feminist Perspective (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990). On B’Not Esh, see Martha Ackelsberg, 
"Spirituality, Community and Politics: B'not Esh and the Feminist Reconstruction of Judaism," Journal of Feminist 
Studies in Religion 2 (Fall 1986); Barbara E. Breitman, "Social and Spiritual Reconstruction of Self within a 
Feminist Jewish Community," in Women's Spirituality, Women's Lives, ed. Judith Ochshorn and Ellen Cole (New 
York: Haworth Press, 1995). Plaskow mentions this spiritual community as a place where she could consider Jewish 
theological questions within a group who was also experimenting with ritual, though she kept the spiritual practice 
separate from her theology, a metanarrative devoid of practice. The women that inhabit my story are not involved in 
the metanarratives but rather the lived experiences that are entangled in their theological imaginations. 
 
3 As Plaskow translates it, “Be ready for the third day; do not go near a woman.” Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at 
Sinai : Judaism from a Feminist Perspective (New York: Harper Collins, 1991), 25. 
 
4 Ibid., 25-26. 
 
5 Ibid., 5. 
 
6 Plaskow defines “women’s experience” as “the daily, lived substance of women’s lives, the conscious events, 
thoughts, and feelings that constitute women’s reality.” She adds the caveat that she does not imply there is “an 
essence or abstraction” but rather a social and historical construction. She both acknowledges commonalities among 
women, like biological experiences and cultural othering, while also acknowledging the risk of projecting her own 
experience, as a member of the dominant North American and Ashkenazi community, onto all Jewish women. Ibid., 
11-12. 
 
7 Ibid., 1. 
 
8 For Plaskow, law is not a viable solution to Judaism’s problems, or rather, “[a]ny halakhah that is part of a feminist 
Judaism would have to look very different from halakha as it has been.” Ibid., 72.  
 
9 Ibid., 15-18, 36, 52ff. Plaskow described midrash as an authentic Jewish hermeneutic technique, that had been used 
to reshape and reflect Jewish “self-understanding” for two thousand years. 
 
10 Ibid., 75ff. 
 
11 The community, Plaskow argued, was the entity outside the text granted authority. Her claims were predicated on 
a feminist reaction against American individualism and a Jewish understanding of communal personhood. Ibid., 18-
21. 
 
12 In the invention of new text and ritual, Plaskow proposes that a community, such as “the Jewish feminist 
community” can set its own terms for what is valuable. Though I will not go into depth about the nature of 
consensus-seeking Plaskow imagines, I will briefly suggest that from her descriptions of B’not Esh, the emphasis 
was on finding the common ground of women’s experience to undergird new spiritual practice. The “Yeah, Yeah 
Experience” is illustrative: “We arrived at a term for part of our experience quite simultaneously. One of us said 
something, and the others responded excitedly, ‘Yeah, yeah.’ Somehow, this triggered a double recognition. We saw 
ourselves in the experience to which we responded, and we also recognized ourselves as women come together, 
recognizing our common experience with other women. We spent the next hour trying to define the ‘yeah, yeah 
experience.’ The ‘yeah, yeah experience’ is, first of all, the process through which we come to be sisters….The 
‘yeah, yeah experience’ is all the many individual moments of recognition and illumination through which I come to 
a new awareness of my situation and myself. I talk to other women, and one describes as her hang-up something I 
thought was peculiar to me—and everyone else is nodding too. I read, I hear, I talk about the oppression of women, 
and all at once, it’s our oppression.” This “yeah, yeah” became what I would like to call a technology of sisterhood, 
which was part of “the experience of coming-to-wholeness.” Plaskow understood another element of that process 
through the lens of religious experience, where the “stages of consciousness raising [were] analogous to the stages in 
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a religious journey, culminating in the experience of full, related selfhood.” By “graceful” listening, women could 
transcend the limits placed on them and understand their wholeness, which she also understood as a moment of 
conversion, the initiation of a process of “self-transformation” supported by the group. Judith Plaskow and Donna 
Berman, The Coming of Lilith : Essays on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual Ethics, 1972-2003 (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 2005), 24-28. 
 
13 There I heard Second Wave Feminist icons like Ms. Magazine’s founding editor and Letty Cotton Pogrebin; a 
recently ordained female Orthodox clergywoman Rabba Sara Hurwitz; the first openly transgender professor at 
Yeshiva University, Joy Ladin; slam poetry performance artist “the Hebrew Mamita,” Vanessa Hidary; New York 
Times correspondent and author Jodi Kantor; as well as a range of academics, congregational rabbis, and directors 
of Jewish organizations. For an outline of major Jewish feminist initiatives, see Riv-Ellen Prell, Women Remaking 
American Judaism (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2007). 
 
14 The co-sponsors were organizations that represented individual denominations, synagogues, educational institutes, 
Jewish media outlets, and Jewish women’s organizations. 
 
15 Judith Rosenbaum, "Meet Me at Sinai: An Interview with Judith Plaskow,"  Jewish Women's Archive (February 4, 
2015), <https://jwa.org/blog/meet-me-at-sinai-interview-with-judith-plaskow> (Accessed May 11, 2017); Plaskow, 
Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective. See also "Spirituality in the United States,"  Jewish 
Women: A Comprehensive Historical Encyclopedia, Jewish Women's Archive. (March 20, 2009), 
<https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/spirituality-in-united-states> (Accessed May 11, 2017). 
 
16 This is a phrase one of Kohenet’s members used to describe the group in an interview. 
 
17 Drawing on John Dewey, David Stark’s concept of worth refuses the distinction between economic and moral 
economies and becomes the basis of developing “a richer calculus that integrates value and values, the intellectual 
and the emotive, valuation and the evaluative.” Like me, Stark is interested in analysis of the social world that does 
not focus exclusively on institutions but attends to “indeterminate situations,” and to do so, shifts focus “to 
analyzing the actual evaluative and calculative practices of actors at work.” Stark proposes that modern economies 
are “not a single order but contain…multiple ‘orders of worth’” David Stark, The Sense of Dissonance : Accounts of 
Worth in Economic Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 8-11.  
 
18 The core is a series of 18 blessing which praise God, request that God bestow specific blessings on the community, 
and thank God. It is largely silent and said standing. 
 
19 I later learned that the women of Yeshivat Maharat, the first Orthodox institution to train and ordain women as 
clergy, had declined to be officially affiliated because of concern that Kohenet’s neopaganism verged on avodah 
zarah, idol worship, one of Judaism’s most serious crimes. 
 
20 Hebrew is a two gendered language; the standard prayers are in the masculine. 
 
21 This was a play on the second wave feminist slogan “the personal is political.” I noticed that this session had a 
greater percentage of men present than at any other event I attended that day (although I did not go to the lunch 
session on men’s spirituality).  
 
22 On the nature of Rabbinic discourse on women’s learning and its relationship to sexuality, see Daniel Boyarin, 
Carnal Israel : Reading Sex in Talmudic Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). On contestations 
over women’s learning and ordination, see for example, Prell, Women Remaking American Judaism. 
 
23 As I will discuss below, this was not a move to erase sexual difference. 
 
24 Biala’s first collection Dirshuni was published in 2009 and she is currently working on a second collection. 
Nehama Weingarten-Mintz and Tamar Biala, Dirshuni : Midreshe Nashim, Yahadut Kan ṾE-ʻakhshaṿ (Tel-Aviv: 
Yediʻot aḥaronot : Sifre ḥemed : ha-Sokhnut ha-Yehudit, ha-Maḥlaḳah le-ḥinukh Tsiyoni, Ḳol ḳoreh, 2009). 
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25 The subjects of these chapters are officially and unofficially Rabbinic figures. Biala has never claimed the title of 
Rabbi, Ner-David pursued Orthodox Rabbinic ordination in early adulthood, and Haberman resisted officially taking 
on the title until she was close to losing her battle with breast cancer, when she officially received rabbinic 
ordination (smikha) in the lineage of Rabbi Zalman Schacter-Shalomi. to Our Beloved Friend and Teacher Rabbi 
Bonna Devora Haberman, Posted June 17, 2015. 
 
26 Jonathan Boyarin, The Unconverted Self : Jews, Indians, and the Identity of Christian Europe (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
 
27 In liberal denominations that remade themselves in the image of American Protestantism, like Reform, the body 
became a site of shame. See Michael A. Meyer, Jewish Identity in the Modern World (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1990). 
 
28 Combining the approaches of Solomon Schechter and Alexander Altmann, prominent twentieth century scholars 
and rabbis of the Conservative and Orthodox Movements, respectively, Shaul Magid defines dogma as separate 
from but related to halakha and as necessary for the maintenance of communal life: “Following Altmann, I argue 
that dogmatic principles are not halakhically binding but carry even more weight than halakhah. They are, as 
Altmann suggested, “a religious conception of the world so that, based on it, [religion] can be practiced organically,” 
reminiscent of Moses Nahmanidesʼ justification for the entire book of Genesis.39 In short, dogma sets the very 
conditions for halakhic discourse. In this sense, Altmannʼs position echoes Maimonidesʼ conception of his “Book of 
Knowledge” as the necessary prolegomenon to his legal code. Both Altmann and Schechter, however, are careful 
not to view dogmas as belonging to halakhah. In this sense they may differ from Maimonidesʼ “Book of Knowledge” 
and be closer to the stance of his thirteen principles. Consciously resisting the conflation of dogma and law enabled 
both Schechter and Altmann to distinguish dogma as a principle from the substance of any particular dogma. They 
thus could allow for the substance of dogma to become a natural outgrowth of the religious needs and consciousness 
of a particular community, rather than being inherited universally as a halakhic principle.” Shaul Magid, "Is 
Egalitarianism Heresy? Rethinking Gender on the Margins of Judaism," Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's 
Studies & Gender Issues 8 (Fall 2004): 199. 
 
29 Yonatan Y. Brafman, "New Developments in Modern Jewish Thought: From Theology to Law and Back Again," 
in Cambridge Companion to Judaism and Law, ed. Christine Elizabeth Hayes (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2017). Yonatan Y. Brafman traces three waves of twentieth and twenty-first century thinkers who wrestled 
with the relationship between Jewish law, philosophy, and theology and specifically with the question of the 
authority of Jewish law and its continued value to modern citizens of nations states. Responding to the post-
Enlightenment critiques of Judaism, leveled by Kant and Hegel, German Jewish thinkers Hermann Cohen, Martin 
Buber, and Franz Rosenzweig responded to accusations of Jewish irrationality and amorality, as a people blindly 
following law set out by revelation not reason and autonomous choice. In the wake of the Holocaust, Soloveitchik 
and Leibowitz responded to these liberal Modern Jewish thinkers: “Most broadly, while Cohen, Buber, and 
Rosenzweig proposed philosophical theologies of Judaism that each sought to account for halakhah , Soloveitchik 
and Leibowitz insisted that halakhah be foundational for Jewish thought” (301). Though they took different 
approaches from each other and from their predecessors, they retained reason, autonomy and morality as the key 
terms of the debate. Halakha, for Soloveitchik and Leibowitz, was the only authentic grounds for Jewish life, though 
each develops a supporting philosophy and stance toward secular politics. In a move to recognize Jewish feminism 
in the conversation of modern Jewish thought, Brafman turns to the canonical feminist theological triumvirate Judith 
Plaskow, Rachel Adler, and Tamar Ross who each considered law (legal theory or halakha), theology, and feminist 
analysis of power and authority. While disagreeing on fundamental issues, these three thinkers sustain a 
conversation that centers on law and revelation but introduce a focus on communal processes and narrative 
(especially in reference to the work of Robert Cover on nomos). In his conclusion, Brafman observes that what binds 
these waves together is an attempt to make Jewish law make sense in a fragmented modern world: “[T]he most 
sophisticated modern attempts to support halakhic practice involve the effort, against the fragmentation that is a 
symptom of modernity, to recreate holistic ‘lifeworlds’ in which halakhah once again simply makes sense to the 
individual” (311).  
 
30 Claire E. Sufrin, "Telling Stories: The Legal Turn in Jewish Feminist Thought," in Gender and Jewish History, 
ed. Marion A. Kaplan and Deborah Dash Moore (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011); Melissa Raphael, 
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"Feminist Theology and the Jewish Tradition," in The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theology, ed. Mary 
McClintock Fulkerson and Sheila Briggs (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012); Hava Tirosh-Samuelson, 
Tamar Ross: Constructing Faith, Library of Contemporary Jewish Philosophers (Boston: Brill, 2016); Hava Tirosh-
Samuelson and Aaron W. Hughes, Judith Plaskow : Feminism, Theology, and Justice, Library of Contemporary 
Jewish Philosophers, (Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2014); Rochelle L. Millen, "'Her Mouth Is Full of Wisdom': 
Reflections on Jewish Feminist Theology," in Women Remaking American Judaism, ed. Riv-Ellen Prell (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 2007); Brafman, "New Developments in Modern Jewish Thought: From Theology to 
Law and Back Again." 
 
31 These writers, activists, and communal leaders formulate a Jewish women’s intellectual tradition through 
theological, legal, and philosophical arguments and through ritual practice, prayer, and their embodied, personal 
experiences. This chapter responds to Jewish Studies scholarship that tends to assume that Jewish feminists either 
work toward sociological change or write philosophies and theologies but that do not interrogate how these work 
together to reproduce the distinction between women’s experience and authentic Judaism that feminist theologians 
like Plaskow are reacting against. Riv-Ellen Prell, "Introduction: Feminism and the Remaking of American 
Judaism," in Women Remaking American Judaism, ed. Riv-Ellen Prell (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
2007); Rochelle L. Millen, "'Her Mouth Is Full of Wisdom': Reflections on Jewish Feminist Theology," ibid. 
 
32 The problematic of this binary, and of these terms themselves, has been widely deployed, critiqued, and re-
theorized. See for example Rachel Adler, Engendering Judaism : An Inclusive Theology and Ethics (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society, 1998); Joan Scott, "The Evidence of Experience," Critical Inquiry 17, no. 4 (1991); 
Ellen Umansky, "Creating a Feminist Theology," in Weaving the Visions : New Patterns in Feminist Spirituality, ed. 
Judith Plaskow and Carol P. Christ (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989). 
 
33 Drawing on sociologies of innovation, I assume that innovation can happen within organizations and that doing so 
involves models of governance that rely on expertise and are intimately tied to the media forms in which they are 
embedded. Stark, The Sense of Dissonance : Accounts of Worth in Economic Life. 
 
34 See, for example, Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity : Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of 
Biblical Gender (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000). 
 
35 Balberg argues that in the Rabbinic model, the transformative power of “subjective investment” in the material 
world builds on a Marxist understanding of labor, whereby inanimate objects become part of the human body, even 
humanized, through use. A helpful example is a cup of water filled at a fountain being an extension of the human 
mouth, or a gun acting as part of a person who shoots. Mira Balberg, Purity, Body, and Self in Early Rabbinic 
Literature (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 77-8. I am suggesting that they lessen the importance of 
progress and production in their subjective investments.  
 
36 Building on Howard Eilberg-Schwartz’s argument that God’s power to name and classify in the act of Creation in 
Genesis 1-2 undergirds the Rabbinic idea that “human consciousness can shape reality,” Balberg adds depth to the 
Rabbinic theory of the “mental mechanism” by which this occurs: “The piece that is missing from Eilberg-
Schwartz’s explanation is that the ability to render an artifact susceptible to impurity is a prerogative not of all of 
mankind vis-à-vis all material objects, but rather only of an owner of an object vis-à-vis what he or she owns.” Ibid., 
88-9. I’m playing here with the idea of ownership as acceptance, or as an alternative economic system. 
 
37 Emile Durkheim, "The Dualism of Human Nature and Its Social Conditions," Durkheimian Studies 11, no. 1 
(2005 [2014]). On the epistemological problem of Durkheim’s “ontological dualism of the human condition,” see 
Randle J. Hart and Andrew McKinnon, "Sociological Epistemology: Durkheim’s Paradox and Dorothy E. Smith’s 
Actuality," Sociology 44, no. 6 (2010).  
 
38 See David Stark, "Bending the Bars of the Iron Cage: Bureaucratization and Informalization in Capitalism and 
Socialism," Sociological Forum 4, no. 4 (1989). 
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39 Yochai Benkler, Aaron Shaw, and Benjamin Mako Hill, "Peer Production: A Form of Collective Intelligence," in 
Handbook of Collective Intelligence, ed. Thomas W. Malone and Michael S. Bernstein (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2015). 
 
40 This is not even to mention their different educational opportunities and monetary resources. 
 
41 I had been surprised when I asked Tamar Biala whether she knew Bonna Haberman that she said she had heard of 
her but did not know her. First of all, Bonna was one of the most magnetic, seemingly larger than life figures that 
everyone I knew seemed to know. But more importantly, they were feminists living in the same city and invested in 
the same causes. In many ways, North American Israelis and the native Israelis in Jerusalem inhabit overlapping but 
still distinct social worlds. More than other North Americans who make aliya, feminist activists rely on imported 
discourses of American secularism that continually maintain and reinforce their outsider status, while native Israelis 
like Tamar may move to the fringes as they incorporate foreign ideas, but they are still cut from the Israeli cloth. On 
the Israeli Diaspora, see Steven J. Gold, The Israeli Diaspora (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2002). 
 
42 Caryn Aviv argues, that if anything, “the place of Israel in Diaspora Jewish identity vis-á-vis gender inequality 
and feminism is the inverse of traditional centre/periphery ways of thinking about Jewish communities” since many 
of the founders of feminism in Israel were Anglophone Jews from Britain or North America and that Israeli 
feminists often turn to North American feminism for inspiration or guidance. She suggests that “a transnational lens 
is a more appropriate and explanatory way to view the flow of information, ideas, people, and political strategies for 
addressing gender inequality, rather than assuming that Diaspora communities view Israel as a model, or that Israel 
is at the centre of Diaspora communities understanding of gender politics.” Caryn Aviv, "Gender and Inequality 
within and across Jewish Communities," in Israel, the Diaspora, and Jewish Identity, ed. Danny Ben-Moshe and 
Zohar Segev (Brighton England ; Portland, Or.: Sussex Academic Press, 2007). 
 
43 On the ties between the Hebrew language and Jewish faith in America, and the association between exile and the 
vernacular, see Hana Wirth-Nesher, "The Accented Imagination: Speaking and Writing Jewish America," in 
Imagining the American Jewish Community, ed. Jack Wertheimer (Waltham, MA; Hanover, NH: Brandeis 
University Press ; Published by University Press of New England in association with the Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America, 2007); Call It English : The Languages of Jewish American Literature (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2006). On the Hebrew Movement in America and the authenticity of Hebrew as a link to the 
Jewish past, see Alan L. Mintz, Hebrew in America : Perspectives and Prospects, American Jewish Civilization 
Series (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1993). 
 
44 Naomi Seidman, A Marriage Made in Heaven : The Sexual Politics of Hebrew and Yiddish (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1997). 
 
45 There are countless texts to cite, and I have chosen only a handful of the most well known here. 
 
46 Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai : Judaism from a Feminist Perspective. 
 
47 Rachel Adler, "The Jew Who Wasn't There: Halakha and the Jewish Woman," Response 7, no. 22 (1973). 
 
48 Susannah Heschel, "Gender and Agency in the Feminist Historiography of Jewish Identity," The Journal of 
Religion 84, no. 4 (2004). See also On Being a Jewish Feminist : A Reader (New York: Schocken Books, 1983); 
Letty Cottin Pogrebin, Deborah, Golda, and Me : Being Female and Jewish in America (New York: Crown 
Publishers, 1991); Paula Hyman, Gender and Assimilation in Modern Jewish History : The Roles and 
Representation of Women, The Samuel & Althea Stroum Lectures in Jewish Studies (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1995); Aviva Cantor, Jewish Women/Jewish Men : The Legacy of Patriarchy in Jewish Life (San 
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995). 
 
49 Erika Duncan, "The Lost Tradition: Mothers and Daughters in Literature," in The Lost Tradition: Mothers and 
Daughters in Literature, ed. Cathy N. Davidson and E.M. Broner (New York: Ungar, 1980); Aviva Cantor, "The 
Lilith Question," Lilith Magazine 1, no. 1 (1976); Jill Hammer, "Holle's Cry: Unearthing a Birth Goddess in a 
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German Jewish Naming Ceremony," Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender Issues 9, no. Spring 
(2005). 
 
50 Adler, Engendering Judaism : An Inclusive Theology and Ethics; Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from 
a Feminist Perspective; Tamar Ross, Expanding the Palace of Torah : Orthodoxy and Feminism, 1st ed., Brandeis 
Series on Jewish Women (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, published by University Press of New England, 
2004). 
 
51 As Ken Koltun-Fromm discusses in the introduction to Imagining Jewish Authenticity, the term authenticity is 
“often associated with ideals about the ‘really real’ out there in the world, or a true state of being located somewhere 
within the self.” Ken Koltun-Fromm, Imagining Jewish Authenticity : Vision and Text in American Jewish Thought 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015), 4. Koltun-Fromm traces scholarly discourse on authenticity to 
Lionel Trilling’s 1972 Sincerity and Authenticity, which is taken up by Charles Taylor’s 1991 in The Ethics of 
Authenticity. Unsurprising to the scholar of American religion engaged with the critiques of Taylor’s more recent A 
Secular Age, the concept authenticity has a decidedly Protestant bent: authenticity is a moral ideal to which a self, an 
inner world, strives. Ken Koltun-Fromm examines how post-War American Jewish authors, including feminist texts 
by and in conversation with Rachel Adler, deploy “visual authenticity” rhetorically to “cultivate…Jewish bodies, 
texts, images and faces.” Ibid., 6-7. Against “unmarked Protestant” assumptions about selfhood, Koltun-Fromm 
argues that American Jewish authenticity is not a matter of “‘inner states’ but public displays and visual 
performances [that] are implemented and achieved before others.” Bridging cultural studies and religious studies by 
adapting David Morgan’s concept of “the sacred gaze,” Koltun-Fromm asks how American Jews have seen, the way 
that images are put to work, and the way that visual language functions in claims to authentic Jewish practice, 
communal belonging, and selfhood. Ibid., 8-9. On “unmarked Protestantism” see Tracy Fessenden, Culture and 
Redemption : Religion, the Secular, and American Literature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2007). 
 
52 Alice Shalvi, "Gaining: Ground for Israeli Women," NCJW Journal 30, no. 1 (2007). 
 
53 Shalvi describes how a student created an egalitarian congregation, affiliated with the Conservative Movement, in 
2013 which she joined. There is a longer history of the Masorti Movement in Israel, and it is not clear why 
congregations that already existed were not options for Shalvi. 
 
54 Tali Farkash, "Mother of Religious Feminism: Israel Is a Backward Country,"  YNetNews.com 
<https://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-5052838,00.html> Accessed December 25. 2017 (December 23, 
2017). 
 
55 See Margalit Shilo, "The Double or Multiple Image of the New Hebrew Woman," Nashim: A Journal of Jewish 
Women's Studies & Gender Winter, no. 1 (1998). 
 
56 Tamar Mayer, "From Zero to Hero: Masculinity in Jewish Nationalism," in Israeli Women's Studies : A Reader, 
ed. Esther Fuchs (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2005); Deborah S. Bernstein, "Daughters of the 
Nation: Between the Public and Private Spheres in Pre-State Israel," in Israeli Women's Studies : A Reader / Esther 
Fuchs, Editor, ed. Esther Fuchs (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2005); Jacqueline Portugese, 
Fertility Policy in Israel : The Politics of Religion, Gender, and Nation (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1998); Susan 
Starr Sered, What Makes Women Sick? : Maternity, Modesty, and Militarism in Israeli Society (Hanover, NH: 
Brandeis University Press : University Press of New England, 2000); Lesley Hazleton, Israeli Women : The Reality 
Behind the Myths (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1977); Shilo, "The Double or Multiple Image of the New 
Hebrew Woman." 
 
57 Marcia Freedman, "Theorizing Israeli Feminism, 1970-2000," in Jewish Feminism in Israel : Some Contemporary 
Perspectives, ed. Kalpana Misra and Melanie S. Rich (Hanover, NH: Brandeis University Press, Published by 
University Press of New England, 2003); Natalie Rein, Daughters of Rachel : Women in Israel (Harmondsworth ; 
New York: Penguin, 1980). 
 
58 English-speakers, largely Americans, brought radical elements of the feminist movement to Israel in the 1970s 
and 1980s that focused on “universal” women’s issues, like women’s health and domestic violence, setting up health 
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centers, book stores, and shelters. In the mid 1980s, more mainstream feminist activism was energized by 
academics, journalists, politicians and lawyers. In 1984, the American Jewish Congress’s women’s division, led by 
English-speaking immigrants to Israel, hosted a meeting that galvanized another set of legal and political initiatives, 
based on American liberal models of feminist activism, to fight for women’s equality within Israeli civil society. 
Though liberal Israeli feminism was based on American models, a key difference was that critiques of traditional 
gender roles and reproductive and domestic labor did not resonate. Freedman, "Theorizing Israeli Feminism, 1970-
2000."  
 
59 Omi Morgenstern-Leissner, "Hospital Birth, Military Service and the Ties That Bind Them: The Case of Israel," 
Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender, no. 12 (2006); Sered, What Makes Women Sick? : 
Maternity, Modesty, and Militarism in Israeli Society. 
 
60 See, for example, Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex; the Case for Feminist Revolution (New York: 
Morrow, 1970). 
 
61 Susan Sered has shown how alliances of religious elites and state authorities have taken a toll on Israeli women’s 
wellbeing, and in a viscous cycle, women’s poor health is reinforced by gender ideologies that understand women to 
be weak. Though not futile, successful acts of resistance against “dominating institutions” have been those that have 
capitalized on the evidence of women’s somatic experiences of weakness. Sered, What Makes Women Sick? : 
Maternity, Modesty, and Militarism in Israeli Society. See also Scott, "The Evidence of Experience." 
 
62 Sered writes, “Ideologies of gender difference framed in dichotomous and corporeal terms are deeply rooted in 
Jewish culture. The Biblical creation story, known by every Israeli schoolchild, tells that the first man and the first 
woman were formed out of different physical substances: man out of earth and women out of bone, and that 
women’s destiny is to experience suffering pursuant of her female physiology. Noncorporeal identity, in contrast, is 
presented in gender-neutral terms in an adjacent Biblical narrative in which both men and women are created in 
God’s image (Genesis 1:27, and 2:7, and 2:22). This literary juxtaposition can be understood as sacralizing a gender 
schema in which difference is conceptualized primarily in terms of physiology rather than in terms of moral virtues 
or mental abilities, a pattern that continues to this day to characterize Jewish Israeli culture. Gender differences 
reified through reference to immutable biological characteristics and reference to divine decree—the alliance of the 
‘natural and the ‘supernatural’ in the cultivation of gender—make for very potent cultural material.” Sered, What 
Makes Women Sick? : Maternity, Modesty, and Militarism in Israeli Society, 4-5. See also Elana Bloomfield, 
"“Conceiving Motherhood: The Jewish Female Body in Isreali Reproductive Practices”," intersections 10, no. 2 
(2009); Susan Martha Kahn, Reproducing Jews : A Cultural Account of Assisted Conception in Israel, Body, 
Commodity, Text (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000); Don Seeman, "Ethnography, Exegesis, and Jewish 
Ethical Reflection: The New Reproductive Technologies in Israel," in Kin, Gene, Community : Reproductive 
Technologies among Jewish Israelis, ed. Daphna Birenbaum-Carmeli and Yoram S. Carmeli (New York: Berghahn 
Books, 2010); Tal Ilan, "Patriarchy, the Land of Israel and the Legal Position of Jewish Women in Rabbinic 
Literature," Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender Winter, no. 1 (1998).  
 
63 See, for example, Plaskow and Berman, The Coming of Lilith : Essays on Feminism, Judaism, and Sexual Ethics, 
1972-2003, 31-2; Mijal Bitton, "'And He Shall Rule over You': The Genesis of #Mettoo," The Forward October 19, 
2017. <https://forward.com/life/faith/385625/the-genesis-of-metoo/> Accessed October 20, 2017; Tova Hartman, 
Feminism Encounters Traditional Judaism : Resistance and Accommodation (Waltham, Mass. 
Hanover, NH: Brandeis University Press, University Press of New England, 2007), 49ff; Ross, Expanding the 
Palace of Torah : Orthodoxy and Feminism, 38-9, 103-20; Adler, Engendering Judaism : An Inclusive Theology and 
Ethics. 
 
64 I will discuss the intersections of modesty and knowledge in Part II. 
 
65 See, for example, Yair Ettinger, "Is Orthodox Judaism on the Verge of a Historic Schism?," in Haaretz 
(<https://www.haaretz.com/jewish/features/.premium-1.668002> Accessed December 28, 2017: July 27, 2015). See 
also Samuel C. Heilman, Sliding to the Right : The Contest for the Future of American Jewish Orthodoxy (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2006); Defenders of the Faith : Inside Ultra-Orthodox Jewry (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2000). 
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66 Tamar Biala, The Missing Half of the Jewish Bookshelf: Israeli Women Writing Midrash—a New Sacred 
Literature, Helen Gartner Hammer Lecture (https://vimeo.com/924575992009). Accessed July 14, 2015. 
67 Mishnah Niddah 5:4 
 
68 These are not her words, but my own reference to Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1974). 
 
69 Because of the intimacy of our conversations, it feels only natural to use her first name. 
 
70 Tamar co-edited the volume and also wrote some of the midrashim. I learned, from a later interview, that she was 
also very involved in the writing process of many of the other writers. Tamar engaged in a back and forth with the 
authors over email to produce numerous drafts, often numbering in the high teens.  
 
71 The Yeshiva community once had a conversation about the limits of the textual canon. Someone raised the 
possibility that Anita Diamant’s The Red Tent was modern midrash, and the sentiment in the room was that had 
crossed out of midrash and into fiction. 
 
72 Adapting Harold Bloom’s distinction between heresy and revision, Magid defines a term “necessary heresy,” a 
corrective revision of dogma that serves communal interests. My use of heresy is also drawn from Magid’s 
discussion, but is better understood in relation to dogma. Dogma is a boundary setting discourse, marking the 
accepted communal norms of community. Magid, "Is Egalitarianism Heresy? Rethinking Gender on the Margins of 
Judaism," 193. I describe my “subversive act” in terms of heresy because it was an active step out of communal 
norms, namely the laws of Kashrut, that went even further for stepping outside the Jewish-nationalist world in which 
I was also embedded. 
 
73 Tamar Biala, "Filling the Missing Half of the Sacred Bookshelf," JOFA's The Torch, 
<http://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-torch/filling-the-missing-half-of-the-sacred-bookshelf/> (Accessed May 14, 
2017). 
 
74 Here I suggest a difference in the way that food and air sustain bodies. For Tamar, there was no option to put 
Torah aside; there was an urgency about her need for Torah that could not be delayed or negotiated with other needs. 
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Chapter 3 
Stretch Marks: Embodied Textual Communities and the Remaking 

of Rabbinic Judaism 
 
Today, we feel even more distanced from the Divine because no one can “see” the Presence of 
God. The age of splitting seas is long gone. Perhaps today we need to use a different sense—
listening instead of seeing. The Bible tells us that each person was created in God’s Image. Even 
after we are born into this world, a spark of the Divine remains within each and every one of us. 
The question is: How can we tap into that light inside ourselves? Perhaps, rather than looking 
towards something outside of ourselves, we must learn to listen to our own inner voice deep 
inside our soul and trust that it is reflecting our Divine Spark. –Haviva Ner-David1 
 
There isn’t a page in the Talmud where sages aren’t speaking from their experience, from their 
embodied lives, from their professions, from their doubts. They’re critical, they argue, they 
doubt. Everything is part of that conversation, so to do this is to be a rabbinic Jew, is to continue 
that conversation, it is to expect that the Torah be relevant to us now and here.... There’s a lot of 
passion in Torah. It is not an intellectual exercise alone. It is a very full human engagement 
where our feelings and our emotions and our life plans and our decisions are all bound up with 
this and there’s no point trying to take them out but actually to bring our full selves. And again, I 
really understand that the rabbinic process is precisely this. –Bonna Devorah Haberman z”l2 
 
 
 

After knowing Tamar, I couldn’t help but realize how quintessentially North American 

Haviva Ner-David and Bonna Devorah Haberman were. Haviva and Bonna, as I would come to 

know them, were trans-denominational, halakhically observant North American-born rabbis, 

scholars with PhDs, wives, and mothers in Israel.3 These North American Jewish feminists who 

were friends and comrades in the fight to liberate the Jewish tradition from patriarchal, Ultra-

Orthodox control: they were leaders and steady presences in Women of the Wall, and each 

fought publically for women’s authority as textual interpreters.4 They spoke in familiar political, 

philosophical, and theological terms shaped by American Second Wave feminism, Orthodox 

Judaism, and the Western philosophical canon. Bonna, a Canadian, had lived, been educated, and 

taught philosophy and theology in the United States and England, while had grown up in and 

around New York.  Both made aliya as adults with their young families.  
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While I found the Rabbinic corpus alienating, Haviva and Bonna, passionate scholars of 

Jewish texts and committed to halakhic practice, were drawn to life in the center of Jewish 

textual learning and were dedicated to wresting back control over a corpus that was part of the 

fabric of their being. The sages, Ḥazal, were like their ancestors with whom they remained in 

active relationship. They felt most at home where these roots produced the dominant discourses 

of society, however much they needed re-reading and re-interpreting. They were committed to 

doing the work of feminist Oral Torah5 in Israel; while Israel was no “Jewish Disneyland” where 

the redemption was already underway, it was a home, and one worth fighting for.6 Haviva and 

Bonna devoted themselves to their national, religious, and feminist cause, and through their 

public activism, candid writing, and teaching, have inspired the next generation of Jewish 

feminists.7 

I left off with Tamar’s loneliness, with which, because of my own experiences with 

pregnancy and motherhood, I could empathize. It was a painful paradox that the social world 

could at once form the atomizing structures that isolate and also make the concept of collectivity 

possible.8 Given what it might risk, Tamar’s story raises questions about the transformative 

possibilities of giving voice to experiences: even if affectively moving and even if rendered in an 

authoritative form, what might it accomplish? Are there mechanisms through which social 

consciousness may be mobilized for positive, generative change in response to local, embodied 

experiences of an individual or subgroup?9  

In the space of this chapter, I will continue to reflect on what it means for women who 

inhabit the Rabbinic process to search for an ethical, feminist Jewish way of life, and the role 

that their mothering bodies meet Rabbinic textual culture to reshape conceptions of the sacred. In 

particular, through ethnographic and textual analysis of Bonna Haberman and Haviva Ner-David 
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work and activism, this chapter attends to the mechanisms through which individual experience 

comes to be integrated into communal narratives.  

In modern Jewish life, where texts are not only sacred but also the tools of bureaucratic 

management, it is unsurprising that scholars have set their gazes on visuality of and within 

Jewish textual culture, a site of mediation between organizers and the organized.10 As the 

previous two chapters have suggested, the visual is but one, albeit powerful, tool for Jewish 

sociality. The visceral, too, can be an instrument, or instrumentalized, to call out for empathy and 

care, or to repel with disgust as a means for intellectual challenge. 

The Rabbinic tradition is intellectually foreign ground in genealogies of Western thought 

in which I had been trained, at least outside of Jewish Studies. Given this, I was surprised and 

confused when I realized that a book I had read and taught many times over the course of 

graduate school, Barbara Duden’s Disembodying Women, begins with an epigraph from a 

Sephardic commentary on Genesis from eighteenth century Turkey.11 The Rabbinic obsession 

with the detailed inner world of a woman’s bodies resonated with Duden’s focus on how the 

womb had become “a new Cathedral”12 in Christian moral and political discourse.13 Duden’s 

historical epistemology of technologies that been used to rendered women as ecosystems for new 

life frames her immodest proposal that women “can avoid giving embodied reality to managed 

constructs” produced by the authoritative scientific discourse of objective reality and used to 

marginalize them.14 The text with which she begins, itself an example of a technology for 

upgrading authoritative knowledge sources, is a midrash that describes the life of “the little 

creature” in its mother’s womb. It is a view into those glass wombs from the Babylonian 

Talmud’s tractate Sotah, with which I began the introduction to this section, “Ethics of Our 

Mothers.” 
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In a narrative about exploring traditionally women’s ways of serving God, Haviva 

invokes this same passage as she discusses her relationship to the laws of family purity and the 

ritual bath, mikveh, the subject of Chapter 7: “It is no wonder […] that the fetuses in their 

mothers’ wombs were able to see God’s Presence after the splitting of the Red Sea.”15 Those 

fetuses had not been clouded by “the human world [so] their connection to God would have been 

purely intuitive.” The real miracle was that all the other Israelites, those already born, were able 

to witness “the Presence of God.” Like this chapter’s epigraph with her words, printed on a 

different page but still immanently present, she proclaims that God is not gone but out of sight. It 

was through the female body that the fetuses knew God, and it was not really through sight but 

intuition that this great miracle was possible. 

In a modern world where the expectation is very often that authoritative epistemic 

conclusions are drawn from visual evidence, Ner-David proposed that “we need to use a 

different sense—listening instead of seeing” to sense God’s light. Alluding to her own book’s 

preface, where she recounts a Kabbalistic teaching about Creation, when God’s light shattered its 

containers and spread shards of light that exist within everything, she asks, “How can we tap into 

that light inside ourselves?” Her tentative conclusion, one which grows more sure over the 

course of her spiritual narrative that reckons with how to live as a feminist committed to a 

halakhic life, is to “learn to listen to our own inner voice deep inside our soul and trust that it is 

reflecting our Divine Spark.”16 Refracted through Jewish mystical, legal, and theological texts, I 

heard echoes of a popular theorist who the American-born midwives and doulas whom I 

interviewed brought up often: Carol Gilligan’s In a Different Voice, the now classic work in 

feminist ethics and moral psychology.17 For Gilligan, the process of hearing one’s inner voice 

was essential not only in healing psychological wounds from dissociated selves conditioned by 
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social and relational invisibility but also in recognizing the gendered nature of a universalized 

epistemic system.18  

Gilligan proposed an “ethics of care,” a consequentialist, sentimental moral theory, as an 

alternative to what she identified as a hierarchical, masculine model of “justice ethics,” a 

deontological approach that is focused on adherence to principles. Re-reading the flow of the 

Talmudic tractate Sotah as it travels from testing adulteresses to glass wombs walking to 

freedom through this lens—a visual metaphor I cannot seem to escape—I see reflections of these 

two epistemic and ethical modes while recognizing my impulse to read a brittle binary into the 

fluid rabbinic text. As an ethnographer, rather than an ethicist, I am resisting my own urge to 

apply Gilligan’s normative framework that might too easily map religion, masculinity, 

law/halakha, objectivity, and violence to one pole while seeing spirituality, femininity, narrative, 

subjectivity, and self-less nurturing to another.  

Bonna was a model for resisting binaries and ontologically rigid categories. My particular 

interest was in her model of divine motherhood, a text in which she had spilled herself—her 

blood and ink—into formulating ways to liberate her people from violent forms of secularism 

and religion alike. The text itself had been gestated in North America but had come to life in 

Israel, where she felt the pressing need in her religious life to dismantle gender hierarchies.19 In 

her life’s work, enacted with particular urgency at the Wall, she worked to perform a ritual 

drama modeled on life-giving, rather than martyrdom and violence. She defined her theology of 

this-world birth, pleasure, and sustenance against Christianity’s theology of martyrdom, death, 

and the other-worldly. As a woman devoted to the cause of the Wall, she fought not only for 

justice and equality but to reshape her society through a theology that mattered to her self, family, 

local community, the state of Israel and Palestinian nation, transnational Jewish polity, and 
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perhaps even the broader world.20 As she wrote of Women of the Wall (WoW) at the end of her 

book, We seek not a road by which to escape out, but roads by which to enter in more fully and 

deeply. For Bonna, unlike Tamar, Israel was the Promised Land, a land she had longed for and 

chosen to live in, and which she now sought to hold accountable for its sacred and secular 

promises.  

The Jewish people’s biography,21 which she used as the basis for a psychoanalytic 

reading of the people’s “complex and cyclical narrative” of physical the migrations and psychic 

“journey to and from Zion in the realms of spirit and imagination,” was inseparable from her 

own life’s course.22 Bringing a knowledge of “how urgent women’s rights were” that she learned 

from her mother, a sense of the enchantment of the material world from her father, and her own 

experiences “starting an egalitarian household” where she sought to fluidly combine her 

philosophy and care-giving, she lived a life of spiritual warfare for peace and justice, 

understanding the personal as political and the political as personal. She preached a Jewish 

liberation theology, reading Exodus as God birthing the people of Israel to freedom. In doing so, 

she folded in the layers of her own stories, spread over twenty-five years of activism to liberate 

the Western Wall, or Kotel from patriarchal control that denies women the right to pray there “as 

men do,” wearing ritual prayer garb and reading from Torah scrolls.23 In June 1967, when the 

Israeli military took control of it during the Six-Day War, the commanding officer’s announced 

“HaKotel Beyadeinu!” (“The Kotel is in our hands!”) before the soldiers wept and prayed 

touching the last remnants of the Second Temple’s outer wall.24 Arguing through close readings 

of Rabbinic texts that the Temple was a holy enclosure modeled after female anatomy,25 the fight 

for the wall was indistinguishable from the defense of women’s bodily autonomy.26 Haviva 

astutely characterized her approach, which she would herself emulate:27 “Bonna believed that 
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causing discomfort in the name of justice was part of how we change people’s perspectives, 

challenge their complacency.”28 I think so, too. 

Whether it is possible for a collective to tolerate dissonant readings without dissolving is 

a question about social organization and authority, and both Haviva and Bonna were “more 

interested in breaking down hierarchy than in creating levels of authority.”29 By the end of the 

twentieth century, organizational sociologists, like scholars of religion, were complicating 

accepted models of organizations as reified entities, rational markets, and top-down flows of 

information and ideas.30 In The Sense of Dissonance: Accounts of Worth in Economic Life, David 

Stark argues that organizations are not just “patterns of ties [but also] sites in which actors 

engage in practices of justifying worth.” Furthermore, Stark argues, analysis of authority, 

whether among equals or elites and subordinates, must go hand-in-hand with attention to modes 

of accountability, which could include quantitative metrics of keeping score or narratives of 

“what counts.”31 Since sight is valued for its evaluative capacities, its gendered epistemic history 

has consequences for the worth of certain lives, the authority of certain subjects, and thus the 

gendered organization of the social world.32  

While social theorists argue about the mechanisms by which language organizes, 

unequivocally, language, and Stark emphasizes metaphors, matters for how social life is 

organized. Hierarchy has been “the dominant and long-lasting metaphor for organization, 

remarkably consistent over fifteen centuries, [which] comes from religion,” specifically, a fifth 

century Christian theological account of “the celestial and ecclesiastical hierarchies” in which 

knowledge and order were ordained by “the literally all-knowing boss at the top.”33 Heterarchies, 

a model drawn from neuroscience, by contrast, account for “organized dissonance,” which 
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captures the complexity of diverse human groups that “lack simple coherence” that hierarchical 

models imagine.34  

At the risk of reiterating an obvious point, analysis of the social world does not exist 

outside of it. My object is not to quibble with Stark, but to point to a few sets of “ruling 

relations”35 embedded here, because they are among the forms of domination that the scholar-

activists who I discuss in this chapter are preoccupied with: not only does it universalize a 

Christian theological imagination and make use of the secularization thesis as an organizing 

principle,36 but with the mind as the model of social relations, a Cartesian ascendency of mind 

over body slips in as well. As Gilligan warns, the stakes of these models are moral.37  

Within the discursive limits set by historical alliances of the Protestant Enlightenment, 

Bonna and Haviva find themselves at home and alienated. They find themselves similarly 

unsettled within the current instantiation of Rabbinic Judaism, in which a ruling class’s halakhic 

ideology is out of touch, abstracted, from the lived experience of these Rabbinic mothers. Haviva 

and Bonna are not only keen observers of injustices in Jewish society, but are also activists 

devoted to using their own embodied experiences to change the “facts on the ground” within the 

Jewish body politic.38 This chapter asks how Biblical and Rabbinic texts work, or rather, are put 

to work, in transforming social organization and the way that communities value individual lives. 

To do so, it provides an ethnographic account of how embodied hermeneutic practices bring 

texts into individual experience, and how knowledge from/of texts is socially negotiated,39 

exploring how textual practices and reading and writing bodies in(to) texts mediate between 

abstract social concepts and ideals and the concrete realities of the bodies that read them.40  

In their work, both Bonna and Haviva answer Gilligan’s call for the “reinterpretation of 

women’s experiences in terms of their own imagery of relationships,”41 but move beyond 
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individual psychology to consider Jewish textual culture as a history whose reproduction shape 

social consciousness. These histories are not deterministic, but rather, “reflections of the social 

relations of a mode of production,” and particularly, of Jewish reproduction.42 If social 

consciousness is shared history that emerges from “the materiality of language, [and thus] 

embodies ideas, principles, law, moral and religious beliefs,” a textual community can capitalize 

on these tangible elements to innovate new social relations.43 

The approaches to social organization that Haviva and Bonna present are partial 

rejections of the empirical, and its epistemic bulldog the visual, as the singular method for 

producing truth.44 They do not to concede wholly to social constructivism, but rather, describe 

theological truths derived from the collective’s shared repository of knowledge, Jewish texts, as 

well as their own experiences of the divine that are framed through the textual tradition. In doing 

so, they accept the shared tradition while rejecting other peoples’ claims to sovereignty over it. 

Since the nature of my relationship with each of these figures affects the stories of them 

that I am able to tell, I turn first to our stories. I will begin this chapter at the Wall, which is 

where I first met Bonna and was physically proximate to Haviva—I didn’t manage to connect 

with her in the chaos of the day. There, I will explore the materiality of the sacred, putting flesh 

on the concept of collective effervescence, or perhaps a prayer shawl over the shoulders of those 

individuals being washed over by spiritual force. 

While I came to know Bonna rather intimately, which was a kind of connection she bred 

with so many people, I got to know Haviva only in mediated ways. During my year in Jerusalem, 

Haviva had already moved to a kibbutz in the North of Israel, a couple hours drive and insulated 

from the intensity of Jerusalem’s political landscape, where her “pulpit,” the only private mikveh 

in Israel, is located. I had conducted several interviews with her over the phone: we talked in 
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little snippets, fitting in time as she drove to and from a weekly meeting. Like ships passing in 

the night, we’d be in the same places at different times. She grew up a half hour away from me in 

suburban New York and went to the college where I now attend graduate school. Eighteen years 

my senior, she left home as I arrived in the world. A proverbial lifetime later, my research had 

brought me into many Jewish feminist spaces she inhabited and helped define.45 I feel that I 

know her most, not through our passing meetings and conversations on the move but through her 

open, honest, and vulnerable autobiographical, spiritual narratives that delve into intimate details 

of sexuality, illness, and miscarriage.  

I next consider the strategies through which Haviva and Bonna concretize the power 

relations of abstract texts, and in doing so, push back at the idea that modern social life must be 

predicated on rational principles. Reading Haviva’s progression through her two books again 

with an eye to her body and an ear to her neshama, her soul, I show how Haviva moves from 

locating God in society’s normative renderings of halakha to hearing God as an “inner voice” 

which responds to individual needs of her illness-stricken body.46 In tandem, she describes lived 

experiences that reenact, and correct, problematic textual relations. Bonna likewise understands 

God to reside within a female body. I next turn to Bonna’s reading of a Talmudic text where she 

argues that the Rabbis modeled the structure of God’s house after female anatomy, and the 

holiest moment of the liturgical calendar, recalling the High Priest entering the Holy of Holies, 

comes to be a generative sexual act. Like Haviva, the form of the female reproductive body 

models alternative, ethical social organizations that that are intimate and generative rather than 

abstract and violent, framing the shared textual tradition as itself a passionate endeavor rather 

than a disciplinary force. While Haviva listens for God’s voice from within her, Bonna roots a 

liberated social life in the universal experience of being birthed, building her theological account 
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of God from her own experience giving birth. Through the miracles that have emerged from their 

own bodies, Bonna and Haviva push the reader to recognize the necessity “of inequality and 

interconnection” in coming to know the reality of human life.47 

In the end, I turn to a textual community that formed in Bonna’s living room and the 

ways in which it experimented with new forms of social organization. By encouraging dialogue 

among participants, including the figures within the texts, Bonna led the community to recognize 

the ways in which shared knowledge is a social achievement rather than a social reality to be 

perceived.48 By performing “epistemological acts,” of reading and performing the texts to “do 

knowing” differently, we were not only saving the texts from abstraction but training ourselves 

to act according to an ethical system we created through our own re-readings. 49  

 

Re-Creating in the Womb of Eden, and Redeeming Through The Narrow Passage 

Let my soul bless God, Adonai my God, You are very great, You are clothed in glory and 
majesty; You wrap yourself in light, spread the heavens like curtains. 
 
These verses [Psalms 104:1-2, which are recited as one puts on the tallit, prayer shawl] liken 
donning the tallit to God’s own acts of spreading the light and heavens as the fabric of a divine 
garment. The tallit is a tangible symbol of God’s clothing of glory. By this analogy, each tallit 
enrobes its wearer with the materials of Creation. Held up toward the coastal horizon, the azure 
fringe blends with the color of the sea. Wild blue-green strands of grass jut vertically into 
purview, leading upward toward the intense blue Mediterranean sky. Beams of morning light 
erupt into the deep blue firmament summoning the awesome specter of Ezekiel’s vision—
whirling wheels of fiery heavenly creatures. Above their multiple terrifying heads appears the 
calm clarity of brilliant sapphire stone and the enthroned, awesome One. From the fringe of a 
boundaried body, a person yearns for a boundless experience of Oneness, of union. Continuing 
to read the fringe observance together with the Garden of Eden scene, the protagonists all aspire 
to divine knowledge, to an unmediated closeness overcoming the limits of exile.50 
 
When God gave Moses the Torah, so one tradition goes, it was in the form of black fire written 

on white fire.51 In the sanctuary of Moreshet Israel, a synagogue directly adjacent to my Yeshiva 

in Jerusalem and a quick walk from the Great Synagogue of Jerusalem, I imagined the flames 
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twisting and twirling together into a spirited, lush, sensual, embodied Torah whose image 

resembled the light gray curly hair that framed her face. On November 4, 2013, at a panel 

discussion on the “Theological Feminist World” at the Symposium Celebrating the Twenty-fifth 

anniversary of WoW, Bonna read an excerpt from her new book Israeli Feminism Liberating 

Judaism: Blood and Ink, a taste of which I have (merely) reprinted above. Listening to her 

synthesis of twenty-five years spent “[p]artnering text interpretation with strategic activism” to 

win the right for women to pray in a group, wear a prayer shawl (tallit) and phylacteries (tefillin), 

and to read from a Torah scroll at the Western Wall, it was like the force of her heart was 

pumping words off the page. Biblical and rabbinic writ sauntered off her tongue in the same 

breath as the Western philosophical canon, and social criticism and theologies of liberation from 

the ‘second sex’ and ‘third world.’ Eloquently, her intellectual worlds, in her words, “fuse[d] 

with embodied, intensely personal and provocative public experiences,” emblematic of her 

refusal to buy into Cartesian Dualism. Bonna exhibited a cautious approach to Enlightenment 

values like objectivity and positivism that had come to over-determine the way Jews related to 

their textual tradition, rendering rigid a fluid sacred. 

From her lips, I heard a reading of Torah that, for the first time, really excited me, a 

poetic antidote to the mostly disturbed and disappointed feelings I had about the Rabbinic canon 

from my time in Yeshiva until then (Introduction). For the first time, taking in her Oral Torah, 

Torah she-b’al peh, I saw vibrant blues where there had only been black and white, smelled the 

salty sea air instead of the musty paper of old books, and began to imagine a prayer shawl as 

something more than a garment to wear while going through the liturgical motions. The tallit, 

which she painted as the physical instantiation of “a spiritual journey” and “a constant 
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hermeneutic of bringing the fringes to the center” of Jewish life,52 was a spiritual sign upon the 

body that it was possible to live in contact with, not merely the image of, a just, tangible God.  

Bonna’s theologically and textually rooted activism was inspired by her teacher Augusto 

Boal, whose Theater of the Oppressed taught her to understand her writing, teaching, prayer, 

sermonizing, and protests, like theatrical performances on the stage, as opportunities for 

“rehearsing the self into better modalities.”53 The communities she cultivated with her energetic, 

embodied, Oral Torah transformed each Jew into a spect-actor54 of the sacred drama of the 

Jewish people and their God. As a co-facilitator of ritual performances with an embodied God 

and a community of women, staged at the outer edge of God’s material dwelling, Bonna’s 

spiritual and physical mothercraft55 inspired her to formulate a liberation theology modeled after 

the life-giving actions of a birthing God.  

 

The Materiality of Prayer and the Politics of Gender At the Edge of the Sacred Center 

At the WOW twenty-fifth anniversary celebration, I listened as Bonna described how the 

prayer shawls worn at the Wall, as symbols and material objects, were technologies that could 

transport—those allowed access—to another place while remaining in this world and that body. 

Fringes, sacred markers at the vulnerable openings, affiliate with the sacred center of Jewish 

ritual—the Tabernacle/Temple and the High Priest. Fringes symbolize all other commandments; 

they clothe a Jew for enlightenment, redemption, and fulfillment of divine promise. Fringed 

shawls envelop the body with the garment of Creation and send a worshipper toward the divine. 

The ritual fringes—one of the most visible symbols of Jewish identity—are mainly absent from 

women’s bodies. The discovery of our own invisibility resembles the eye-opening moment in the 

Garden. We realize that we are improperly attired, without fringes.56 Reading through the 
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symbolic lexicons and material markers of biblical and Rabbinic literature, she situated WoW’s 

activism within a layered and diachronic textual story that moves from the Tabernacle of Exodus 

to Genesis’s Eden to God’s commandment in Numbers to put fringes on a four-corned garment, 

which was later innovated into a tallit.  

Through biblical narrative, she accused the state-sanctioned patriarchy of attempting to 

keep the female body spiritually naked to control a woman’s relationship to God, and the WoW 

were moving in on the sacred center to sound a wakeup call to feminist consciousness. 

Connecting ritual practice, theology, and politics, Bonna preached that “[s]ensitivity to power 

and gender derives from commitment to the full human dignity of women and men—in the 

divine image.”57 Noting that Judaism is, at once, “adamant that God transcends the categories of 

gender [but that] most liturgy and theology represent God as male,” she sought to “liberate our 

concepts” of God from gender in the service of “configure[ing] both human and divine roles to 

share in creative liberation.” In what I would come to know as her typical blend of human rights 

discourse and a blunt rejection of prudery around the body—too often a mask for misogyny—she 

asserted that that “[g]enitalia are not the defining or limiting feature of religious experience or 

the criterion for possession or control of sacred tradition and its speaking parts.”58 Starting at the 

very beginning, reading gender relations and power into the narrative from the Garden of Eden to 

the present-day politics of the Israeli state, she understood the text in service to “an ethical 

bottom line” about how the Jewish individual, community, and state should act.  

Bonna’s full-spirited, embodied, and intellectual devotion to the Wall was at once about 

this particular space and also an educational performance, a personal, political, spiritual 

technique to educate her people toward justice. If such things are measurable, the Wall has 

become as contested as it is sacred. It is not only an international political symbol of Jewish and 
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Muslim claims to the territory, but also a battleground for Jewish women’s right to religious 

freedom in public space, or, alternatively for the Ultra-Orthodox to maintain control of religious 

practice in the Israeli public sphere.59 The anniversary celebration marked twenty-five years of 

contentious legal battles, arrest, and even physical violence against women who sought the right 

to public religiosity, and by extension, a more egalitarian society.  

I had never been very attached, or attracted, to the Wall. It was a place where the 

expectations were overwhelmingly high: I imagined I was supposed to feel some kind of 

authentic religious feeling, to sense holiness, either from the stones that remained of an ancient 

house of God, or from the energy of so many prayers physically stuffed into its crevices on little 

papers or metaphysically sent into it through bent heads and reaching fingers. It was the 

quintessential, authentic abode of the divine, and as the tradition goes, it was the original spot 

that God intervened as Abraham showed his faith and willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac. To 

me, its power, like these stories, was intriguing but mostly alienating.  

Earlier that warm November morning, I had taken all my ambivalence with me, as well 

as my anxiety about what kind of violence could erupt at a contested sacred place, and gone with 

a sense of curiosity and a millennial ethnographer’s sense of fear of missing out. There, 

surrounded by nearly a thousand people—my Jewish feminist people—whose passion was as 

much political as spiritual, I felt the electricity I had only ever read about in Durkheim’s 

Elementary Forms.  

WoW, which Bonna helped found in 1988 and sustain over the intervening years, was 

fundamentally a transnational movement rooted in that particular place. At its origins, WoW was 

a group of women, largely North American by birth who had come of age during the height of 

Second Wave Feminism, who decided to gather monthly to pray to celebrate Rosh Ḥodesh, the 
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new moon celebration on the first day of each Hebrew month. All over the world, Rosh Ḥodesh 

had become the occasion for Jewish feminists to come together in community to reclaim and 

invent ritual for women. Unlike other Rosh Ḥodesh groups, who met in synagogue libraries or 

living rooms in the diaspora, WoW did so in the Israeli public sphere in sacred space tightly 

regulated by the Ultra-Orthodox Rabbinate backed by the power of the State.  

WoW was armed with legal and textual knowledge that made them a particularly 

dangerous threat to the gendered hierarchy of Jewish ritual.60 Bonna and Haviva recount the 

same kinds of violent threats: “‘The Torah belongs to men!’ shout irate ultra-Orthodox women.” 

Haberman recalled the violent resistance to their prayer: “Some women lay their hands upon our 

bodies, and intone curses that we should never bear children, that we should die young, in traffic 

accidents. Men call out at us, ‘whores,’ ‘Nazis,’ ‘dogs,’ ‘witches.’”61 Just after making aliya in 

1996, Haviva attended a WoW prayer service where men and women dressed in black were 

throwing things at them and yelling: “‘Goyim [Gentiles]! T’meot [Impure]! Naziyim 

[Nazis]! Asur [Forbidden]!” and declaring “HaKotel shelanu [The Kotel is Ours]!”62 Thirty years 

after soldiers took the Kotel from Jordanian control declaring “HaKotel Beyadeinu,” (the Kotel 

is in our hands), there was still war raging over whose spiritual home this could be. 

At the Wall, women’s public prayer became an act of spiritual warfare, the public, 

religious instantiation of the personal is political.63 WoW’s movement for resistance against 

particular religious claims to piety bolstered by secular state power was fertile ground for 

thinking critically about the tensions that arose in a project inspired by American secular feminist 

notions of freedom and autonomy and a particularly Jewish understanding of cultivating sacred 

space and community. Through her evocative descriptions of her experiences fighting to convene 

with the divine in a holy place, Blood and Ink added a dimension to the sacred that Durkheim, in 
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his project of armchair ethnography and as a diaspora Jew, had missed: the materiality of the 

community’s cultivation of the sacred, and the ethical dimension of rituals of sanctification.  

Both intimately related to and a far cry and away from Durkheim’s watery metaphors of 

collective effervescence among members of distant tribes, Bonna had repeatedly confronted the 

bleeding line between sacred, sexual, and savage. Jolted from a vulnerable moment of prayer 

into a defensive deployment, we close in around each other in tight concentric circles, arms 

supporting and protecting. I wrap myself around the sacred Torah scroll, taking hold of it an 

instant before the unwieldy disrupters overturn the table on which it rests. Clutching the scroll, 

protecting it and my rotund pregnant belly from the assault, we stand in that moment, embracing 

the Torah, companions orbiting one another. Our bodies denote the concentric circles of holy 

space described in the Mishna, a primary Jewish code of oral law. As the Holy of Holies 

contains the stone tablets, we are a vessel containing the sacred writ….Do we hold the Torah or 

does she hold us? We meld. Our arms are the branches; the parchment, our skin; and the letters, 

our prayers.64 In a place where ontological divides between place, bodies, and texts were 

dissolving, questions multiplied like dividing cells. Was the Torah a small child in her mother’s 

arms, witnessing the fracturing of her family, caught in the middle of expectations of secular 

feminism and the violence of the backlash against it claimed her best interests?65 Or was her 

parchment skin a sign of her ancient age, her small stature belying her infinite wisdom? How 

were the actors in the fight over Her beholden to her scripts, or She to theirs? Was the being 

inside the pregnant belly also beholden, did he have power in shaping how the drama unfolded, 

did the violence of this moment change him?66 I was mesmerized by her embodied Torah. 

“I need to know this person,” I said to myself. It was half a silent, awed exclamation and 

half a vow. After her panel, a sea change in my attitude toward the possibilities of a feminist 
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approach to Rabbinic Judaism, I approached her and told her how badly I wanted to learn with 

her and write about her work. Starting the next day, Blood and Ink was my new commuting 

companion. Back-and-forth on the Jerusalem light rail, I read her liberation theology, a post-

modern flow between embodied birth experience, textual exegesis of the Torah and Rabbinic 

literature, celebrations of the cycles of the land of Israel and critiques of the state’s violence, and 

her public activism and ritual practice.  

By the time we met less than two weeks later in her idyllic home in Jerusalem’s German 

colony, it was as though I had already been there and known so much of her from her vivid 

descriptions of birthing her third, forth, and fifth children there.67 Opening the gate to her lush 

garden filled with flowers, I saw an olive tree that I assume was once the sapling next to which 

her family buried the placenta of her forth child, Amitai, whom I’d soon meet, all grown up. In 

the entryway, I remove my shoes near the doorpost where Bonna had paused, almost losing 

consciousness, as her body transitioned through labor in her third birth. Walking through her 

living room, my eyes were drawn to a woven wicker bassinet that sat on a deep, Jerusalem-stone 

sill under the window, the Moses basket that Amitai had slept in, at least when they did not need 

to move him to a gas-filter box during the siren-soundings of the First Gulf War.68 At her large 

wooden table, in a kitchen filled with jars of grains and baskets of produce displaying their 

connection to the land and sustainable agriculture,69 we poured over my dissertation research as 

her husband cooked a few feet away, “stirring” and “sautéing” in the same place Bonna had 

tended her soup between the contractions of her fifth labor.70  

In a conversation that would extend over months, I started putting together the pieces of 

the vortex of activity spiraling over decades, during which she lived the experience of birthing 

five children and miscarrying one; of living through the violence of the Gulf War and the Second 
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Intifada while living in Israel, and 9/11 while teaching in Boston at Harvard Divinity School, 

Brandeis University, and Hebrew College; of using theater to address human trafficking and 

religious violence through her Mistabra Institute for Jewish Textual Activism and the Israeli-

Palestinian Conflict through an “artistic marriage” with a Palestinian to form YTheater; of 

spreading her Jewish feminist vision in books, articles, podcasts, and poetry slams; of nurturing a 

family, an intimate partnership, and a garden; and of living spiritually and intimately with her 

Torah and through its laws.  

As I told her about my work on American Jewish women and the reproductive body, it 

was clear she saw herself more as a resource than a subject. “I’m not American, I’m Canadian,” 

she told me, though she did go to graduate school and eventually teach in the United States for 

several years. In our first conversation at her kitchen table, she suggested some other people I 

should interview, including an Ultra-Orthodox woman Aliza Edry, who she described as the 

midwife of midwives, who had delivered three of her children, and her fellow WoW leader and 

close friend, Haviva Ner-David.  

 

A Cosmogony71 for an Ethical Life 

In Life on the Fringes: A Feminist Journey Toward Traditional Rabbinic Ordination, 

Haviva narrates a Jewish feminist coming of age story that takes her from New York to 

Jerusalem, from the 1970s to 2000, and from a childhood feeling controlled by halakha as a set 

of Jewish rules and regulations to finding her own voice, and with that, to recognizing halakha as 

an ethical system, “a powerful tool for shaping individual, communal, and national character.”72 

The recognition was not merely a matter of seeing differently, but a process of speaking for 

herself as an authority over her own life while remaining within the system.73  
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While on the metaphorical fringes of Modern Orthodoxy, Haviva manifested her unease 

in her body, particularly around food. In one example, that she both wrote about and told me 

over the phone, she tested the laws of consumption, Kashrut. In her high school Talmud class, 

she was challenged by the mismatch between the “dialectical world of the Mishnah and the 

Gemara” and “the rigidity of the Orthodox Judaism presented by [her] teachers,” which raised 

theological questions that there was no space to ask in school. When she began to learn about the 

variety of legal opinions on mixing milk and meat that were preserved in the text but disappeared 

in the official code of law (Shulḥan Arukh, literally the Set Table), she decided to experiment 

with halachic authority. She wrestled with the relationship between individual and communal 

practice in a world where “there are no mechanisms to formally enforce Jewish law.” She 

decided to try out a minority opinion recorded in the Talmud. When her parents weren’t home, 

she put down some tinfoil in the toaster oven to insulate her family from her transgression, and 

melted cheese on turkey. “I could allow myself to rebel, but only with the opinion of Rabbi 

Yossi HaG’lili to validate my rebellion,”74 she recalled. Rabbi Yossi HaG’lili, she did not note 

but which I cannot help but notice, is the same sage to whom the parable of the glass wombs is 

attributed. His voice guided her as she began to witness God differently, through for only a 

transient moment. She went back to following her family’s Kashrut practices, satisfied by the 

thrill of the small transgression. Later on in high school, the same issues with halachic control 

and autonomy manifested in anorexia, shrinking her body to match its erasure from the textual 

tradition. With the structures of rigid halakha intact, her body was buckling under its weightiness. 

As she grew, she found healthier ways to express a comfortable place within the tradition 

and community. In the biblical narrative of the establishment of the Jewish people, God 

commanded Abraham to be circumcised, God promised Sarah she would bear a son and become 
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the mother of Abraham’s nation. “Is Sarah a member of the covenant, or merely a breeder of 

members of the covenant?” she asks rhetorically, and then answers, “She is essential to building 

the nation but peripheral to the religious covenant between that nation and God. As a Jewish 

woman, descended from Sarah, the archetypal Jewish woman, so am I.”75 The biological labor 

without religious status was like taxation without representation. 

From Genesis to Exodus, the situation does not improve. Facing the same passage that so 

troubled Judith Plaskow and inspired Standing Again at Sinai, Haviva describes the pain of her 

questionable place within the covenant, and it grew with her as she read the text each year and 

repeated the liturgy each day. As a child at a co-ed Modern Orthodox school, during the morning 

prayers, the boys were taught to recite a prayer of thanks for not being created a woman while 

the girls’ version said “essentially, that we were satisfied with our inferior lot because it was 

God’s will.”76 The differences in the obligations between boys and girls grew, as did the obvious 

disparity between the secular logic of “the ‘outside world’” that she was equally able 

intellectually—if not more so, given her exceptional academic abilities—with the religious logic 

that she was inferior, a “second-class citizen.”77 This childhood memory frames her commitment 

to heal communal injustice by honoring God through her female body, which she reflects in her 

revised daily liturgy: “Today, when I pray each morning, I thank God for making me a woman. 

As a woman, I can bear, give birth to, and nourish (from my own body) my children. What 

incredible experiences and powers for God to have bestowed upon human beings!”78 With each 

birth, as with the dawn of each new day, she reinforced her bodily power, her communal 

belonging, and her dexterity with the liturgy.  

Haviva’s story is not one of unmitigated empowerment, but rather one in which the 

category of agency loses force to the one of subjectivity as she brings God into her increasingly 



 168 

vulnerable body. In the course of ten pages, she connects the dots to across stages of her life and 

between God, God’s book, and her body. Page 68: her thirteen-year-old self is feeling liberation 

when, upon switching off the lights on Shabbat, she was not struck down. Performing a 

prohibited act, transforming an electrical circuit that was undoing the act of creating it, she not 

only survived but slept fine. From page 68 to 71, she is working as a councilor at a Jewish 

summer camp in the later years of high school, being called to say the blessing over the Torah 

reading for the first time, her body trembling as she was called “Ta‘amod!” Stand, in the 

feminine, imperative verb form! The text of the real Torah, not a copy in a book, seemed alive as 

she rested her hand on the handle of the scroll, “the black letters danc[ing] before me on the 

yellowing parchment.” Reading its letters made it hers, as much as it had been the Torah of those 

who heard its words at Sinai; “[e]ncountering it was part of the way back to the living God.” 

After a single line break on the same page, page 71, she is diagnosed, at sixteen, “with a genetic, 

degenerative, muscular disease called fascioscapulohumeral muscular dystrophy, or FSH for 

short.” In Israel for the summer picking fruit on a Kibbutz, she lost the ability to lift her hands 

over her head. She meets her “vulnerability,” and faced that her life was a “race” with mortality, 

on page 72. On the facing page, she acknowledges the minutia of parenting small children forces 

her to slow down, and reinforces her feelings of vulnerability and her empathy for the Israelites 

wandering in the desert. Running across 73 onto 74, she feels safe wrapped in her prayer armor, 

her tallit, as she stares at her one year old son, who a year before, had nearly died when he 

inexplicitly stopped breathing while driving in the car. Reaching a minyan of pages, a count of 

ten, on 78, she reflects on doubt, vulnerability, and the mystical reading of creation when the 

force of a contracting womb of God left a vacuum that shattered God’s sparks into every person, 

charged with the ethical task of “tikkun, the repairing of the cosmos.”79 She is sent, inside herself, 
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to look for those divine sparks, the pieces of God that flew into the page from the very beginning, 

from before the line of rabbinic authority from man to man to man to man exclusively. There she 

can start to hear the “living God.” 

 

Talking to God in Jewish Tradition 

At my Yeshiva, during the multiple prayer times each day, I had mostly run to a back 

room to read an academic book or check my email, uninterested in participating in daily 

davening (prayer). For one fellow classmate, a rabbinical student, the Yeshiva’s minyan (prayer 

quorum) was unattractive, not for her lack of interest but because she was unengaged and bored 

by its style. She jokingly referred to it as “the mumble minyan,” suggesting that the daily prayers 

sacrificed meaning for the appearance of authenticity.  

In the Talmud’s tractate on prayers, Masechet Brakhot, the Rabbis took Chanah80 as the 

model of how to pray.81 She beseeched God so fervently for a child that the Temple’s Priest Eli 

thought she was drunk. For my classmate, the bodies swaying, lips moving, and half-vocalized 

speech at the “mumble minyan” mirrored only Chanah’s external comportment, but not her 

internal state.82 My classmate was also making a broader social commentary on the spiritually 

empty performance of Jewish prayer dressed in the garb of religious authenticity.   

On October 31, 2016, at the Drisha Institute in New York City, Dr. Tova Hartman,83 a 

leader of the halakhic egalitarian community to which Haviva Ner-David belongs in Jerusalem, 

invoked Chanah in condemning structures that perpetuate women’s inferior religious status. 

Throughout her talk, she rhetorically cast the ideals of equality and full participation as public 

citizens, goals of western secularism’s political project, onto the categories and characters of 

Rabbinic Judaism. In response to attempts to placate feminists by arguing that “women’s issues” 
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have progressed appropriately,84 Hartman accused the leaders of centrist Orthodoxy85 of actively 

marginalizing women who challenged their absolute power. The technique of exclusion she 

pinpointed was selective reading, excising authentic, textually-rooted models of women’s 

involvement in the public sphere to maintain increasingly tenuous absolute authority.  

 “One of my best friends in the past ten years is Chanah,” Hartman remarked, explaining 

how she Chanah regularly talked with Chanah before inviting the audience to join the 

conversation by opening to Samuel 1, Chapter 1. "I’m not crazy!” she declared, against the 

modern presumption that the text should be an object for interpretation rather than a partner in a 

dialogue. It was important to guard against accusations of deviance which would only further 

authorize those who wished to enforce a social order where women should remain sequestered.86 

Endowing Chanah with perpetual relevance, Hartman described her friend Chanah in an 

ethnographic present: she is a woman who will not be marginalized by her husband and “literally” 

won’t “swallow the prayer” as she entreats God for a child. Hartman admires Chanah not only 

for her refusal to be a spectator in her own affairs but also as a model of public politics. “She 

goes to the mishkan [tabernacle], right, she doesn’t stay at home and sit under the table and 

daven [pray], but where does she daven? She davens in reshut ha-rabim [the public domain],” 

Hartman explains, using a halakhic category to argue for women’s citizenship in the religious 

polity. The sages of the Talmud, in Masekhet Berakhot, recognized her as a model not only of 

prayer but also of social protest and the fight for justice against a public figure whose reaction to 

Chanah was a sign of his own lack of “religious imagination.” She condemned Orthodox leaders 

who, stricken with “the blindness of a narrow religious imagination,” have the audacity to read 

away her power against the grain of the Talmud when they “use[…her] to critique any religious 

activity of women, mi-ever le-reshut ha-yachid [beyond the private realm].” Like censors serving 
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a totalitarian regime, they strike out all the words that work against their political will, finding 

the phrase “she was quiet” out of context and using it as the basis for an argument against 

women’s public voice. Even “religious heroes, or religious ‘sheroes’” like Chanah are vulnerable 

to self-interested authorities, Hartman warns.  

Haviva levels a similar critique in her second book, Chana’s Voice. “Today we have 

become like Eli the Priest who thought Chanah was drunk when he saw her praying. She was 

moving her lips, but he heard no voice, so he thought there was something wrong with her,” she 

writes. ““We tend to think people who talk about God, spirituality, and tikkun olam are either on 

drugs or insane. Or we question their seriousness or respectability,” which evidenced a decay in 

social values rather than the deviance of an individual. A community that placed “intellectual 

over the emotional, words over feelings, laws over intuition,” stifled spiritual expression like 

Chanah’s.87 As I read her words, this all sounded very familiar, as if she had taken the words out 

of the mouth of Tanya Luhrmann, in her study of charismatic evangelicals who could talk to God, 

an ethnographic account of the “evangelical heart”88 that has come to infuse much of American 

spirituality.  

 

Hearing Chanah’s Voice 

Haviva hears God. It is a Jewish, feminist variation on a motif in American religion 

usually identified with evangelicalism: she begins to hear God talking from within herself and 

through the text. Her “sophisticated expertise” 89 in the textual tradition gives her access to God’s 

language, one she has so internalized that God speaks from within, guiding her from tradition to 

traditionalist practice, from following set rules to inhabiting the story of the biblical Chanah.  



 172 

Chanah’s Voice, published just after I first spoke with her in 2013, represents a 

“paradigm shift,”90 in her relationship to traditional Jewish text and practice in which she 

embraces non-institutional, feminine, domestic forms of spirituality. The Mishnah recorded a 

Rabbinic teaching that women who did not fulfill three mitzvoth would die in childbirth.91 This 

set of three practices is often referred to by the Hebrew acronym CHaNaH: baking challah, 

immersing in the mikveh (niddah), and lighting Shabbat candles (hadlakat ha-ner). The rabbinic 

threat offended me as an outsider, but it also shook many religious women to the core. Figuring 

out how to perform these practices according to rabbinic law while stripping them of the threat of 

punishment was complex terrain to navigate. With her women’s spiritual group, her husband, 

and her children, she experimented with how to “rediscover the spiritual meaning that must be 

inherent in these ways of reaching the divine” as part of an ethical system that could transform 

Jewish society.92 Outside the power structures of Orthodoxy and coming to a “more mature 

feminism”93 that rejected the liberal strategy of elevating women by allowing them access to 

public male roles, she developed a Jewish feminist poetics for men and women alike. This was a 

world in which women and men shared the holy work of both the public and private spheres, 

studying Torah and learning from parenting children, doing domestic labor and laboring in the 

house of God, laying tefillin (phylacteries) and kneading challah to unwrap and shake up social 

hierarchies and broaden social webs.94  

A Hasidic reading of Sefer Yetsirah, a story of God birthing the universe,95 guides her to 

renegotiate her place in structures that are greater than her; rather than look for God in space or 

time, she listens to her own soul.96 Stepping out of the bounds of Modern Orthodoxy, where 

reverence for rabbinic opinion comes to seem too much like idolatry,97 she explores alternative 

models of halakhic authority. Rather than the great lights of modern Jewish thought, the Hasidic 
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rebbes, or ancient Rabbis, she finds that those who stretch her mind to reach the great heights of 

the divine are intimate partners: her husband Jacob, her ḥevruta study partners, and her children 

who act as tiny rebbes holding her hands or suckling at her breasts.98  

While her body long showed signs of the burdens of the halakhic yoke, she begins to 

understand the connection between humans and the divine as rooted inside, and emerging from 

within, her body. Her embodied relationships not only “problematize the unitary subject,”99 but 

also reframes a binary construct of orality and literacy in multiple ontological registers: letters on 

a page, words from God’s mouth, hearing God’s voice from within, seeing God through fetal 

eyes, body carrying fetus becoming transparent, holding Torah scroll in hands, hands losing 

function from debilitating genetic disease.100  

The “CH” in “CHaNaH” stands for challah.101 Chanting while baking food for God, 

Haviva described the layered spiritual power in terms of an energetic experience, transforming 

an already alchemical process of baking into a holy healing ritual that channeled “the positive 

energy that flowed through us to constructively affect the world,”102 superadding103 spiritual 

force onto commanded ritual already made sacred by blessing and offering to God. Performing 

the mitzvah of making challah within in this community left her feeling “high,” intimately 

“connected to the earth and to the miraculous everyday physical wonders,” with “such a 

heightened sensitivity to the physical world that the sensations could only be described as 

spiritual.”104 And the earth shook. 

No, really, it did. There was an earthquake as they finished baking. The Biblical God had 

used this this strategy to punish Korach for challenging Moses’ authority, and Haviva wondered 

if it was a punishment for their group being “anti-establishment”: “We were taking religious 

power into our own female hands—chanting, creating spiritual energy, empowering ourselves as 
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women to reclaim and re-interpret these ancient rituals for our modern, feminist consciousness.” 

She decided to interpret God’s sign differently, to listen to her inner voice that knew that their 

“egalitarian impulse” was not a sin.105 Likewise, instead of continuing to wonder whether baking 

challah, a laborious process which requires following an exact recipe, was a communal technique 

to cultivate submissive subjects, she decided to understand it as an act of conceiving, and 

Creation: sperm and egg, egg and flour, baked in the oven or the womb, whisked by the hand of 

God, to make something greater.106  

Experimenting with sourdough pushed her allegory further into the Jewish collective 

narrative.107 “Revelation at Sinai is like that first fermentation reaction that begins the sourdough 

process. That first encounter with the Divine was all that was needed to start the process of 

Torah’s interpretation and reinterpretation,” she writes. The living Torah, like the yeast culture 

shared among friends, has transformative power, but harnessing it, like baking bread, is a 

laborious practice.108 Baking together, not only with her friends but her husband and children, 

she came to embrace the idea that the pain of domination and the struggle for egalitarianism were 

both “kneaded into God’s plan all along.”109 

CHaNaH, niddah, the separation of husband and wife around menstruation, takes her 

deeper into the reckoning with law, and the body, as failing and fallible human material. The 

process brings the Biblical text alive. After textual learning, her women’s spirituality group 

headed out a spring where they could immerse together as a group.110 Seeing the light hit the 

surface of the water, Haviva noticed the water looked red. She was transported into the Tanakh, 

to II Kings, Chapter 3, to the story of the prophet Elisha who entreated God on behalf of the 

King of Israel for water as he and his allies moved to fight the Moabites. The sun, reflecting off 

the waters God brought to turn parched valleys into springs, reflected the color of red earth. The 
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Moabites, thinking they saw the blood of former allies who had slaughtered each other, let their 

guard down and were then easily defeated. A rabbi in the Talmud, Rav, used this passage to 

describe the color of uterine blood while setting out his opinion on the laws of family purity. 

Why would Rav associate the blood of violence with the workings of the womb? Haviva 

wondered, disturbed by the association. But in the red water, surrounded by her spiritual 

companions, she thought again, reimagining her text and her practice through her reproductive 

body. “As I immersed in the water, I imagined that I was immersing in my own uterine blood, 

the life-sustaining uterine lining that had protected and nourished each of my five children for 

nine whole months in my womb. Mikveh immersion had always felt to me like a return to the 

womb, but until now, this image had been totally pristine for me. I had imagined myself floating 

in clear amniotic fluid. Somehow, the blood of the uterus had been removed from the picture. 

But now, I embraced that blood.”111 The fresh perspective that honored her blood as life-giving 

helped her reset her approach to the text, bringing her back to the beginning, to the feminine 

world before Creation: “I imagined us, a group of women, splashing in this watery, bloody 

tehom,”112 the unordered, not-yet-hierarchized primordial deep.  

The changes she experienced in her body as she began to feel the limits of her 

childbearing years catalyzed another set of rereadings. She longed for another child, but her 

menstrual cycle had shortened, and she began to experience “halakhic infertility.” When her 

doctor suggested taking artificial hormones to delay her ovulation, it crossed an ethical line, 

bringing an issue that she had never considered deeply into unavoidable intimacy: “It became 

clear to me that it is the moral responsibility of all women to challenge a system that asks women 

to sacrifice their fertility, or their health, or their opportunity to conceive a child in the act of 

lovemaking, in order to preserve the patriarchal status quo.”113 It was a challenge that not only 
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emboldened her to turn down the volume on the voices of external authority, but also inspired 

her to decide to peel back legal layers. 

Rejecting Rabbinic interpretations, which added seven extra days of separation after 

menstruation, she returned to the more lenient biblical laws, which felt like liberation. She 

described down the “suffocating” walls of normative, Rabbinic halakha as if she were a fetus 

whose casing turned to glass, revealing the divine image.114 As part of the tikun, Haviva returned 

to a Rabbinic tradition about Adam and Eve to resignify sexuality. She brings her husband to a 

spring at night, where they immerse together and then make love, reenacting a midrash about 

Adam’s efforts to expiate Eve’s sin after being expelled from Eden.115 By performing and then 

recording the commanded act, the sexual union between husband and wife, in reshut ha-rabim, 

the public domain, Haviva inhabits Chanah’s story anew. Her written and lived midrashic 

reinterpretation, an “appropriately subversive”116 act to speak back against discourses of modesty 

and sexual shame, is a testament to her growing confidence that her own moral compass will 

lead her to God, the sacred center of a “divinized cosmos.”117  

The last phase is a step into holy time, the lighting of the Shabbat candles. In a “recovery 

spirituality” narrative, Haviva takes her reader inside her self, where she discovers Chanah 

speaking as her inner light, telling her to trust her intuition as she reckons with her aging body, 

addictive behavior around exercise, and the conflict she feels between the halakha of Shabbat 

and her physical needs.118 Much of this process is spent studying and wrestling with halakha, 

which she comes to conceptualize the reproductive body, a physical structure that changes shape 

and size to accommodate life inside. A spiritual approach to halakha no longer sounded 

oxymoronic when conceived through the flexible metaphor of the female body.119  

An unexpected messenger reinforced her growing intuition. At a class Haviva taught 
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called  “Women in Halakhah,” a stranger came to learn one day. This man, it turned out, was an 

American Rabbi, ordained by a centrist Orthodox institution, who now worked as a hospital 

chaplain in the United States. He surprised her by leveling his own spiritual critique against 

Orthodoxy. She recounted his words: “What we do is a sorry attempt at trying to emulate 

[Chanah]. We’ve created so many words and rules that it’s impossible to truly pray with all of 

that structure.”120 As a chaplain, he spent his days attending to patients’ spiritual needs. A dying 

patient in the hospital seeking a prayer to help ease her way was not yearning for a recitation out 

of a siddur (prayer book) but Chanah’s kind of prayer, one from the heart. Haviva made a 

decision that she would only follow halakha in ways that did not sacrifice “spiritual immediacy” 

for “words and rules.”121 Halakha was an ethical structure, but it was empty without the spirit of 

God; even worse, halakha could itself be an addiction, a “man-made system” that, when given “a 

false sense of power and follow[ed…] blindly to the point of dependence” would subsume the 

self.122 To follow the law and not render it an idol she had to listen to her “own inner truth.”123 

By giving up a blind faith in textual authority, she could trust her own conscience to decide. 

 Haviva asserts that Jews have always been involved in flexible performances of a living 

script, language made famous by Moses Mendelssohn, who publicly defended the Jewish place 

in the modern, European nation state.124 Through Chanah’s Voice, Haviva learned to let go of 

permanence and embrace her own authority to direct halakha’s performance in her life.125 To 

render the word permanent against the performance of oral Torah is to deplete it of its vitality, its 

ability to stay alive in a changing, modern world. She applied the lesson about the impermanence 

of Torah to gender roles, as well: “What had seemed unclear before was now as clear as the 

black-on-white letters of a Torah scroll: The distinctions that exist between men and women 

because of biological differences formed by God are all we need. The rest are oppressive, 
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serving only to keep women from disturbing the patriarchy.”126 By decoupling biological and 

spiritual roles, she could honor her body as a reproductive vessel while not denigrating her status 

as a citizen, halakhic and secular.  

Through the metaphor of light, Haviva comes full circle, back to her narrative theology of 

sourdough: “If we are all created in God’s Image, if there is a spark of God in each of us, then 

Revelation is really an ongoing process that includes the input of each and every Divine Spark to 

be created. These are the sparks that we need to fix our broken world.”127 Like the prophet 

Moses, all people were vessels for God’s message and were guided by “the spark of God” 

manifest in her “own intuition and moral conscience.” Citing a Rabbinic midrash that described 

the fire of Torah lighting Moses’ face when he completed writing down God’s words, she frames 

her own spiritual authority: “I believed so passionately in my current interpretation of the sources, 

that it felt to me like the fire of Torah itself. I felt the heat and light of this Torah connecting with 

the Divine Light inside of me, illuminating my own face.”128 She rounded out her personal 

journey by returning to the Rabbinic canon for a long historical view, determining that the 

Rabbis, too, had initiated “paradigm shifts” to adjust to changing conditions: the Rabbis 

recognized that their ancestors found God in the space of the Temple, while they found God in 

time, on Shabbat. Today, however, she found God in “the dignity and holy essence of the 

individual.”  

To live halakhically in an age of choice, Haviva held a mirror up to her self, and likewise, 

inverted the words the Jews spoke while standing at Sinai, in Exodus 24:7, na‘aseh v-nishm‘a: 

“‘Nishmah vina‘aseh, we will listen and then we will do.’ In our reality, this is the only way to 

be free.”129 This would be the mantra of “New Jews,” those who did not feel bound by halakhic 

observance as “an obligation imposed from without” but rather drawn to it from “a commitment 
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from within.” To perform her feminist Oral Torah was to give “a heartfelt gift” to God,130 to let 

out the light of God which shined from within, not dominating but amplifying each person’s own 

inner voice.131 

 

Rabbinic Imaginations of The Holy of Holies: Bonna Reading the Female Enclosure 

Egypt—in Hebrew, narrow places—is the womb of creation within the infinite divine being. 

There the Israelites gestate and prepare for birth from God’s body. The inchoate nation grows, 

develops self-consciousness, and becomes more articulated.132 The Israelites are ready to emerge, 

but the Egyptians try to hold them back. The plagues, one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, 

nine, ten, the contractions beating down the walls of Pharaoh’s hardened heart. The divine cervix 

that holds the Jewish people within during gestation gradually softens and dilates as the 

Egyptians and their ruler experience the quickening of God’s muscles.133 Blood is shed. 

Surrender. In the final delivery, the Israelites partner in the labor. According to rabbinic legend, 

the people debate amongst themselves when they reach the shore—lip, in Hebrew—of the Sea of 

Reeds. A proverbial deep breath. With the Egyptians in the rear, the waters impede the passage 

to freedom. The Sea does not part until the Israelites, albeit momentarily, overcome their fear of 

leaving the certainty of slavery behind. Freedom brings with it unknowable risk and 

responsibility.134 Crowning, they begin to emerge from the birth canal. From between God’s 

spread thighs, the Israelite nation achieves delivery from Egypt and emerges onto dry land. The 

Egyptian army in pursuit is the placenta, part of the organism which once nurtured, now lifeless 

after the final postpartum closing. In the Sinai Desert, God breastfeeds Israel heavenly soft, 

moist manna.135  

Exodus was the beginning of a new chapter of the Israelite story, but that story was not 
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the beginning. Having created the entire universe alone, God yearns for partnership, intercourse 

with purposeful beings who are capable of sharing in creation. Bonna’s birthing Mother, like 

Tamar’s miscarrying God, felt the pain of loneliness. God wanted human companionship, and 

though they would never be equals, humanity would need to be capable of relating, intellectually, 

emotionally, and physically to God’s desires. Granting humanity free will, full well knowing the 

risks, God planted the seeds of transgression. 

Freed of layers of androcentric interpretation and Christian doctrines of sin, Bonna reread 

Eve’s carnal, corporeal, consumptive act of consumption as a fully embodied act of 

enlightenment. She apprehends a secret of fruitful creation—Eve conceives desire. This word, 

desire, appears in the Torah for the first time at the precise moment that Eve activates her 

decisive will. Her desire for the Tree arises in her whole being; her senses enliven at the 

prospect of acquiring divine knowledge. She comes to know that intimacy and love necessarily 

mean distance and hurt come too. The loss of the overwhelming potential life latent in Creation 

is essential to sustaining life in the finite world.… The shedding of menstrual blood is a symbol 

of the inexorable cycle of death and renewal.136 This sort of complexity became a fact of life.  

Humans developed ways, in consultation with their God, of being in relationship, 

including prayer, sacrifice, or ethical cultivation to live in God’s image. Modeling behavior after 

God, who rested after creating the world, the Jewish people made the seventh day a day to take a 

step back from the world and honor God. Abraham Joshua Heschel, the most well known 

twentieth century Jewish theologian in America, famously wrote about Shabbat as a “palace in 

time.”137 This exilic theology, Bonna argued, was soaked through by the Western philosophical 

canon and post-war politics: Kantian epistemology that venerates time melded with a strand of 

rabbinic tradition that valorized the immaterial and joined a fear of nationalism138 that vilified the 
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then infant State of Israel.  

Bonna had once lived in a world where Heschel’s theology made sense, a place where 

she would “‘enter’ holiness” by sanctifying time.139 In Jerusalem…the experience of sacred 

place is tangible; the spiritual metaphors of sacredness are substantive and grounded. In Israel, 

we move with our bodies through the very space mapped as the ten ancient sacred enclosures 

described in the ancient Mishna.140 Kelim 1:6 describes a sacred topography, rather than a 

physical land, in which ten concentric circles of increasingly concentrated sanctity peak in 

holiness at Mt. Moriah, the site the Jewish Temple stood, where the Wall still stands. The 

mountain itself was not eruptive, but at regular intervals it bubbled up with sacred energy, 

activated by people who went there seeking to know God. Deep inside, the Holy of Holies was a 

point of translation between circles in space and overlapping cycles in time: when the Temple 

stood, cultic worship climaxed in holiness each year on Yom Kippur, when the High Priest 

would enter the most hallowed space for the most sublime and humbling moment, asking God to 

redeem the people for their sins. In a sexual drama, the priest acted out the people’s desire for the 

divine by entering what Bonna conceived of as the “female enclosure,” the “vagina and womb,” 

of the Temple.141 

Bonna was hardly reading sexuality into the textual tradition in excess of the rabbinic 

texts I had come to know in the Yeshiva setting. Once, for example, I was studying a Talmudic 

discussion about the laws of Shabbat, when Jewish law prohibits lighting a fire. The question 

under discussion was how to get rid of a snake menacing a woman, the proposed answers to 

which were that she has sex with her husband in front of it or that she warns the snake she is 

menstruating. In the exigent circumstance that a snake had climbed up a woman’s vagina, and 

the only way to lure it out with the smell of cooking meat, it would be licit to light a fire.142 
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These kinds of texts were at once crystal clear and so confounding to me, but Bonna, who had a 

longstanding interest in psychoanalysis, always seemed able to make sense of these things. These 

rabbis conceive woman as both the ultimate object of their desire—a goal like the divine Herself, 

and as a distracting seductress. They expose the tenuousness of their own spiritual intentions 

and their conflicted desire for and fear of sexuality. Mystified by the power of sexuality, these 

sages are obsessed with what their own bodies lack—female physiology, deep internal space. In 

the vagina, like Eden, humans found desire and closeness with God.  

The holiest days, the ones that brought them closest to the divine and the fear that came 

with such proximity, were the most eroticized. On Yom Kippur, Bonna understood the Temple 

priest’s ceremony as a ritualized sexual union done on behalf of the community. In an elaborate 

set of rituals for expiation of communal transgression, the High Priest would sprinkle blood from 

sin offerings meant to absolve the people. In this context the blood stands for life; it is in lieu of 

life itself. The blood runs down to the earth from the corners of the altar. It functions in the 

Tabernacle as menstrual blood does in a woman’s body…. Within the bodies of women, during 

their fertile years, the cycle of ovulation and menstruation continually renews the potential for 

the creation of life. There the activities of re-creation occur: ovulation, intercourse, conception, 

gestation, birth, and initial sustenance. Menstruation is not the opposite of the holy creative 

function, but an inextricable part of the cycle that enables human creation, imitating the initial 

creation of humanity by God.143 After the destruction of the Temple, the Rabbis developed a 

liturgical replacement to recount the priest’s actions, a continuous repetition that is “spiritually 

equivalent” to the more fully embodied cultic ritual.144 The Day of Atonement, on which God is 

said to seal the fate of “who shall live and who shall die” in the coming year, is a twenty-five 

hour fast filled with fervent prayer in which every member of the community participates on her 
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own behalf. The ritual, connecting life to the cosmos, comes again each year in a predictable set 

course. 

The textual tradition, more flexible than a single human life or path around the sun, 

however, can fold on itself like a hairpin, elucidating divine truths with repetitive turns of phrase. 

With an unsettling passage in the Mishnah on miscarriage (Introduction),145 Bonna proves that 

birth could not exist without bloody loss but also that Exodus as birth emerges from Creation. 

Enumerating a fantastic list of miscarried creatures—including aborted earth, flies, fish, locusts, 

creeping things, animals, and birds—the sages fathom elements of the biblical Creation 

emerging from a woman’s body. Some of these same elements correspond with the plagues in 

Exodus, flies/gnats, frogs, (wild) animals, locusts, and the aborted child—death of the firstborn. 

Implicitly, sages conceive deliverance—creation and liberation—proceeding forth with the blood 

of birth.146 Birth was hope, a fresh start, emerging through necessary and productive pain.  

Progressively peeling the narrative backwards, we excavate the genesis of exodus—

familial roots of the enslavement of the Israelites in earlier biblical chapters.147 Preparing for 

liberation with an “antenatal discussions of the gendered body and birthing practice,” she traces 

the cycles of sexuality, transgression, knowledge and liberation through the narratives of Genesis, 

patterns transmitted through the generations from the first humans to the matriarchs and 

patriarchs of the Jewish people.148 In a “microcosm of the Israelite Exodus from Egypt,” for 

example, God liberated the matriarch, Sarah, after her husband Abraham allowed Pharaoh to take 

her for his sexual pleasure.149 God punished Pharaoh with plagues and then portended the 

punishment for Abraham’s seed, their eventual slavery. The story of human transgression and 

divine relationship is inherited across the generations. Eventually, through reasoned analysis to 

examine problematic sexual relationships, something different could occur. Instead of loss, there 
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could be renewal. Instead of humans enslaving other humans, future generations could 

experience freedom by acting the script differently.  

The experience of birthing, “a sensitive area of exaggerated sexual difference,” informed 

her reading of the textual tradition to “probe alternate performances of embodiment and 

gender.”150 To know God through the birthing body, however, there were layers of hierarchical 

gunk, discourses of “power, class, science, belief, and gender conventions,”151 that needed to be 

cleared away. She saw the relationships of support during a natural, midwife-assisted home birth, 

to be the model of just society.  

Birth was not merely a symbol of liberation when read through the story of Exodus, it 

was also a universal, creaturely activity that could serve as a theater to rehearse collaborative, 

fluid relationships that could dismantle structures of oppression. To share in liberation would 

require acceptance that bodies, and hermeneutics, were impermanent and stronger when 

flexible.152 It would also require the acknowledgement that men and women, and humans and 

God, were all spect-actors:153 each had active roles to play and moments to simply observe with 

awe. Birth, as a theater of liberation, could “breed” a new social structure from the most 

fundamental of human processes.154  

Tapping into that potential would require an openness to different ways of knowing 

inspired by an ethics of caring.155 Like the original Edenic enlightenment, the collaborative 

liberation-as-birth brings together sexuality and epistemology, modeling learning on intimate 

partnerships.156 With birth, and sexuality, in its rightful place, the sacred center, it would be 

possible to redeem a culture that had pushed these essential ethical acts to the fringes. We 

reinterpret birth as part of healthy sexuality, building and refining human relationships at the 

core of society. Liberation-as-birth engages bodies and text with one another, centering 
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liberation in fertile activity.157 Reading sexuality as foundational to knowledge was more than an 

allegorical technique; it was also a hermeneutic challenge to the boundaries of communities of 

learning, whether who should learn, how should learning happen, and how the body and the text 

would meet. 

 

Ten Weeks, Ten Months, Ten Circles 

Nishm‘a vi-na‘aseh: Understanding and Doing The Work of Feminist Textual Communities  

Before I left her home the day of our first meeting, Bonna and I discussed the possibility 

of her teaching a class on Jewish Feminism and the Body to my fellow Yeshiva students and me, 

which she agreed to do if I could get ten people together who were also willing to participate. 

She suggested, too, that the participants should read her books ahead of time, including her 

formulation of a feminist Zionism158 and her liberation theology modeled after birth.159 

Immersed in her written world, we could go that much deeper into the primary sources she 

wrestled with as we created our own living echo, reflective of her perspective but transformed by 

the new media, the new bodies and lives, that came to it. Our class, for ten weeks, tried the 

experiment of melting ontological divides to know the Jewish textual tradition differently. To 

respond to a scripturalist textual culture160 where deliberation had given way to reception of 

decrees, Bonna guided us in a thick, embodied, ethical reading process.161  

Two months later, at the end of January, 2014, we arrived at Bonna’s house for our first 

class. We met Tuesday nights, 7:30-9:30, for ten weeks. Our group, all Americans in Israel for 

the year, was largely made up of Rabbinical Students: two studying for Reform ordination at 

Hebrew Union College, one from each of the Conservative Rabbinical Schools (JTS and Zeigler), 

two from the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, two young professionals who had recently 
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converted to Judaism and had accompanied their partners on their year of Rabbinical training, 

and me. Our class included straight and gay and cis- and trans-gender participants. We included 

two couples, though one would soon divorce and the other, two women whom Bonna always 

assumed were roommates, would marry. We were one shy of ten, though one day later I would 

become pregnant.  

Outside of Eden and east of American and European ideals, insulated some from the 

power of the European Enlightenment, Bonna saw a possibility of reconnecting the mind and 

body, of holding behavior accountable to ideas, of seeing Jewish texts as thick with meaning and 

matter, and of constructing an embodied vision of spiritual redemption.162 In the place that held 

the memories of Bonna’s most intimate moments, she welcomed nine near strangers who came 

looking to learn outside the androcentric Yeshiva environment, to find a Jewish language for 

expressing queer identity, to help imagine other kinds of egalitarian community, and to find a 

model of holistic, embodied, textual activism. For ten weeks, Bonna guided us in a different kind 

of reading, thinking, and embodying, drawing out the ideas she had poured and mixed into her 

own body of scholarship. In her words, the italics that blend into mine, we were Ink, letters, 

blood—bodies churn and pulse together, bringing forth new meanings with new life. Our class, 

like the writing, birthing, and child-rearing that took place in her cozy living room, brought forth 

new life that emerged at the intersections of each person’s individual story and the reading we 

did together in ḥavruta, partner study, and as a group. The ambit of my reflection is merely an 

impression of media, bodies, and lives transformed in the course of their meeting.  

As she explained in her introductory remarks that first week, she understood our joint 

venture to be continuous with the rabbinic process, the oral Torah, which was itself a meeting of 

lives and texts, redacted and recorded on the page. She gave us permission to be like the sages: to 



 187 

have expectations of the text and to have doubts; to disagree with the texts, and to disagree with 

each other; and to bring our intellect, emotion, passion, sexuality, and passion to a text that itself 

considered nothing to be taboo. To do so, we’d learn not only the Bible and Talmud but learn to 

unlearn some of Western Philosophy’s most problematic texts, which had uncoupled not only 

mind and body, but had lost its moral way, disconnecting is and ought. Whereas in our societies, 

mind-body dualism undermines these dispositions, the Talmudic sages explicitly direct 

knowledge toward what they consider to be “good” action.163 Our project, a feminist oral Torah, 

would be ethical and material.164 

In her House of Study/House of Family, Bonna presented our shared mission of nurturing 

our knowledge, evolving ourselves and evolving our text, and holding our tradition up to its 

ethical obligation, as it held us. She inspired us to consider ourselves a collective, with the 

mission of “generating a ḥidush,” or renewal, of the text through our collective enterprise that 

couldn’t but say something new, even on our first class together. That was our “commitment, 

that’s part of the brit (covenant). It’s bringing oneself because our particular unique neshama 

(soul) has never applied to this text before,” and in doing so, we should expect change.165   

As I listen to the tapes of our classes to recover her words, I hear the clanging of pots and 

some whispers in the background, her son and husband cooking dinner. As I read and record the 

words from her book, I can almost hear her mutter a prayer over her family’s sacred kitchen 

labor. While “the sacred” itself is mainly ineffable, Jewish texts articulate how to sanctify, how 

to engage in sacred acts. Sanctifying God is an obligation. “I will be sanctified in the midst of 

the children of Israel—I the Lord who sanctify you.” The Torah commands people to express 

divine sacredness among or within us. This verse describes sanctifying in mutual terms: humans 

sanctify God, and God sanctifies us. Divine sanctity is an ongoing process that takes place 



 188 

within a community, a process that evolves as people evolve.166 In a language reminiscent of 

Jewish mysticism, the sui generis Oral Torah our group would create within the modern Jewish 

State embraced a notion of sanctification that was at once unafraid of incarnation, reclaimed a 

rabbinic orthodoxy, and resisted the objectification or limiting of God in individual books, 

speech acts, or bodies.167   

As we began our ten-week journey together, she instructed us to recognize the text like a 

member of our group, and to meet it with our full selves, explaining that “the text is itself a body, 

actually, in many respects” which “has dimensionality, it has eruption, it has bodies in it, it has 

all kinds of will and desire and determination and it congeals together people’s very embodied 

experiences in many ways.” One way that Jewish texts express their will to affect human 

behavior is by means of commandment-mitzva; the text addresses the reader with a claim on her 

life. Making explicit demands, the text implicitly asserts its own worthiness to be studied and 

performed. According to rabbinic tradition, text study-which-leads-to-action powers sacred 

service; it partakes of the holiness of the divine.168 She presented an image of an agentive text, 

inclusive of an ethical legal system, in a reciprocal relationship of care with its people. Judaism 

innovates a conception of the sacred divine as a commanding ethical will. While Christianity 

abandoned the Jewish legal system for the ideal of divine love, one way that Jews traditionally 

wrestle ideals into action is through halakha law….The halakhic system brazenly obligates every 

person in its domain.169 This demand was upon its entire people, she emphasized. 

Like the American Constitution, which began “We the People” but only meant white, 

male people, a halakhic “citizen” was gendered male. Though Bonna was not American, she had 

internalized the feminist critique of American secularism, and used it as a frame to help her 

American students reflect back on halakha as a legal system. Unlike the American legal 
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document, halakha’s interests were intimate and private as well as public, producing a 

biopolitics170 that was overtly interested in defining gender as it regulated how bodies should 

behave.171 As a God-given technique of the self and community rather than a delimited set of 

rules, she dismissed the possibility of the secular-not-religious realms of life. Halakha was an 

ethical agent in all of life, except those who had yet shaped its contours and for those it failed to 

consider or undermined. She was disgusted, for example, that halakhic authorities would rather 

give women hormones to alter menstrual cycles rather than change the laws governing sex when 

they interfered with fertility. Why were some bodies held to be so flexible and malleable, while 

the halakhic body was utterly brittle?  

The issue with halakha was fundamentally about authority. In a similar spirit to other 

Jewish feminist theologians before her,172 she critiqued the idea that certain, exclusively male 

rabbis claimed the singular right to maintain it, and thus, uphold the constructions of gender 

inherent within it, was inimical to a community of care modeled after an embodied experience of 

birth. Bonna understood halakha to be directly subject to the community’s will, a subject that 

needed to be shaped, pruned, and extended to fulfill its duty as a member of an intimate, 

sanctified, and ethical covenantal community.  

Knowledgeable and aware of the legal turn in Jewish feminism,173 Bonna not only 

“prayed with her feet”—Abraham Joshua Heschel’s famous description of his Civil Rights 

activism—but adjudicated with her body. I can imagine her standing at the Wall, arms raised in 

song and praise, heart asking about how, in the realm where religion was so politicized, where 

legal battles had created a culture of suspicion and distrust, ethic of care could transform the 

status quo at the Wall, bringing the spirit of her birth experiences to public ritual.174 Hers was a 

legal performance. In the language of Christian Novetzke’s alternative framework for orality and 
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literacy,175 she embraced performance over permanence, in cycles of bodies that always change 

and in readings of texts that a scribe labored to write exactly the same way each time.176 Like 

Haviva, flexibility around the body and textual corpus emerged as necessary components for the 

creation of a feminist, traditionalist way of life. 

Bonna’s improvisational approach to democratizing tradition began with learning the 

script and understanding it in its own cultural context. She instructed us to try to read the texts 

“in Judaism’s own cultural language,” shaking off distortions that seemed natural to a group 

raised on modern and Christian readings of Jewish sacred texts.177 We needed to dispense with 

our expectations imported from another powerful discursive regime that threatened to speak over 

it, rendering its wisdom inaudible. This prophetess of the body178 instructed us to do the difficult 

task of putting aside the familiar definitions of our key terms, like gender and sex, which are 

over-determined by cultural construction that are foreign to Jewish materials.179 Likewise, we 

needed to “loosen [the] bias” brought by our commitment “to chronology and historicity as 

organizing features of our lives in the world” because that is not what we would encounter in the 

biblical and rabbinic texts: the sages, Ḥazal, “didn’t have the scientific revolution, they have 

concurrent worlds existing at once.”180 The scholarly enterprises of applying critical methods to 

fragment sacred texts according to human authors and historical layers sidestep their force, 

significance, and influence. Religion does not mainly operate in the realm of historical or 

scientific truth; its content, concerns, and rituals belong among the arts of humanity. It was a 

challenge for me to not only read differently, but now to write about her differently. 

That the sages lived in a different paradigm was also an opportunity in a joint ethical 

undertaking, because a position of difference would help us name the dominant view, made 

invisible by power. Power was a key term she encouraged us to read into the text. The Modern 
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predilection for objectivity creates a wedge between knowledge and good action, for it ennobles 

the (a)moral posture of disinterest. Ethical concerns are too often alien to knowledge attained 

through study that purports to be objective—the plight of disempowered, minority, and 

peripheral people, for example. Donna Haraway terms this problem “the privilege of partial 

perspective.”…Typically purporting to be disinterested in its ethical assumptions and 

implications, positivism is susceptible to oppressing, rationalizing injustice, and even supporting 

evil.181 We were to read, each day, like the Passover Hagaddah invited us to read twice a year: 

we were there, in the text, embodying critical consciousness182 that would allow each of us to 

witness our textual community. In knowing intimately and reaching spiritual fluency, we could 

see assumptions that rendered certain bodies invisible. In the language of Trinh Minh-ha, a 

Vietnamese documentary filmmaker who uncovers unseen oppressions, “the very invisibility of 

the invisible within the visible” is brought to visibility.183  

Against the “over-awing” that too often happened in Yeshiva settings, where the 

expansiveness of knowledge that one could never hope to learn left students enfeebled by 

uncertainty, Bonna wanted our class to be a space to bring our whole selves to meet the whole 

text in order take ownership of our mutually constitutive relationships.184 There was no part of 

our bodies, textual and fleshy, that we should be afraid to see. She welcomed the tough questions, 

and the ugly texts. The texts, our partners, would challenge us, cultivating growth. We would not 

read the texts that “make us feel that Judaism is good and beautiful and true and just and fair and 

all the good things that we like” but rather to take on the texts that made us cringe, with 

excitement, to figure out how it is possible that our “holy tradition said something like that.” 

Those were the texts she loved the most.  

And I loved her for that, for the insatiable love and indefatigable spirit of facing a 



 192 

challenge. I loved to watch her light up as she taught, and to move about her kitchen, or lift her 

hands high in prayer at the wall. I looked up to her, watching how she did it all. As a scholar, a 

feminist, and a mother, she legitimized my experiences, made me feel like it was possible. 

 

Questioning Liberation  

With the twenty-twenty of hindsight, I can weave another layer into Bonna’s Blood and 

Ink, another cycle of life, and death, which raises the questions about the human body that the 

next chapter will face head on. By complete coincidence, at least in my conscious mind at the 

time, my daughter was conceived the day after our first class with Bonna. Week by week, her 

presence in my life, as I entered her home, comforted me. She was a nurturing brain with a warm 

smile. When I snuck away from class to throw up from morning-noon-and-night-sickness in her 

bathroom, I was comforted to know it was the same place she described her own body birthing in 

all its explosive, fluid, messiness. I felt good knowing how much her life as a mother had 

enriched her, even intellectually. She made me feel I wouldn't lose myself, my identity as a 

scholar, as I became a mother. I would wrestle with these doubts during pregnancy, as I was 

carrying a becoming-subject, and during my first year of motherhood, when I lost a piece of 

myself and gained an increasingly independent being. It was a period when I was constantly 

questioning, what was happening to my subjectivity? I imagined she had always been this 

scholar-mother, a constant force, never wavering, always remaining strong in herself. This was a 

comforting image. Upon reflection, her refusal to keep bodies inside the lines, blurring 

ontological boundaries to create a collective, was also part of feeling held in our collective space.  

B'khol dor vador ḥayavim anu lir'ot et atzmeynu k'ilu yatzanu mimitzrayim. In every 

generation we are obligated to consider ourselves to have come out of Egypt.185 A Mishnah 
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commands each Jew to recite this verse each year, which the Talmud links to the biblical 

command, in Exodus 13:8, to teach your child what God did for me during the Redemption from 

Egypt.186 The generations teaching the generations was a fitting image as we approached the 

Passover season, our class wound down, and my daughter took shape. 

Just after our ten weeks were over, at the Passover seder I attended, I wondered whether, 

while in Jerusalem, you’d still say the phrase “next year in Jerusalem” at the end of the service. 

This phrase, a liturgical longing for redemption and return, is also traditionally recited on Yom 

Kippur. The leader of the seder explained that the liturgy remained the same regardless of our 

geographic location, since we wanted to still be here, or rather there, in the Promised Land, next 

year. I had just finished my first trimester, and I could relate to the hope for the future journey 

and imagine year after year teaching my own child these words that had become even more 

familiar, and accessible, that year as she, and my textual knowledge, grew in me.  

Bonna, I realize in retrospect, was starting a new phase, too. Her oldest child and only 

daughter gave birth that spring to a daughter. She had become a grandmother, a milestone her 

mother had not met, having died young. In an interview we did near the end of May, about a 

month after Passover, she told me the loss of her mother while in graduate school had been a 

landmark, a “transfer of generations” she had felt very viscerally. I wondered whether holding 

her granddaughter triggered this memory.  

Her mother had been a model teacher, she told me, the person from whom she learned 

how to “empower people to learn.” Her mother had also instilled in Bonna a commitment to 

caring for mothers and children. In a time when natural mothercraft was out of vogue, her mother 

had insisted on birthing at home and breastfeeding her baby. “I was nursed on this radical 

commitment to natural childbirth,” Bonna explained. “I knew her body, her life, her feelings and 
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she knew mine,” she recounted. It was as if they never ceased to be one. Her mother taught her 

that this connection of care was the root of all ethics, and now she reflected on her own 

daughter’s “accomplished mothering,” the level of empathy and emotional investment she 

combined with her expertise as a pediatrician. 

During that Passover, Bonna was diagnosed with breast cancer. 

Now, the organs that she celebrated for their nurturing and life-giving potential were 

betraying her. I wonder how long the cancer had been growing in her breasts. I wonder if she 

knew in her bones, her body acting out its own interpretation of her DNA, that her life might end 

too soon like that of her mother. Did the Angel of Death that passed over the houses of the 

Israelites in Egypt not see the nutritive blood she painted with the stroke of her pen?  

I imagine now how, during formative ten weeks, I had been growing life as she had been 

growing death. If I had known that my teacher would die a year after our class finished, or if I 

had known the crippling force of postpartum anxiety and depression, I wonder if I would have 

read her liberation theology as less optimistic, focusing more on the pain of the plagues for the 

Egyptians rather than the awe of the Israelites? The questions, and the doubt, proliferated. If she 

had known that the majority of our class considered themselves queer, I wonder if she would 

have presented the material in a less hetero-normative way? I wonder if the sexual union of male 

and female bodies that seemed so radical to my ear sounded like just another cycle of cis-

normativity to someone else?187  

Bonna had once “birthed death.” A miscarriage. Facing the pain she had experienced 

losing her sixth baby from inside her womb, awful and awesome meet in the broken prose of a 

miscarried birth story turned to poetry:188 I, her inverse, stay on, my giving taken/strained 

muscles/aching pathways/struggle to rebuild faith/knowing doubt red and sore/lush crimson 
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wanes to brown healing/unknowable fear/or can it be/awe?/prayers to/propel a soul 

onward/working through the body/destination of merging/site of Creation/conception, gestation, 

contraction, lactation/rejection/devastation/shun/finding my way home to 

embrace/waiting/anticipating/entering deep cold/primordial lake/emerging/a torn body/more 

(w)hole/in difficult passion with the/One. The difficult relationship with the divine, through text, 

body, and the remnant Wall of Her home, were part of the messy process of reckoning with 

liberation in such a broken world. But now, she was dying. A question continues to insist itself, 

for it has no easy answers: liberation from what? What is a this-worldly liberation? Was it a false 

bill of goods, this liberation-as-birth?  

A year after her diagnosis, just a matter of months before her death in June, she reflected 

on liberation as the chemotherapy drugs rip her insides to shreds, her final post on her blog. April 

27, 2015, “A Personal Reflection on a Difficult Journey to Liberation.”189 I discover myself 

inside a twisting hasidic story, both familiar and new. You might know of Reb Shlomo 

Carlebach’s [story of a] precious yiddele [Jew] desperate for a child and banished to the horse 

stable of one of the 36 righteous people of his generation, the Shvartze Wolf. As his last hope 

slips into oblivion, from a place deep within the soul of the yiddele, prostrate in supplication, 

explodes a true prayer. Suddenly, he sees the humble abode as the Holy Temple; he beholds the 

magnificence of the sacred. His breakthrough yields a blessing that opens the gates of heaven. I 

need an opening. No such physical opening would come. She did not get Chanah’s relief. 

But the days went on. Yom HaShoah, the day of Remembrance of the Holocaust, 

reminded her of her free choice, to choose to live ethically and in kindness. She attended a 

program at her son’s school whose message was also her life’s work: “[O]ur way to honor and 

not to forget is to use the tremendous gift of our own freedom to choose lives dedicated to the 
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goodness of the other, of society, the world.” Her individual story was one within a multitude. 

Passover came again. At our Pesach seder this year, we each shared from what we aim to 

free ourselves. In those hours of celebrating the great font of human liberation, a universal story 

that beckons and inspires every people to release bonds, we opened our hearts. At our family 

seders, I ingested the possibility of changing the conditions of life, releasing oppression, and 

willfully choosing our life course, personal and collective. Our animated arguments about the 

responsibilities of Pharaoh and Israelites, leader and subject, about divine and human power, 

about how to actualize change in our society seeded in me Exodus as a way-of-life. Over years, I 

internalized liberation as the spiritual-political-ideological-mythic root and goal of my being, 

birth and re-birth. Ever-conscious, responsible intentional choice in all spheres is a raison 

d’être of life itself. I see with the eyes of apprehending the “is” with my mind and heart riveted 

to fulfilling the “ought.” This seder, I spontaneously spoke aloud my aim to release excess 

responsibility for all that needs fixing. Might this be a lock on my gate? Perhaps it is the weight 

of the world, the feeling that she must teach everyone, that kept her as a chained woman, an 

agunah, to her cancer.  

She remembered her own intimate past, and sees herself becoming it. Watching her son 

prepare the Passover table, her consciousness reaches feebly back. I have a hazy childhood flash 

memory of my bubby in her kitchen. Stirring with a terrifically long wooden spoon, she sports 

her traditional wild bright print cotton draw-string pants. That evening with my toothbrush in 

hand, my bubby stares out at me from the bathroom mirror, a piercing-eyed, slim, white-haired, 

eighty year-old woman. It is I; I am she. I merge with a chain of generations. I can see her photo, 

bald-headed but face consumed by a teethy-grin, holding her granddaughter Maya Hodaya 

whose tiny fingers grasp her face. It is there for perpetuity, in the archive of the Internet, kept 
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present by the tradition of Rav Google. Maya Hodaya takes her first steps, revels in the 

discovery of our garden, each aroma, grass, seed, and petal a wonder. Liberation lives on. 

Perhaps with the coming weeks and months of relentlessly seeking remission, I will 

paradoxically find some release from the unrelenting grip of liberation on my being. Please 

hold my healing in your hearts and prayers. I send blessings for the liberation you seek in this 

world.  

Liberation was neither just birth nor just death. Looking at her own life across the 

generations, it seemed that the collective body was menstruating, going through the necessary 

loss to make room for life. For me, remembering her, her conclusion remains a bitter pill to 

swallow.  

In that moment of time, when I sat in her home, all I knew was sickness. As my body 

split, I felt isolated and afraid, my subjectivity threatened by its becoming multiple, producing 

the social. And her body split, destroying her. If I had known of the simultaneity of these events 

at the time, I wonder how differently I would have signified my own feeling unwell. I never got 

the chance to make sense, with her, of how different our supposedly shared experience had been. 

I never had the chance, however, to process how angry it made me that my experience of 

pregnancy did not feel triumphant or liberatory, it did not live up to the expectations she set. The 

last time we communicated, it was a note to tell her I had given birth my daughter, and by then, I 

knew that her days were dwindling. 

 

Conclusion 

Bonna and Haviva shared a commitment to formulating a feminist ethics that can serve as a tikun 

to a tradition deprived of women’s voices. Using their blood-turned-to-ink, their reproductive 
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experiences turned to prose, these rabbinic figures cultivated new forms of Oral Torah. In the 

process, their embodied, personal experiences served as placental, nurturing substance with 

which to build new, more flexible halakhic structures that could support traditionalist, halakhic, 

embodied Jewish practice. In Bonna’s ontologically expansive textual community, we were able 

to actualize new ethical social realities. 

In their redemptive work, rooted in re-readings of Creation and Exodus, these women 

demonstrate the possibilities for Jews in the world, outside the womb, to see God through the 

female body without rendering the material world transparent. Through relationships of care, the 

dogma they shape invests value in the substance of the body, human and divine, while blurring 

the lines that separate them.  In turn, this lived ethic cultivates new forms of embodied 

spirituality, culturally specific performances of the biblical and rabbinic texts that are shaped by 

specific personal and political paths. Turning still, the lived hermeneutics indelibly mark the 

ever-changing selves that dare to create and be re-created. Now, in Part II, I will venture into the 

biopolitical work of Israel’s American birth workers, who aide the reproduction of Jewish bodies 

as they wrestle with the authority of scientific and religious moral economies.
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14 Here I riff on Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal, and telegraph a major theoretical undercurrent of Part II, 
Haraway’s “modest witnessing.” Donna Jeanne Haraway, 
Modest₈Witness@Second₈Millennium.Femaleman₈Meets₈Oncomouse : Feminism and Technoscience (New York: 
Routledge, 1997). 
 
15 Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, 
Bathing, and Brightening, 76. 
 
16 Ibid. 
 
17 Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice : Psychological Theory and Women's Development (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1982). This psychological theory based on three social scientific studies: one of how male and 
female college students make life choices, one of women wrestling with the question of having an abortion, and one 
comparing male and female conceptions of rights and responsibilities. Gilligan offered her theory of moral decision 
making as a direct corrective to Lawrence Kohlberg’s work on moral development which, Gilligan argued, 
universalized a male moral model which, since women did not fit within, suggested women’s inferior moral 
development. Gilligan argued that the masculine model of justice ethics, Gilligan elaborated a care ethics that better 
fit the relational concerns she observed in the women she studied. In a Different Voice speaks, more broadly, against 
psychological theories of development of the self, influenced by Freud and Kantian deontological ethics. 
 
18 Gilligan describes her realization, over the course of her research, of the gendered psychology of the self: “I was 
picking up the sounds of disconnection and dissociation in men's and women's voices. I began to wonder: How is it 
that men in speaking of themselves and their lives, or speaking more generally about human nature, often speak as if 
they were not living in connection with women, as if women were not in some sense part of themselves? I also 
asked: How do women come to speak of themselves as though they were selfless, as if they did not have a voice or 
did not experience desire? Women's discovery that to be selfless means not to be in relationship is revolutionary 
because it challenges the disconnection from women and the dissociation within women that maintain and are 
maintained by patriarchy or civilization. The justification of these psychological processes in the name of love or 
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relationships is equivalent to the justifications of violence and violation in the name of morality. The different voice 
in resisting such justifications is a relational voice: a voice that insists on staying in connection and most centrally 
staying in connection with women, so that psychological separations which have long been justified in the name of 
autonomy, selfhood, and freedom no longer appear as the sine qua non of human development but as a human 
problem.” "Letter to Readers, 1993," in In a Different Voice : Psychological Theory and Women's Development 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), xii-xiii. 
 
19 Throughout her written work and in the space of classes and an interview, she described what she saw as the 
failures of Christian models of liberation through death and of secularism’s ethical foundations, particularly claims 
to equality that only apply to white, male persons. Bonna Devora Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : 
Blood and Ink (Lanham, MA: Lexington Books, 2012). 
 
20 In analyzing Bonna’s ethical prayer and text study work, I draw on Amira Mittermaier’s description of Egyptian 
dreamers: “The kinds of dreams that I retell matter even (and maybe especially) in a time of war, emergency laws, 
and social disintegration not because they provide dreamers with a protective blanket of false consciousness or 
hallucinatory wish fulfillment, but because they insert the dreamer into a wider network of symbolic debts, 
relationships, and meanings. They place the dreamer in relation to the Divine, offer guidance, and enable a mode of 
being in the world that disrupts the illusion of the autonomous self-possessed subject, calling attention to in-
betweenness and interrelationality instead. Like the widely used phrase in shã’ Allãh (God willing), dreams 
continually remind believers of their embeddedness in larger orders. While not all Egyptians experience or interpret 
dreams in this way, the ethical horizons opened up by some Egyptian dream-stories deserve our (and maybe also my 
friend Ahmad’s [the skeptic]) attention.” Amira Mittermaier, Dreams That Matter : Egyptian Landscapes of the 
Imagination (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 2-3. 
 
21 Haberman was influenced by Ilana Pardes, The Biography of Ancient Israel : National Narratives in the Bible, 
Contraversions (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 
 
22 Bonna Devora Haberman, Rereading Israel: The Spirit of the Matter (Jerusalem: Urim Publications, 2012), 15-16. 
In a book-length analysis of the “Zion Cycle,” she argued that all Jews experienced the “[m]ovement toward, 
incursion into, settling, conflict and destruction, exile, dwelling in the Diaspora, yearning, and returning to the land 
of Israel.” Her personal biography certainly reflected this narrative, or did the Zion Cycle mirror her biography? As I 
learned from an interview with Bonna that I conducted in her home near the end of May, 2014, as she battled breast 
cancer, she was born in Ottawa to a religious Jewish family. Bonna was the daughter of a Pharmaceutical Chemist 
who saw God everywhere in his work and mother who was a radical natural birth advocate. She married Shmuel, 
who was born in Israel in the early 1950s but whose family returned to Canada when he was six, and lived his 
“constant unfulfilled destiny” with him. After graduate school in philosophical ethics in Pittsburg then London, they 
moved to Israel, though her father’s illness drew her back to North America for a period of ten years before their 
return to the land she lived in until her untimely death. 
 
23 Phyllis Chesler and Rivka Haut, Women of the Wall : Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism's Holy Site 
(Woodstock, Vt.: Jewish Lights, 2003). 
 
24 "The Six-Day War: The Liberation of the Temple Mount and Western Wall (June 7, 1967)," ed. The Jewish 
Virtual Library (<http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/the-liberation-of-the-temple-mount-and-western-wall-june-
1967> Accessed December 30, 2017). 
 
25 Bonna Devorah Haberman, "The Yom Kippur Avoda within the Female Enclosure," in Beginning Anew : A 
Woman's Companion to the High Holy Days, ed. Gail Twersky Reimer and Judith A. Kates (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1997); Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink. 
 
26 The Wall, the last remnant of the Second Temple, was the center of ancient Jewish cultic worship. The Bible 
describes how God would descend in a cloud into the Temple’s innermost chamber, the Holy of Holies, where the 
stone tablets of the Ten Commandments were kept. Today, the Wall is the closest remaining structure to Judaism’s 
holiest site, and prayer there represents Jewish yearning for the divine. See Rivka Gonen, Contested Holiness : 
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Jewish, Muslim, and Christian Perspectives on the Temple Mount in Jerusalem (Jersey City, NJ: KTAV Pub. House, 
2003). 
 
27 At the end of her coming of age story, Life on the Fringes, Haviva wrote, “I push the limits of what it means to be 
dati [religious] and what it means to be feminist, and implicitly force people to question their assumptions.”  
 Ner-David, Life on the Fringes : A Feminist Journey toward Traditional Rabbinic Ordination, 230. 
28 "Shalom, Havera: Rabbi Bonna Devora Haberman, Her Memory Is Already a Blessing".  On the productivity 
effects of friction, see David Stark, The Sense of Dissonance : Accounts of Worth in Economic Life (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2009). 
 
29 Ner-David, "Shalom, Havera: Rabbi Bonna Devora Haberman, Her Memory Is Already a Blessing". 
 
30 In The Sense of Dissonance: Accounts of Worth in Economic Life, David Stark points to a shift in sociological 
theories about modern organization. Mid-century sociologists had agreed that the best methods of organizing a firm 
was a hierarchical systems, designed by experts and scientifically managed by an efficient “Taylorist organizational 
machine,” in which a ladder carried information from the workers up and instructions from the leaders down; and 
rational markets could explain the relationship between organizations. Stark, The Sense of Dissonance : Accounts of 
Worth in Economic Life, 23. In the comparison to religious studies, I am nodding to a broad range of theoretical 
moves, including the “lived religion” move to understanding the messy relationships between elites and everyday 
practice, post-colonial theorists who were questioning the presumption that there is a one-way influence of centers 
on metropoles, critiques of theories of subjectivity that presume bounded and coherent selves who are enslaved by 
markets that work according to predictable logics.  
 
31 Ibid., 23-25. 
 
32 Ibid. 
 
33 Ibid., 28. 
 
34 Heterarchy is an alternative organizational model, drawn from neuroscience and adapted with insights from the 
ecological study of diverse populations: heterarchy describes organizations that rely on “flattened” systems of 
authority with “heterogeneous systems of accounting worth,” contain “multiple worldviews and belief systems” 
within them, and “make assets of ambiguity.” Ibid., 25-6. 
 
35 Dorothy E. Smith, Texts, Facts, and Femininity : Exploring the Relations of Ruling (New York: Routledge, 1990); 
"Ideology, Science and Social Relations: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Epistemology," European Journal of Social 
Theory 7, no. 4 (2004); Writing the Social : Critique, Theory, and Investigations (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1999). See Hart and McKinnon, "Sociological Epistemology: Durkheim’s Paradox and Dorothy E. Smith’s 
Actuality." 
 
36 The feminist theologies they produce are do not fit well under the categorizations of liberal nor post-liberal. As 
Molly Farneth has argued, “feminist Jewish theology ought to be understood as postliberal theology, insofar as it 
shares postliberal theology’s emphasis on the sociality of reason and of revelation.” Molly Farneth, "Feminist 
Jewish Thought as Postliberal Theology," Modern Theology 33, no. 1 (2017): 33. Taking a broad approach to 
postliberal theology, she wishes to bring Jewish feminist thought into broader theological conversations. In doing so, 
however, she reaffirms Protestant categories that the women I study are actively seeking to live outside.  
 
37 “The images of hierarchy and web, drawn from the texts of men's and women's fantasies and thoughts, convey 
different ways of structuring relationships and are associated with different views of morality and self.” Gilligan 
continues, “[T]hese images create a problem in understanding because each distorts the other's representation. As 
the top of the hierarchy becomes the edge of the web and as the center of a network of connection becomes the 
middle of a hierarchical progression, each image marks as dangerous the place which the other defines as safe. Thus 
the images of hierarchy and web inform different modes of assertion and response: the wish to be alone at the top 
and the' consequent fear that others will get too close; the wish to be at the center of connection and the consequent 
fear of being too far out on the edge. These disparate fears of being stranded and being caught give rise to different 
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portrayals of achievement and affiliation, leading to different modes of action and different ways of assessing the 
consequences of choice.” Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice : Psychological Theory and Women's Development 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), 62. 
 
38 Both women have been instrumental since the founding of Women of the Wall, a contest over women’s right to 
pray at the Western Wall. Bonna was also actively involved in Israel-Palestine peace initiatives, as well as work to 
stop sex trafficking globally.  
 
39 As Hart and McKinnon have argued, Smith seeks a middle ground between social constructionism and empirical 
realism in describing the social world, and particularly, the paradox Durkheim wrestles with of how individual 
sensory perceptions relate to shared social conceptions, and thus, how people live through both individual 
experiences and the rational organizing principles of society. Hart and McKinnon, "Sociological Epistemology: 
Durkheim’s Paradox and Dorothy E. Smith’s Actuality."  
 
40 Bonna’s and Haviva’s models of the social world reflect elements of Dorothy E. Smith’s feminist sociology, 
which is hardly surprising given their shared experiences of bifurcated reality. Smith narrates how her own 
experiences as a mother of small children and as an academic and activist in the woman’s movement informed her 
sociological theory: there was a disconnect between the local, concrete, bodily realities of her “feminine” duties and 
the abstract, objectified concepts she read in academic texts. Smith locates texts as the site where “the ruling 
apparatus” works on the local. Smith, Texts, Facts, and Femininity : Exploring the Relations of Ruling. 
41 Gilligan, In a Different Voice : Psychological Theory and Women's Development, 62. 
 
42 Though not explicit, Haviva and Bonna reflect elements of a Marxist new materialism in their social critiques. I 
draw here on Dorothy Smith’s reading of Marx, in which she proposes that shared histories can be a solid, non-
abstract ground for building an epistemology that can access “actual social existence as it is lived.” I am suggesting 
that Haberman and Ner-David understand the political possibilities of such a new materialist approach to texts. 
Smith writes: “[Marx’s] view of how consciousness is determined historically by our social being does not envisage 
some kind of mechanical transfer from ‘economic structure’ or ‘material situation’ to consciousness. Rather, he 
works with an epistemology that takes the concepts foundational to political economy as expressions or reflections 
of the social relations of a mode of production. The difference between ideology and science is the difference 
between treating those concepts as the primitives of theory and treating them as sites for exploring the social 
relations that are expressed in them. Thus the historical rather than further undermining claims to knowledge, 
provides both the conditions under which knowledge is possible and its limitations.” Smith, "Ideology, Science and 
Social Relations: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Epistemology," 446. 
 
43 Ibid., 449. 
 
44 The question of the sociality of knowledge will remain a live pursuit throughout the remainder of this dissertation, 
especially Part II, which focuses on questions of epistemology and biopolitics. In part III, the ethnographic study of 
Jewish feminist spiritual leadership, I foreground the way that bodies and sensory experience forge emotional bonds, 
while empirical knowledge threatens to disrupt the work of spiritual connection.  
 
45 These included my Yeshiva where she had taught in the past, Mayyim Hayyim (Chapter 7) where she made 
presentations, Bonna Haberman’s home, and the Kotel at the twenty-fifth anniversary of Women of the Wall. The 
first time we connected face-to-face, it was at the Drisha Institute in New York City after I returned from Israel, 
when she spoke on a panel about mikveh for an event hosted by ImmerseNYC (Chapter 7), and over the subsequent 
years, I attended events she spoke at when she came through New York to promote her book Chanah’s Voice. 
 
46 In Life on the Fringes, she describes how she sought Rabbinic ordination from Yeshiva University, which denied 
her access and publically humiliated her. She remains committed to its authority structure, though challenging it by 
building on the feminist Orthodox theology of Dr. Tamar Ross and seeking Rabbinic Ordination from an Orthodox 
Rabbi. In her second book, Chanah’s Voice, she steps outside of Orthodoxy, claiming the title of “trans-
denominational” rabbi and draws on a variety of modern Jewish thinkers who paved the way before her—the 
Reform theologian Rachel Adler, the founder of Reconstructionism Mordechai Kaplan, and leader of the Jewish 
Renewal Movement Zalman Schacter-Shalomi—out of Orthodoxy to develop their own flexible approaches to 
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halakha. Bringing a pluralistic community of like-minded leaders into her thought world helps her frame her 
approach to following halakha according to her inner divine voice.  
 
47 In Gilligan’s words both aspects of human relationships that are both necessary to reveal “the paradoxical truths 
of human experience—that we know ourselves as separate only insofar as we live in connection with others, and that 
we experience relationship only insofar as we differentiate other from self.” Gilligan, In a Different Voice : 
Psychological Theory and Women's Development, 63. 
 
48 Smith, Texts, Facts, and Femininity : Exploring the Relations of Ruling. 
 
49 Ibid. See also Hart and McKinnon, "Sociological Epistemology: Durkheim’s Paradox and Dorothy E. Smith’s 
Actuality." 
 
50 Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, 
Bathing, and Brightening, 136. 
 
51 Yerushalmi Shelamim 6:1, 49d; And Rav Kook on Vaikra <http://ravkooktorah.org/VAYIK64.htm> 
 
52 Bonna Haberman spoke these words on November 4, 2013, at the afternoon’s second panel, “The Theological 
Feminist World,” of the Women of the Wall’s Twenty-Fifth Anniversary Symposium at Moreshet Israel in 
Jerusalem. 
 
53 This is her own description from an interview I conducted with her. 
 
54 Augusto Boal, Theater of the Oppressed (New York: Urizen Books, 1979). Boal uses this term to level the field of 
power between actor and audience, insisting that each be observer and creator of meaning. 
 
55 As I will mention in Chapter 2, Bonna’s mother was involved in the formation of the Mothercraft Society in her 
native Ottawa. Her mother’s work as an advocate of the natural birth movement inspired her theological and activist 
work. 
 
56 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 92. 
 
57 She articulated a vision of the Israeli state’s responsibility to condemn bullying and violence, teach civil, 
democratic practice, and liberate Judaism from the grips of exclusive ultra-Orthodox, male power. See Rereading 
Israel: The Spirit of the Matter. 
 
58 Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 4. 
 
59 See Chesler and Haut, Women of the Wall : Claiming Sacred Ground at Judaism's Holy Site. 
 
60 Haberman recounts that the violence against them increased as the ultra-orthodox religious authorities realized 
that this prayer activism was the public face of a coordinated effort to learn the Jewish textual source to justify the 
textual basis for women’s public prayer. Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 23. 
 
61 Ibid., 15. 
 
62 Ner-David, Life on the Fringes : A Feminist Journey toward Traditional Rabbinic Ordination, 227-8. 
 
63 As Riv-Ellen Prell argues, drawing on Matthew Jacobson’s work, Second Wave Feminism developed out of a 
“sense of difference from American society prepared [its leaders] to develop a feminist critique of cultural, religious, 
and political power.” Riv-Ellen Prell, "Introduction: Feminism and the Remaking of American Judaism," in Women 
Remaking American Judaism, ed. Riv-Ellen Prell (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2007), 8. Haberman 
reflects this same sense of alienation in her de-spatialized description of home: “Religious Judaism, Western 
modernity, Israel, and feminism are among my homelands. As both a native and a foreigner in each, otherness 
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enriches my perspective. As a modern woman, many traditional Jewish structures of power and authority render me 
other; as an observant Jew and Israeli, many feminist contexts delegitimize and render me other. I am other within 
male-dominated traditions of interpretation, Jewish and Western, an academic among social activists, and a social 
activist among academics. Decades of study, teaching, and activism, prayer, study, and ritual, birth and nurture 
inform this work. From within this complex of perspectives, I mobilize every fiber of my moral, intellectual, 
spiritual, and emotional being. Fervent desire for liberation—to alleviate suffering and oppression—and for vibrant, 
joyous sacred service that is seamless with refining ethical practice at home, in religious communities, in society, 
and throughout our world motivates my writing.” Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 
9. 
 
64 Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 15. 
 
65 Asad investigates the concept of pain as a way to understand the workings of secularity. Here, in the realm of the 
sacred and in the name of the holy, I will track how these same concepts are at work, especially in a context where 
the concepts of body, subject, and agency are not limited to the human body or to bodies that are clearly bounded 
(like the fetus or the tumor). Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2003), 71. 
 
66 The questions here about agency respond to the theatrical nature of Haberman’s reading of the conflict and of the 
world more broadly. The theater was a place to inhabit different selves, and, as Asad points out, is a site where the 
relationship between agency and subjectivity get blurry. In a theatrical context, an actor must suppress parts of her 
self to the character and the script, but the relationship between the actor’s self and the character’s self are not 
universal. Different schools of thought attribute power differently to actor and character, and theorize about the 
centrality and limits of conscious intention in shaping action and its reception. In the next chapter, I will engage 
more fully with these questions with respect to the biomedicalization of the body. Ibid., 68. 
 
67 The first two were also at home, but before they moved to this home. One was in England where Bonna was 
completing her PhD while the second was in an absorption house for new immigrants, Beit Canada. Bonna also 
describes, in a poem instead of a prose narrative, a sixth pregnancy that ended in miscarriage. Haberman, Israeli 
Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 189-202. 
 
68 Ibid., 196-7. In the book, she juxtaposes Amitai’s birth story with that of Moses, and her own family’s intimacy 
despite external threat with that of their biblical ancestors. Both demonstrate the “contradiction of priorities between 
the private sphere of life-giving and the public sphere of life-taking.” Amitai’s/Moses’ baskets signal the possibility 
for the intimate to transform the political. Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 75-78. 
 
69 See Bonna Haberman-Browns and Shmuel Haberman-Browns, Israel Sprouts: A Vegetarian Sourcebook (The 
Israel Economist, 1982). 
 
70 She recounted, “I make soup, contracting and sautéing, contracting and stirring. Birthing is living.” Haberman, 
Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 200. 
 
71 See Marla Segol, Word and Image in Medieval Kabbalah : The Texts, Commentaries, and Diagrams of the Sefer 
Yetsirah (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012). “Cosmographies are synthetic, and they are aimed at authoritative 
representation of the cosmos or a part of it. In order to achieve this, they combine existing models to situate them in 
the here and now. Cosmographies are important because they illustrate a worldview. These visual representations of 
the cosmos aim at articulating an authoritative worldview that can only be achieved by ordering and reconciling the 
many preexisting cosmologies—biblical, philosophical, magical, scientific, kabbalistic—with one another and with 
the drafter’s experience in a particular time, place, and community of thinkers. It sometimes happens that in trying to 
reconcile preexisting cosmologies, people imagine new ones. Diagrams can visually represent these new 
cosmologies, and what is more, they are occasionally glossed with first-person narratives describing what is visually 
represented and why. And so they will occasionally reveal the process of symbolic innovation at work.” Ibid., 4. 
 
72 Ner-David, Life on the Fringes : A Feminist Journey toward Traditional Rabbinic Ordination, 16.  
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73 Ibid., 93ff. The first stage in her journey to find a fitting counterhegemonic spiritual discourse is the decision to 
become her own halakhic authority, and to serve as a resource for others who wanted a guide, rather than a judge, 
delivering a final word. She describes, for example, her technique of providing information to help others come to 
their own halakhically informed decisions rather than presenting rulings. Ibid., 95. It was a radical act since Modern 
Orthodoxy only allowed men to be halakhic decisors. To authenticate that status of self-authority, she fought for 
recognition by the system, studying for a private Orthodox Rabbinic Ordination in a time when there were no 
yeshivas willing to grant her institutional ordination. When Orthodox institutions would let her study everything a 
Rabbi learned but would not ordain her, she made the controversial decision to pursue and receive a private rabbinic 
ordination from an Orthodox Rabbi in Israel. See Yael Israel-Cohen, Between Feminism and Orthodox Judaism : 
Resistance, Identity, and Religious Change in Israel (Boston: Brill, 2012). 
 
74 Ner-David, Life on the Fringes : A Feminist Journey toward Traditional Rabbinic Ordination, 94. 
 
75 Ibid., 21. 
 
76 Ibid., 22. 
 
77 Ibid., 23. 
 
78 Ibid. 
 
79 Ibid., 78. 
 
80 I am using the spelling Ner-David uses in her book Chanah’s Voice.  
 
81 BT Berakhot 31a-31b 
 
82 This classmate had recently transitioned publically from male to female, and I imagine that the way she 
understood her own internal self’s relationship to her body shaped her relationship to embodied prayer. 
 
83 Hartman is a well-known Israeli-American who has been working to create a feminist Orthodoxy through her 
scholarship and leadership of Shira Hadasha, a “partnership minyan” committed to maintaining halakha while 
including women as fully as possible, a model that has spread from its point of origin in Jerusalem to communities 
around the world. Hartman’s lecture can be found online at <https://youtu.be/3ZYkPaQxDl0>. 
 
84 Hartman’s specific language is “hitpatkhut le-dorot [development over generations].” I take her critique to refer to 
claims that minhagim must change slowly so as to not destabilize the community. 
 
85 The category of Orthodoxy is actually an umbrella encompassing a range of approaches and interpretations of 
halakha and the relationship between Torah and secular knowledge. In America, Yeshiva University is the 
institutional seat of centrist Orthodoxy. See Norman Lamm, Torah Umadda : The Encounter of Religious Learning 
and Worldly Knowledge in the Jewish Tradition (Northvale, N.J.: J. Aronson, 1990). For a picture of Orthodoxy in 
America, see Samuel C. Heilman, Sliding to the Right : The Contest for the Future of American Jewish Orthodoxy 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006). 
 
86 See Smith’s “K is Mentally Ill: The Anatomy of a Factual Account,” especially her reading of Durkheim on the 
relationship between declaring deviant acts and maintaining the social order. Smith, Texts, Facts, and Femininity : 
Exploring the Relations of Ruling, 25ff. 
 
87 Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, 
Bathing, and Brightening, 146. T. M. Luhrmann, When God Talks Back : Understanding the American Evangelical 
Relationship with God (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012). 
 
88 Catherine L. Albanese, A Republic of Mind and Spirit : A Cultural History of American Metaphysical Religion 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007), 5. 
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89 Luhrmann, When God Talks Back : Understanding the American Evangelical Relationship with God, 60. 
 
90 She borrows this language from Schacter-Shalomi’s organismic model of Jewish civilization, which necessarily 
evolves. Schacter-Shalomi was interested in understanding the world as an organism and formulating an 
understanding of how to best relate religion and science. It is not surprising that he adapted Thomas Kuhn’s 
theoretical frame for shifts in scientific culture to his own theology. Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, Paradigm Shift : 
From the Jewish Renewal Teachings of Reb Zalman Schachter-Shalomi (Northvale, N.J.: Jason Aronson, 1993).See 
Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962). 
 
91 This Mishnah is the epigraph to her book. “There are three sins for which women die in childbirth: a lack of care 
with regard to nidah (menstrual separation), challah (the separation of the dough-offering), and the lighting of the 
[Shabbat] lamp. — Mishnah, Tractate Shabbat, 2:6 Quoted from Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles 
with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, Bathing, and Brightening, 1. 
 
92 Ibid., 5. 
 
93 Ibid., 4. 
 
94 Ibid., 11, 44-5. On feminist poetics and the autobiographical, see Christy Rishoi, From Girl to Woman : American 
Women's Coming-of-Age Narratives, Suny Series in Feminist Criticism and Theory (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 2003). 
 
95 As Rabbi Jill Hammer, co-founder of Kohenet, described it in a class she taught, the late antique mystical text 
Sefer Yetsirah is essentially a birth story: it is a cosmogony, a description of Creation, from which an organized 
worldview and theology emerges. 
 
96 Though she was not herself a student of Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi nor identified with his Jewish Renewal 
Movement that he had founded, she found the “soul paradigm” to free her to embrace her own autonomy within the 
halakhic system. She writes, “According to Rabbi Schachter-Shalomi, Judaism evolves organically with cultural 
cosmic paradigms that change over time. Based on a Hasidic understanding of the Kabbalistic work Sefer Yetzirah, 
there are actually three stages Judaism must go through along with the rest of society in order to reach a repaired 
world. The first stage, or paradigm, was Olam (literally “world”), which ended roughly around the destruction of the 
Second Temple (the space where God was felt to be located). In other words, in that paradigm, it was in space where 
the Divine was felt to be located and locatable. Shanah (literally “year”) then took over as the dominant paradigm, 
which is when Shabbat, holidays and other time-oriented rituals became the locus of the Divine energy. Instead of 
Temple sacrifices, we offer our time up to God. Shabbat, which has been described by Rabbi Abraham Joshua 
Heschel as replacing the Temple with a sanctuary in time, is the best example of this. It is the day each week when 
we stop doing and instead simply be. Rabbi Schachter-Shalomi maintains that we are now shifting away from that 
paradigm, into Nefesh (literally “soul”). According to Schachter-Shalomi, today it is not in Space or Time that we 
find the Divine, but rather inside of each and every one of God’s creations. We are in the age of human rights, 
human dignity, and self-fulfillment, which is why certain Jewish concepts and practices that are either space- or 
time-oriented no longer work for us.” Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, 
and the Women's Rituals of Baking, Bathing, and Brightening, 172. 
 
97 She describes this idea coming from her Modern Orthodox father, who never went to Rabbis to ask for halachic 
decisions (p’sak) because neither the law nor the rabbi should become idols. Life on the Fringes : A Feminist 
Journey toward Traditional Rabbinic Ordination, 94-6. 
 
98 See ibid., 80. Because of her sensitivity to feminist concerns with hierarchy, she does not take up the “performed 
sainthood” model that requires a teacher to serve as an object of veneration. Shaul Magid, American Post-Judaism: 
Identity and Renewal in a Postethnic Society (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 157-85.  
 
99 Rishoi, From Girl to Woman : American Women's Coming-of-Age Narratives, 43. 
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100 I need to further consider what the implications are of this argument for feminist, poststucturalist moves to 
understand subjectivity constructed through language. Ibid., 43-45. At the conclusion of this chapter and into the 
next, I will wrestle with questions of selves that divide, not initiated as a psychological reaction to the insistence on 
unitary subjectivity but by biological processes that cause women to wrestle with their subjectivity as their bodies 
change.  
 
101 The rules that govern baking bread as challah dictate a minimum amount of flour that you may use—enough that 
you need to be baking for many people to share—and requires you take a piece out to burn as an offering for God. 
By bringing God into the community through offering food, the act of making bread is no longer merely about 
physical sustenance but spiritual connection. Over the weeks of baking together, the evolved the practice, chanting 
while they were kneading which braided biblical stories into their work. The first time, they set their intentions on 
healing, each focusing on someone they knew who was ill as they chanted Moses’ entreatment of God to heal his 
sister Miriam, “El na refah na lah, God, please heal her!” Adding another level of meaning into the practice, they 
sustained the chant for 18 minutes, a number signifying life, ending the period with a Psalm asking God to recognize 
their work. Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of 
Baking, Bathing, and Brightening, 7ff. 
 
102 She wrote: “That is the essence of what we as a group were trying to do: actualize this mitzvah on all levels. 
Performing a Divine commandment to fulfill God’s Will is the basic level. An additional level is the spiritual 
meaning of the act, which includes studying and delving into the mitzvah. Then there is also the cosmic power 
inherent in the act itself, especially since we were doing it in a group. There is power in numbers in Jewish tradition. 
Two witnesses are required to testify in a court of law or to sign personal status documents; three are required to 
publicly thank God for a meal; and a quorum of ten is required to recite certain especially holy prayers. In this 
particular group, we created our own energy and let divine energy flow through us, affecting the world by coming 
together to perform this holy act. We decided that from then on we would chant while kneading and that we would 
take turns choosing and leading the chant.” Ibid., 14. 
 
103 Haviva’s description is resonant with Durkheim’s description of sacredness’s contagion. Durkheim argues that 
religious forces are external to the being in which they reside, which makes it unsurprising that they can radiate and 
diffuse. Religious forces are transfigured collective, moral forces made from ideas and feelings that the society 
awakens in people. These forces are “superadded” onto objects and are qualitatively different from the tangible 
things in which we localize them. They move easily because they are fundamentally emotions added to objects, like 
the bread, from the community. Emile Durkheim and Karen E. Fields, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life 
(New York: Free Press, 1995). 
 
104 Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, 
Bathing, and Brightening, 15. 
 
105 Ibid. 
 
106 Ibid., 19-20. 
 
107 The theological vision is similar to leading American-turned-Israeli Orthodox feminist theologian Tamar Ross’s 
procession theology of continued interpretation initiated at Sinai. Haviva takes an even more radical approach than 
Ross, putting the power of interpretation in each individual’s hands and souls. Tamar Ross, Expanding the Palace of 
Torah : Orthodoxy and Feminism (Hanover: Brandeis University Press, published by University Press of New 
England, 2004). 
 
108 Taking an even more radical approach than Ross, she puts the power of interpretation in each individual’s hands 
and souls: “Like the living sourdough that I passed on to my friend, Torah is a dynamic, ongoing, life-infused 
tradition, not a static corpus. Torah is alive. It can catalyze an endless number of dynamic reactions in the soul of 
each and every human being who ‘kneads the dough.’ Engaging with Torah, like baking bread, is a slow process 
requiring patience and faith.” Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the 
Women's Rituals of Baking, Bathing, and Brightening, 33. 
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109 This theological allegory, accompanied by her commitment to teach her children both baking and Torah study 
was itself a tikun for a gendered problem with its own textual roots, in Eden. There, Haviva argues, the “catastrophe” 
was neither Eve’s action nor that her punishment initiated mortality but rather that it set up a structure of power 
whereby men dominated women. Ibid. 
 
110 Some women were using the immersion to mark the end of menstruation, while others decided to immerse as an 
unrelated celebration of their bodies and their group’s collective body on a spiritual journey together. As I will 
discuss in Chapter 7, there is a movement toward using mikveh immersion for a range of traditional and non-
traditional reasons to mark life transitions. 
 
111 Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, 
Bathing, and Brightening, 63. 
 
112 “I imagined the blood mixing with the water, and I was reminded of the word used in the biblical creation story 
for the pre-creation waters, the “tehom.” In ancient Babylonian mythology, the goddess Tiamat is identified with the 
“salty waters,” which are associated both with the ocean and with menstrual blood. She has been called the “Ocean 
of Blood.” She is the Red Sea. The Arabic name for the eastern shore of the Red Sea is Tihamat.” Ibid., 64. The 
Arabic name is more precisely rendered Tihāma. 
 
113 Ibid., 77. 
 
114 “As I emerged from the mikveh I felt my vision had cleared. I thought of the midrash that told of the Israelite 
mothers’ wombs that became translucent so that the fetuses they carried could see the Presence of God after the 
crossing of the Red Sea. I felt akin to those fetuses encased in their mothers’ glass wombs. The tradition, the 
halakhah that male rabbis had been interpreting for centuries, had felt like opaque and impenetrable walls. On one 
hand, these walls provided a safe enclosure, but on the other hand, they suffocated. Now the walls of that safe 
enclosure seemed transparent. I still felt that they would protect me, nurture me. But I felt able to see through these 
traditions and laws, perhaps for the first time, to the Presence of God.” Ibid. 
 
115 To the ubiquitous, well-known Rabbinic texts that have popularly reinforced Eve’s sinfulness and painted her as 
the creator of mortality, danger, and imperfection, Haviva centers a text about Adam. The first man immersed in the 
Gichon River, the waterway out of Eden, where he stayed for 70 days begging God for repentance. He only emerged, 
and faced the new reality, when God forgave him and sent him on his way, always outward, away from Eden. She 
read the text, and then performed it anew. After suffering from a two miscarriages in a row, Haviva decides to have 
her husband Jacob join her for her mikveh immersion. Not only did she think he would gain something spiritually 
from the experience, but she also hoped that his partnership in the ritual would help her shift focus from the shame 
of bodily failure to the almost spiritual quality of their enduring love. They went out to a spring, outside the 
institutional walls of a mikveh that would prohibit their joint immersion. She watched him immerse, and flashed to 
the image of the midrashic Adam. Then, he emerged from the frigid water, and she covered his body, first with a 
towel and then with her own. They made love, and she celebrated it in writing, as a sacred act made all the more live 
by unshrouding sex from secrecy. “We opened our mouths, explored with our tongues. Jacob wrapped his towel 
around the both of us, and between the extra towel and the body heat, I was already warm…. Before we knew it, we 
were making love on the cold rocks on the side of the dark pool beneath a starry sky. After almost sixteen years of 
marriage, we still excited each other—something we already knew. But skinny-dipping on a chilly night under the 
stars certainly increased the fun and the passion. As did the aura of secrecy (almost naughtiness) that came with 
sneaking out of the house at night to do something as alive as this” (97). 
 
116 Tova Hartman Halbertal, Appropriately Subversive : Modern Mothers in Traditional Religions (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2002). 
 
117 Marla Segol, "Kabbalistic Self-Help: The Microcosm in Practice," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 
84, no. 3 (2016). 
 
118 Swimming, a form of exercise that helped with her degenerative condition and perhaps, relatedly, lingering body 
dysphoria, was not allowed according to the normative halakha. Considering the law and her own needs, she made 
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her decision: swimming was, for her, a prayer with her body, as long as she did not slip into a place where exercise 
was a fulfillment of an obsessive tendency. She brings together Hasidic teachings with the American “recovery 
spirituality” of Alcoholics Anonymous’ 12 steps to reckon with her dependence on daily exercise, her changing 
body, and her desire to live Shabbat in ways that fit her needs. As she considered her attitudes toward her body, her 
text study partner, an expert in spiritual counseling, reflected back to her that she had inadvertently gone through the 
first three steps of healing her addictive behavior around swimming. Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles 
with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, Bathing, and Brightening, 131-2. See Ernest 
Kurtz and William L. White, "Recovery Spirituality," Religions 6, no. 1 (2015). 
 
119 At her friend and teacher Rute’s class on the Hasidic teachings of a nineteenth century Eastern European Rabbi, 
the Ishbitzer Rebbe, Haviva began to understand how to reread her life in alignment with, not alienation from, the 
biblical patriarchs. The Ishbitzer Rebbe’s read the lives of the prophets Abraham and Moses as journeys within a 
home whose borders were flexible. Through a metaphor of the reproductive body, a physical structure that changes 
shape and size to accommodate life inside, Rute taught that “[h]umans stretch their own personal boundaries 
according to the specific circumstances of their lives,” shifting in form to accommodate their needs “without losing 
their essence.” Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's 
Rituals of Baking, Bathing, and Brightening, 136. In a logical style typical of the Talmudic, Haviva made a decision: 
as with the physical body, so too with her approach to halakha, itself a living body. Casting aside her fear that 
people around her would not approve, she let herself hear one of Chanah’s lessons: “Breaking rules does not 
necessarily mean breaking boundaries. When done with care, sensitivity, and holy intention, breaking rules can be 
an activity of expansion, of building, of growth, rather than of destruction.” Ibid., 138-9. 
 
120 Ibid., 144. 
 
121 Ibid., 146. 
 
122 Ibid., 167. 
 
123 Ibid., 148. She argued that that was, after all, the nature of the human-authored oral Torah: “There is a danger of 
making an idol out of Torah. Torah is how God communicates with us, but Torah is not God. While God may be 
eternal and unchanging, Torah is eternal but forever in flux. Idols are stagnant, rigid. They cannot change or adapt 
with time. But Torah can. That is what keeps it alive. Therefore, as the world changes, our interpretations of Torah 
must change along with it.” Ibid., 167-8. 
 
124 In his Jerusalem, Mendelssohn celebrates the orality of Jewish law whose meaning remains alive not through 
writing but through layers of commentary on the text, from the recorded dialogue of the Rabbis of the Talmud to 
oral instruction in religious education. In this way, Jewish scripture remains a “living script,” which constantly 
inspires re-engagement with the text through ritual, study, and oral instruction. It remains embodied, despite being 
diachronic, and oral, despite being written down. Moses Mendelssohn and Allan Arkush, Jerusalem, or, on 
Religious Power and Judaism (Hanover: Published for Brandeis University Press by University Press of New 
England, 1983). 
 
125 Christian Lee Novetzke, Religion and Public Memory : A Cultural History of Saint Namdev in India (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2008). 
 
126 Ner-David, Chanah's Voice : A Rabbi Wrestles with Gender, Commandment, and the Women's Rituals of Baking, 
Bathing, and Brightening, 155. 
 
127 Ibid. She concludes: Today, partnership is the more appropriate model: a three-way partnership, between God, 
the classical rabbis, and the Divine Light in each of us. We need the olive oil and the lamp in order to reach that 
ultimate light Isaiah speaks of. Life has become too complex for a theological approach of total submission. But this 
does not mean that we don’t want the laws. We too want to accept the Torah. Our answer is just different: ‘Nishmah 
vina’aseh, we will listen and then we will do.’ In our reality, this is the only way to be free.” Ibid., 160-2.  
 
128 Ibid., 156. 
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129 Ibid., 162. 
 
130 Ibid., 26-8. 
 
131 In future work, I would like to explore the intersection of the theopolitics of liberal, feminist Zionists with ultra-
Orthodox Israeli women who claim autonomous and pious selves but who actively serve a patriarchal agenda. Lihi 
Ben Shitrit, Righteous Transgressions : Women's Activism on the Israeli and Palestinian Religious Right (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2016). 
 
132 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 186. 
 
133 Ibid., 187. 
 
134 Ibid. 
 
135 Ibid. 
 
136 Ibid., 76. 
 
137 Abraham Joshua Heschel, The Sabbath : Its Meaning for Modern Man (New York, NY: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux, 2005). 
 
138 Haberman, "The Yom Kippur Avoda within the Female Enclosure," 253. 
 
139 “Having grown up far from the sacred center of the Jewish people, my experience of holiness focused on the 
sanctification of time. Following Abraham Joshua Heschel’s inspiring theology, I “entered” holiness by observing 
the Sabbath and holy days in exile.” Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 22. 
 
140 Ibid. 
 
141 In her essay on the Yom Kippur service, she describes the temple’s structure as modeling “the female enclosure,” 
and discusses the internal process that happens in a woman’s womb during her reproductive cycle. Heschel, The 
Sabbath : Its Meaning for Modern Man, 67. In a written commentary, as well as in our class, she spoke in explicit 
anatomical terms. Haberman, "The Yom Kippur Avoda within the Female Enclosure." 
 
142 BT Shabbat 110a. “What is her remedy so the snake will leave her alone? She should have relations with her 
husband before the snake. Some say: If she has relations in front of the snake, all the more so that its desire will 
become stronger. Rather, she should take from her hair and her nails and throw them at the snake, and say the 
following to it as an incantation: I am a menstruating woman [dishtana]. A woman whom a snake has entered, let 
them spread her legs and place her on two barrels, and let them bring fatty meat and throw it onto coals. And let 
them bring her a bowl of cress and fragrant wine and place them there and mix them together. And she should take 
tongs in her hand, as when the snake smells the fragrance it emerges. And then one should take the snake and burn it 
in the fire, as if it is not burned, it will come back onto her.” Translation from The William Davidson Talmud 
<https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat?lang=bi> Accessed June 27, 2017. 
 
143 Bonna Devorah Haberman, (May 12, 2012) "Creative Reclamation of Leviticus 16: The Yom Kippur Avodah 
within the Female Enclosure," in Traditional Torah Readings Reconsidered Session 3: Leviticus 16, ed. Central 
Conference of American Rabbis <http://www.ccarnet.org/lifelong-learning/teleconferenceswebinars/session-
iiicreative-reclamationleviticus-16>, Accessed November 1, 2017. 
 
144 "The Yom Kippur Avoda within the Female Enclosure," 252. In a theater performance that Bonna created in 
collaboration with Rabbi Steven Lewish after 9/11 as part of her work at the Mistabra Institute. She recounted in an 
interview how the final scene of Inner Fire was the cast around a table on which a pomegranate sat. She cut the fruit 
in half and squeezed it over other peoples’ heads and they fed it to each other, representing the erotic, sensual, and 
violent that came together in Middle East territoriality. 
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145 Mishnah Niddah 3:1-3:5 discusses a woman’s purity status after miscarriage, which depends on the nature of 
what emerges from her. The possibilities it lists include a hair, dust, red flies, fish, small animals like reptiles, 
domesticated animals, a sac of water, a sandal, etc.  
 
146 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 187. 
 
147 Ibid., 166. 
 
148 Ibid. 
 
149 Bonna had worked for many years as an anti-trafficking activist, so this was a particularly troubling story for her. 
Ibid., 167. 
 
150 Ibid., 170. 
 
151 Ibid. I will discuss her relationship to birth and the categories of naturalness further in the next chapter on 
biomedicine and the body.  
 
152 Ibid., 175. 
 
153 Boal, Theater of the Oppressed. 
 
154 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 189. 
 
155 She told me in an interview that she was inspired by the work of Nel Noddings, a contemporary and conversation 
partner for Carol Gilligan, and the phenomenologist Edmund Husserl’s work on the relationship between knowledge 
and experience. Nel Noddings, Caring, a Feminine Approach to Ethics & Moral Education (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1984); James Dodd and Edmund Husserl, Crisis and Reflection : An Essay on Husserl's Crisis of 
the European Sciences (Boston: Kluwer Academic, 2004). 
 
156 “Life-giving asserts giving, sharing, flexibility, openness and inextricable, nurturing connection—too often 
neglected in theories of knowledge and truth.” Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 
175-6. 
 
157 Ibid., 186. 
 
158 Ibid., 264. 
 
159 Rereading Israel: The Spirit of the Matter. 
 
160 Jeremy Stolow, Orthodox by Design: Judaism, Print Politics, and the Artscroll Revolution (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2010). 
 
161 I see parallels in Bonna’s critique to John Evan’s framing of a “thin” bioethics debate where the existence of set 
neo-Kantian ends means there is only deliberation of how to get to those ends rather than ethical consideration of the 
ends themselves. John Hyde Evans, Playing God? : Human Genetic Engineering and the Rationalization of Public 
Bioethical Debate (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). 
 
162 Haberman critiques and builds on previous Jewish theologies, especially Abraham Joshua Heschel’s “place in 
time” and Rav Kook’s materialist Zionism, as well as several Jewish feminist theologians.  
 
163 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 29. 
 
164 Here I play with several dualities that Jewish feminist work undermined or questioned, namely the opposition of 
orality and literacy and of morality and materiality. 
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165 One week, we discussed the idea for a project, a kind of spiritual Our Bodies Ourselves, that I will discuss in 
Chapter 2. 
 
166 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 131. 
 
167 In Israel, with distance from Christian North America, she is free to embrace elements of incarnation that 
threatened to displace Rabbinic Orthodoxy and to embrace a vision or Rabbinic Orthodoxy in line with her feminist 
vision of communal process. Reading Haberman in the image of the charismatic Hasidic leader R. Nahman, the 
theology she developed was a challenge to rabbinic authority, represented by revelation to Moses, and a return to 
Creation but located in the female body. Ibid., 189. 
 
168 Ibid., 30. 
 
169 Ibid., 40. 
 
170 Biopolitics is a construction with so much meaning external to the textual tradition I am engaged with that I 
hesitate to introduce it, but I do so as a bridge between the halakhic legal system and secular state’s regulation of 
life. See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: Volume I (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978). 
 
171 “In many areas such as medicine, economics, criminal justice, and labor relations, halakha advances human 
ethical standards. Both self-consciously and inadvertently, halakha often constructs gender. Halakhic texts discuss 
puberty, arousal, desire, sex, rape, betrothal, bodily secretions, marriage, adultery, divorce, inheritance, witnessing, 
vows, ritual restrictions, and so on. In some of these areas—property law, women’s sexual satisfaction, the gravity 
of rape, for example—halakha anticipated feminist innovations, while in many areas, halakha has not kept pace with 
them.” Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 40. 
 
172 Bonna was deeply invested in living halakhically, but not exactly by the halakhic system as it has been 
hierarchically constituted. Jewish feminists have taken a variety of positions with respect to halakha, which she 
mentions within her work: Plaskow’s proposal to start anew through the lens of women’s experience, Rachel Adler’s 
journey reckoning with the redeemability of some of halakha’s most misogynistic arenas, and Tamar Ross’s 
celebration of cumulative revelation to innovate halakha. Ibid., 40-1. 
 
173 See Claire E. Sufrin, "Telling Stories: The Legal Turn in Jewish Feminist Thought," in Gender and Jewish 
History, ed. Marion A. Kaplan and Deborah Dash Moore (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011). 
 
174 Here I play with Agrama’s observation of types of authority developed within the secular state versus fatwa 
councils. Hussein Ali Agrama, Questioning Secularism : Islam, Sovereignty, and the Rule of Law in Modern Egypt 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2012), 160-87. 
 
175 Novetzke, Religion and Public Memory : A Cultural History of Saint Namdev in India. 
 
176 “Lessening the priority of consistency and permanence makes room for respect and gratitude for cycles—in 
ourselves and in the world. Life cycles through many seasons—dark and light; sun and moon; wet and dry; hot and 
cold; preparing, planting, tending and harvesting; fertility and infertility. These cycles relieve dualism, hierarchy, 
and attempts to control and render the world and the human body stable, uniform, and ideally “forever young.” 
Menstruation, conception, gestation, birth, lactation, and menopause are transitions involving changes in size, 
shape, and function.” Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 175. 
 
177 As she explained to me in an interview, her time at Harvard Divinity School with Harvey Cox was formative in 
Haberman’s conception of liberation theology. Though Blood and Ink does not engage in any detail with Cox’s 
work, her rejection of his thesis is implicit throughout. The nature of Haberman’s critique is clear with just a taste of 
Cox’s approach: “We shall […show] how three pivotal elements in the biblical faith have given rise to one aspect of 
secularization. Thus the disenchantment of nature begins with the Creation; the desacralization of politics with the 
Exodus; and the deconsecration of values with the Sinai Covenant, especially with its prohibition of idols.” Harvey 
Cox, The Secular City : Secularization and Urbanization in Theological Perspective (Princeton: Princeton 
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University Press, 2013), 22. As she wrote in her book, Cox’s 1965 The Secular City had set the stage for the 
development of liberation theology, which was first articulated by Gustavo Gutierrez in a lecture in Lima, Peru in 
1969 (note 34). While Cox linked secularization with a turn to “this world” that was necessarily an abandonment of 
the attention to “religious and metaphysical tutelage […of] other worlds,” Haberman saw Judaism’s potential to 
point to show how liberation could happen in this world. As she explains, the liberation theologies came out of 
Christian contexts “emerged from growing awareness of the complicity of religion in structures of oppression, 
seeking to re-interpret canonical texts with the purpose of improving people’s lives.” Haberman, Rereading Israel: 
The Spirit of the Matter, 35. A Christian paradigm in which liberation was inseparable from death and an escape 
from this world did not satisfy Haberman, who saw the opportunity of marginal people, especially Jews and women, 
to make invisible assumptions visible. 
 
178 Cox describes the Hebrew prophets preventing the relapse into sacred politics after the Exodus. In Cox’s 
Christian reading, the sacred was the divinely ordained monarch. Cox, The Secular City : Secularization and 
Urbanization in Theological Perspective. For Haberman, on the other hand, the sacred came from cultivating it 
through ritual and relationship. 
 
179 Because of the Christian feminist origins of so much Jewish feminist theology, her (impossible) desire was for us 
to try to look at the texts without importing ideas formulated through Christian hermeneutics. 
 
180 This is a quotation from the class. 
 
181 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 30. 
 
182 “The injunction to discuss the Exodus with our children installs the struggle for liberation as a continuous, 
familial educational process, what Brazilian pedagogue, Paulo Freire terms ‘conscientization,’ critical 
consciousness.” Ibid., 37. See Paulo Freire and trans. Ana Maria Araújo Freire, Pedagogy of Hope : Reliving 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 1994). 
 
183 Haberman, Israeli Feminism Liberating Judaism : Blood and Ink, 37. 
 
184 Unlike the fatwa councils Agrama discusses, the goal here was to give students authority over their own Jewish 
selves, confident in their own abilities to read their texts and their lives. Agrama, Questioning Secularism : Islam, 
Sovereignty, and the Rule of Law in Modern Egypt, 160-87. 
 
185 This is an egalitarian version of the verse, rendered in the plural. The traditional version is gendered masculine 
stating each man is obligated, reads, the biblical command is to teach your son, which I have rendered here as child. 
 
186 BT Pesaḥim 116b.  
 
187 Though she was very careful to be anti-essentialist when it came to the female body, she seemed to have a blind 
spot when it came to queer and gender queer issues. For example, she assumed two women in our class that lived 
together were roommates not intimate partners. She also told me in an interview that she understood surgeries for 
transgender people to adjust their sexual organs to their gender identity to be “socially ratified violence.” 
 
188 In place of a birth story, she wrote a miscarriage poem for her sixth, miscarried child. 
 
189 Bonna Devorah Haberman, 2015. Accessed June 27, 2017. 
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Part II: Maskilot1 of the Body: The Epistemologies of Jewish 
Reproductive Bodies 

 
I had a young [Ultra-Orthodox] girl, she was maybe 23, having her second child.2 And they live 
in a tiny, tiny one-room place, two-room place in Me’ah Sha‘arim,3 in the heart of Me’ah 
Sha‘arim, where she told me specifically—obviously I’m not going to come the way I’m dressed 
now—that I have to wear a skirt. She said, because I once came in very baggy pants and a long 
shirt and she said all the neighbors came to my door and said who was the lady in the pants who 
came to your house yesterday…I came to her house and she had a bookshelf of all her holy 
books. And she pulls two books out and behind she has Ilana Shemesh’s book, do you know that 
book? L'ledet B'bayit [To Birth at Home] and Active Birth….[CRS: Ya, I talked to Ilana this 
morning.] She pulls out Ilana’s book and she pulls out [a Hebrew translation of] Active Birth by 
Janet Balaskas and it has tons of pictures of naked women in it…She pulled it out and she said 
[whispering], “I’ve read this three times.” She said, “This is how I’m going to have my baby. I’m 
going to have my baby standing up.” …And I’ve had a number of women like this. And for them 
it’s a very empowering…and they’ll say to me, you changed my life. 
 
 
 
As we sat in her home-office in the eclectic Kiryat Menachem neighborhood on the Southeastern 

edge of Jerusalem, surrounded by women’s health books and vials of homeopathic remedies and 

herbs from her time in India, Barbara Ben-Ami told me about her work as a homebirth midwife. 

After leaving a suburb to the northwest of Boston the day after she graduated from high school in 

1977, Barbara landed in Jerusalem with the dream of doing something for the good of the State 

of Israel. As the daughter, granddaughter, great granddaughter—and later mother of—lifetime 

members of Hadassah, the Women’s Zionist Organization of America, her twenty-five year 

career as a nurse and then midwife at Hadassah Hospital in Ein Karem, just outside Jerusalem, 

was a new level of dedication to her maternal line’s legacy.  

During her tenure, she wrote the hospital’s protocol for natural childbirth, which was part 

of her frustrated effort to fix a system where she found considerations like liability instead of the 

patient’s well being dictated the steps of the birthing process. Barbara was converted: from a 

hospital nurse-midwife questioning why anyone would risk their baby’s health for the sake of an 

experience to an advocate of “real midwifery” where there was a “one-on-one client relationship” 
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and a “continuity of care” that was impossible in the Israeli hospital system.4 In 2007, Barbara 

decided that Hadassah hospital, built through American Jewish women’s labor, was no longer 

the place she would care for and support women through birth. In the home, guided by a midwife 

who used her expertise to grow a woman’s wisdom about her own body and its capacities, 

women could “take responsibility” for their own birthing process in all but the most extreme 

cases where medical intervention is necessary.5 

My question about whether she saw her work as a midwife as part of a feminist project 

resonated with Barbara. After all, she had come of age in the 1970s when the power of Second 

Wave Feminism washed over areas like hometown of Andover, MA, as groups like the Boston 

Women’s Health Collective introduced a radical challenge to the status quo of women’s 

healthcare by demanding that each citizen deserves complete control over her body. 6 I asked her 

to elaborate, especially interested in questions of how this kind of feminist politics had made 

aliya,7 whether the journey to the sacred ground of a Jewish secular state had transformed the 

liberal concept that identity is a set of free choices, and her stance on the possibility of keeping 

contentious public politics out of the private and intimate event of birth.8  

“First of all, it’s women understanding what they’re allowed to do and what they can do,” 

she began. Moving birth into the private space of the home was an opportunity for women to 

understand the limits not only set by a doctor but also the possibilities opened up by their own 

bodies, when they were given control of the act of birthing9 and the meaning-making around it.10 

Like Bonna, who argued for the “need to liberate female body processes from power, class, 

science, belief, and gender conventions that repress them,”11 Barbara believed in the liberatory 

power of birth as an essential female, and human, experience that could transcend religious or 

political difference.12  
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I have often imagined Barbara, hair uncovered, nose pierced, having changed out of her 

baggy yoga pants and thrown on a long skirt, the properly modest attire that she needed to wear 

as a matter of respect for the community’s norms and to protect her clients from intrusive gossip 

about the outsider coming and going from her apartment. In the allegorical image that my mind 

conjures, I see Barbara standing next to the young woman, her covered body with belly bulging, 

approaching a bookshelf lined with a full Shas set (the entire collection of Talmud). Pulling back 

two volumes of sacred text, she reveals two others: home birth manuals filled with diagrams and 

images of naked female bodies. The sacred feminine voice, emerging from behind an exclusive 

masculine authority, is liberated.13 

The encounter in the home and on the shelf, and the abject14 quality of birth itself, have 

the disruptive effect of montage.15 The ḥaredi woman had put the homebirth manuals on the 

shelf, the seat of books filled with authoritative religious voices, jolting the viewer to consider 

within her own “horizons of meaning”16 whether texts were polar opposites or of a single kind, 

and which of these texts fit which labels: holy or profane, sacred, retrograde; elite/exclusive or 

popular/accessible, scientific, folk.17 The possible readings from the multiplying perspectives 

overrun the shelf with questions that unfold further questions like a “recursive origami.”18 They 

raise ethical questions: Are the immodest images of intimate, primal acts the key to moral 

standards or dangerous enlightenment? Are the legal treatises, plump with illustrative myth and 

colorful description, morally thin or the ultimate exemplars of thick ethical reasoning?19 They 

raise questions about agency and enchantment: Were the birthing books on the shelf with the 

Shas, not to be covered by them, but to de-marginalize them? Will homebirth midwife and her 

manuals awaken and embolden desire to access the other sacred texts, or expose the absence and 

loss of a secular life, the falseness of promise of freedom? They raise metaphysical questions: 
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Were the birthing manuals there to be re-enchanted, to soak up sacred power? And, they raise 

historical, ontological questions: How did these sets of books come to be seen as different types, 

and how did the two women standing in front of them come to be there as representatives of a 

shared yet distinct femininity, religion, nation? Underlying each of these questions is a dynamic 

tension between universal and particular and between global and local, whose negotiation is 

particularly evident when the parties involved are working to represent one pole or the other, 

even as their intimate relationship undercuts that division.20 

The aporia the bookshelf represents introduces the knotted politics, epistemology, gender 

ideologies, economies, norms of comportment, and modes of authority that emerge in the 

management of Jewish women’s reproductive bodies. The intimate scene of two women’s bodies 

meeting at a shelf holding two distinct bodies of knowledge threatens scrupulous discursive work 

to render the religious and secular, and the metaphorical and physical, opposite.21 The proximity 

of materialized symbols—the books, the bodies, the bodies in books and books as bodies of 

tradition—pose a challenge to a conception of biopolitics that is purified of religion and 

spirituality. The bookshelf is not merely a problem space that constantly tests the line between 

religion and politics but a domain where epistemic questions arise that, for the modern, secular 

observer, bring another tradition to the fore: that of modern science and the moral economies that 

govern scientific authorities.22 

My frame is the geographically and temporally loose “problem space”23 of Jewish 

women’s reproductive health and what it reveals about the pluralities and intricacies of the 

categories of “Judaism,” “feminism,” “medicine,” “labor,” and “experience,” with respect to the 

central critical discourse of this chapter: “biopolitics.”24  
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The section will treating Israel, and in particular Jerusalem, as a sort of American 

province where techniques, knowledge, and political formations of the American Women’s 

Health Movement traveled with immigrating women, through print and digital media, and 

through global reproductive economies to show how biopolitics is transformed by a new context 

with a distinct relationship between religion and secularism.25 By shifting focus to the 

contestations within a Jewish polity that stretches between spaces where the borders of religion 

and secularism are differently drawn,26 and by attending to the dynamic interaction between 

Jewish subcultures,27 the experimental design of this chapter holds “Jewish” constant while 

testing divergences in place, forms of authority, and relationships to modernity. To do so, my 

analysis is tuned to the multiple dimensions of “identification and aggression, ‘reading with’ and 

‘reading against,’”28 at play in overlapping sets of Jewish women’s traditions and feminist 

projects.29 

The return, over and over again to the shelf, not only insists on the multiplicity of 

experience but provokes anxiety for me, from within the secular academy, about my mediated 

witnessing in the work of a social scientific method. The desire for unmediated voice is, at its 

core, inseparable from the belief in the epistemic possibilities of objectivity and ethical 

discernibility of authenticity, which I will face head on here by theorizing witnessing, my own 

and of the birth workers I study.30 As multivalent as the bookshelf is, in both Barbara’s telling 

and my imagination, it is univocal, and faces the same problematic questions of mediation, 

women’s voices, and women’s experience as feminist historiography.31 The ḥaredi woman is a 

construct, inseparable from the particular set of assumptions undergirding Barbara’s description 

of her own identity as a “not-religious” Jew-who-drives-on-Shabbat, shaped in contradistinction 

to her experience with Ultra-Orthodoxy. The layers of narrative form a “circuitry” of cultural 
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analysis in which I participate, further burying the possibility of the unmediated female voice:32 

even if I had had access to the ḥaredi woman’s narrative, I would not only tell her story but 

impose the categorical separations between separate discursive realms of science and religion 

that would not be native to a cultural context in which birth manuals and the legal texts were not 

an either/or proposition. To consider an epistemic frame that rejects the premise of the division 

between the secular and the religious is part of the work to dismantle the assumption of a 

singular, essentialized women’s experience.  

Drawing on the insights from Science and Technology Studies (STS) scholars into the 

moral economies and materiality of scientific knowledge production, I will attend to the 

processes of seeing, recording, reporting, and circulating knowledge, as well as the strategic uses 

of not-seeing or refusing to know in Jewish women’s biopolitics. To selectively cover and 

uncover women’s sexual, reproductive bodies is not only a matter of modesty but also 

epistemology. “Modesty” of the male scientific subject is a “one of the founding virtues what we 

call modernity,” endowing a man of science with the ability to objectively observe and produce 

unbiased truth.33  

This section will show the historical particularity and mutual imbrication of multiple 

discourses often understood in transcendent terms:34 in Jewish practices of knowing and caring 

for women’s reproductive bodies, “blind sight” and empiricism meet Jewish moral economies 

that emerge from secular feminism, Zionism, and halakha to produce new epistemic logics. In 

birth rituals35 that draw together elements of biotechnology, “folk healing” and rituals for 

protection (segulot, singular segula), and “alternative medicine,”36 new logics upend basic 

assumptions about the subjects, objects, and agents of modern medical practice and Jewish legal 

discourse. When immodest witnesses37 are taught to not-witness to shape the conditions of their 
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care, modern epistemic sensibilities are called into question. Likewise, when spiritual work looks 

more like “not-doing” or ineffectual superstitions, religious practices upend assumptions about 

agency and value and provide an opportunity for the imprinting of “religious sensibilities onto 

the body.”38 

Capitalizing on the topological approach’s attunement “to specificities of scale and 

time,”39 this section examines the temporality and spatiality of religion, secularism, and 

spirituality as they are constrained and stretched on different scales of space and time, through 

the circulation of materials and the rhythms of female body cycles. Through the living, breathing, 

moving, and birthing subjects whose stories, and narratives of their own histories, this section 

not only builds on ethnographic accounts of religion in particular spaces40 and the temporalities 

of American religion but shows how bodies live as religious and scientific agents and objects.41 

Furthermore, by bringing reproductive practices out from behind the books that mark authentic 

Jewish thought, this chapter reveals the way that Jewish women are acting as maskilot42 for 

modern Jewish culture, working to create a modern Jewish world that feels less out of step with 

the realities of their bodies. The result is the creation of paradoxical hybridities: combinations of 

knowledge systems that presume to exclude each other. 

The ties that bind birth workers travelling through the different terrains in Israel, 

delivering babies, represent an imagined community. In reality, the worlds of homebirth 

midwives, lactation consultants, doulas, and other women’s health advocates are loosely 

affiliated and held together by formal but sometimes transient alliances and partnerships. Even as 

birth workers across the city, country, and territorial lines remain divided by ideologies, religious 

identities, national politics, or the mundane realities of working as an independent practitioner, 

networks of shared knowledge link different communities like rhizomes.43 
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To move through such paradoxical spaces, and to trace the different ways that power is 

negotiated between political models, epistemic systems, ontological assumptions, and moral 

stances, requires special kind of figure. Drawing on Michel Serres’ transmitting figures, angels 

and quasi-objects, who circulate messages and draw together collectives, I will follow the 

midwife, an earthly creature aiding in God’s creative work, renewing the collective body, 

delivering bodies and messages.44 The midwife exists in a cosmology that is filled with 

multiplicity, and part of her work is negotiating alliances and brokering between structures of 

power and knowledge systems. The midwife and her helpers—doulas, lactation consultants, 

halachic advisors on women’s health—work at the brink of life and death with women in 

intimate, vulnerable moments challenging un-gendered assumptions about the ways that 

modernity has effected Jewish communal structures and values. The impresario of private events 

that reconstitute the Jewish social body, catching new lives as they emerge into the world and 

facilitating and witnessing transformative moments for the cast of the reproduction, birth 

attendants weave together disparate events into communal narratives.  

Jewish birth is also reflective of Serres’ parasites, disruptors of the presumed ontological 

singularity and message of the individual and social bodies.45 Birth workers intervene in the 

social order at moments prime for reimaging worlds, the individual and the communal, 

orchestrating rituals that unite bodies at moments of physical partition. The birth worker is the 

religious actor who hears the voice of the birthing woman, the noise in the social system, and 

takes it seriously. She is the figure that asserts that we have never been the People of the Book, a 

tidy story of lives lived by the book, according to the message from giver to receiver. With and 

through the Jewish birth worker, this section asks, can we rewrite the story of Jewish sociality 

without tuning out the noise, the bodies that carried Jewish tradition, to see Jewish life that isn’t 
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always already predefined through the canonical messages? 

This section follows a group of women on often-counterintuitive trajectories and through 

hybrid logics. The first chapter focuses on quantification as a language that divides and also joins 

groups within the Jewish community. I begin with Janet and Ruth, whose uses of quantification 

reveal differences in the way they see themselves in Jewish collective. I then return to birth as a 

rupture in the communitarian logics of Orthodoxy and the alignment of women in common 

feminist projects. Barbara, the secular midwife working with ḥaredi clientele, to show a different 

face of quantification as a language for communicating across different Jewish subcultures: 

statistics becomes a language to glue together communities defined against each other. By 

contrast, Malcha, a ba‘al teshuva homebirth midwife, critiques the way that quantification 

colonizes experience, claiming to know and control while blind to what it cannot capture.  

Chapter 5 looks to decontextualized local knowledge and modes of empiricism that are 

aimed at efficacy rather than at truth. Doing so elucidates the differential hybridity of techniques 

of the individual and communal body and gendered individualism in supposedly communitarian 

enclaves. The question is not whether there is there a secular body,46 but rather how anxieties 

about authentic Jewish culture produce practices that cloak secularism or religiosity in the 

clothing of the other.  

Finally, by focusing on discourses of objectivity and its necessary inverse, subjectivity, I 

focus on women’s sexuality and access to knowledge, which come together through discourses 

of modesty and witness. I return to the book and the body to show how differential hybridity 

operates within Orthodoxy to selectively allow feminist cultural products, censored and altered, 

to cope with transformation. Through questions about women’s access to textual knowledge and 

the reconstruction of Jewish feminist forms of knowledge, this chapter carries out what the 
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previous chapters had started: it genders rupture and reconstruction.47 I examine the way in 

which women’s textual access has contributed to a shift in the value system of halakhic decision-

making over women’s bodies in ways that integrate the regulatory objectivity of biomedicine, the 

affective economies of second wave feminism, and the material and temporal metaphysics of 

holiness. 
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Chapter 4 
Extraordinary Measures: Quantification and What Counts in Birth 

 
Janet and Ruth, American-born Israeli women’s health workers were both midwives by 

training, and they lived parallel lives demographically and professionally; yet, they existed 

within different hermeneutic paradigms. They performed similar medical work and told me the 

same stories but found different meanings in them. They lived by different measures, counting 

time and sizing up spaces by different standards. I tell their stories of measuring as measures of 

otherness: of Jewish feminisms divided by politics, theologies, modes of telling and living 

history; of midwives’ relationships to the medical establishment, the Jewish people, and their 

ultimate purpose; and of Jewish ideologies of “crucial otherness”1 from (sub)cultures they wish 

to keep out. Janet and Ruth shared a common set of ancestors: the biblical midwives, Shifra and 

Puah, who disrupted Pharaoh’s plot to kill Jewish babies. They were like an eleventh plague: 

parasites who worked within the system to subvert it.2 

The stories in the second half are not ones of keeping out but of drawing in. The next 

section returns to Barbara and to another home birth midwife, Malcha. Barbara uses 

quantification to prove her expertise to (religious) leaders of the Ultra-Orthodox community. 

Quantification was the angel that got her in the door to care for women who would otherwise 

lack choices in childbirth. Malcha, by contrast, argued that probabilistic thinking lost sight of the 

individual in a sea of data. The scientific worldview, where God is like parasitic noise, sacrifices 

care to minimize risk; the flaw was not only theological, but presumed regularity that just wasn’t 

a fitting model for birth.3  
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Birthing Collectives and Hospital Culture: Birthing on the Books and Fudging the 
Numbers 
 

Janet 

As we discussed her twenty years as a midwife, ten in a hospital in Haifa4 after which she 

began attending births in homes, Janet laughed when I asked her to compare the two parts of her 

career, explaining that she could write a whole book about it. Taking on an irritated tone, she 

recalls the dynamics of the delivery room: “Every delivery room has its own culture and I had 

to…fit in,” she explained, offering the idiom of being a “round peg in a square hole.” On the 

heels of several minutes of explanation of her more recent training and work in trauma healing 

through body-mind psychotherapy, including a range of modalities from somatic experiencing to 

Buddhist psychotherapy, I couldn’t help but sense we had reached a point where she had her own 

“stuck energy” built up. Trauma, Janet explained, was “very often…a time issue,” overwhelming 

instances when things were too much, too fast, too powerful, and too strong, resulting in an 

energetic freeze.  

In retrospect, from her reaction to my questions about hospital birthing, perhaps my 

questions were not gentle enough,5 tapping into her body’s memory of a place where the priority 

was to get a baby out safely and move on to the next one. As an illustrative example, she 

described how instead of connecting names to faces, doctors saw whiteboards with a patient 

name and measurements of how dilated her cervix was, pushing for deliveries to move faster so 

they could take out the whiteboard eraser, know their unit had tallied another healthy birth, and 

declare “Next!”. The logic of midwifery care was undermined by a masculinized, pronatalist 

ethic of (re)production that valued volume, minimized legal liability, and superseded both logics 

of choice and care.6 Throughout our interview, Janet’s narrative of her personal history and 
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professional trajectory revealed patterns that were also played out in our brief relationship that 

lasted no more than an hour: an anxiety about living up to expectations in systems of production 

and reproduction whose demands for more material, more flesh, more quantity sent her retreating 

to a private feminine culture, a useable past, and a cloistered space that were protected from 

modern, market-driven, scientific sensibilities.7 The midwife, present at birth was in the position 

to set a patient, caring tone to model different modes of sociality. As another homebirth midwife 

put it, what women need in birth is validation and support, and that cannot be quantified.  

In the hospital delivery room, even though she was in a relative position of power as the 

assistant head midwife, she recounted: “I didn’t fit in in a lot of ways. I spent too much time with 

the women, I was too busy defending them and protecting them and standing for their rights and 

taking them off the monitors and sending them to the showers, and the question was ‘Where’s 

your woman? Why isn’t she in bed?!’ Stuff like that.” Her philosophy of attentive, patient care 

put her at odds with her colleagues, “especially, obviously the doctors.” I asked her whether 

there was a gendered element to the dynamics there. “Of course,” she replied, increasingly 

agitated. I timidly requested she flesh out what for her was the self-evident reason why her work 

was so important. How did I not recognize that? She shot back: “What’s the gendered element? 

Women being basically raped in the delivery room on a daily basis: vacuum deliveries and 

people pulling on perennials and screaming at them and holding their legs open? I mean, what 

about it isn’t engendered? [sic]…To me midwifery is feminism, and if a midwife isn’t a feminist, 

she should just get the hell out of it and find another profession." I cringe a little as I listen to the 

recording, when I uncomfortably follow up with an attempt to explain that my questions do not 

come from a place of disagreement but my desire, and sense of responsibility, not to 

misunderstand or misrepresent her experiences. This critical exercise to dig into the dynamics of 
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women’s embodied knowledge was my feminist project.  

On surer ground, I pushed on another seemingly obvious point. I asked her to describe 

what she meant by feminism, a term whose meanings proliferated in what seemed like every 

interview I conducted. “I mean women working with women, for women, empowering women, 

to make women’s lives better for women, so where can you do it better than as a midwife?” she 

explained, the intensity diffusing some. Though she didn’t reiterate it as part of this answer, it 

was clear that she thought that many hospital midwives folded to masculine power, falling in line 

with doctors’ orders to the detriment of babies, who were not being “born the right way,” and 

women who were not being “respected when they’re giving birth.”8 The delivery room in a 

hospital was very often like a “warzone” where women too often feel “like they had to fight at 

every corner.”9  

At home, Janet explained, “women can do whatever they want, and I support them and 

make sure it’s safe.” This was the real midwifery model of care, where midwives could insulate 

the birthing woman from misogynistic efforts to deflate women’s power. The independence of 

women birthing with women outside of “the system,” even in very small numbers, Janet 

explained, was threatening to masculine state and medical institutions. The instruments of power, 

denied access to the birthing woman herself, dis-incentivized women from leaving the hospitals 

by punishing the midwives: the political, medical, and legal systems actively work against 

homebirth midwives by making malpractice insurance unavailable and denying practitioners 

access to necessary medications.10 Homebirth midwives, uninsured and denied access to the 

supplies that their protocols mandated they use to provide the best care, took on the burdens of 

extra labor and personal financial risk for the sake of protecting women’s rights to choose care. 

From my critical training, I knew to be suspicious of the simplicity of the description of 
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any process as natural and pure, the “simple” act of women “just having babies.” Now, 

remembering my own experience in a Bradley11 birth education class just a few months after my 

interview with Janet, I can feel my own body tense up remembering what felt like violent 

rhetoric, detailing the abuses of the maternity ward and promising a freer, more beautiful, more 

empowering experience in the caring hands of people like that very teacher who worked to 

demonstrate that trust in doctors was often misplaced. The last thing I wanted to hear at eight 

months pregnant, as a justification risky tricks of the trade or off-label uses of drugs to induce 

labor, was that women die from C-sections too. I felt like collateral damage of a militant struggle 

for power over women’s bodies waged in terms of aggressive assertions of difference between 

the necessarily entangled feminist bioscience with more conventional forms.12  

Listening to my interview with Janet, I realize that the longer we talked about the 

masculine hegemony of medical knowledge and practice, the more Janet performed “the 

Enlightenment fallacy of human subjects that can be independent of culture”13: she was a 

midwife whose exodus from the hospital, at her own peril, symbolically severed the connection 

between her midwifery care and the medical culture she left behind. Her personal story, too, 

reflected a liberal anxiety, her fear of “‘expos[ing] the threads’ of [her narrative’s] own 

production”14 which threatened to reveal the ordinary and particular that she dressed in the cloth 

of universalism and moral exceptionalism.  

Janet explained her own personal history and the formation of her identity in oppositional 

terms. She grew up with distaste for her parochial Long Island community, surrounded by people 

she un-self-consciously referred to “super JAPS.” She couldn’t articulate the reason exactly, but 

she remembered hating so many elements of her family’s Jewish culture, especially her parents’ 

Zionism, mentioning how she had never had any interest in like learning Hebrew and did not like 
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attending religious school.15 To this portrait of her family, she added the caricature of parents 

who would ask about the missing three points when her grade was only a 97, which she had 

carried with her in her own expectations of excellence in her work.  

When Janet was only eight years old, her older sister went to live on a Kibbutz, which 

impressed her with a “romantic notion of Israel” that intrigued her. After graduating from a small 

liberal arts college in the late 1970s, a decade she described to me as one she spent “smoking pot 

and going to college,” she went to Israel. It was not a longing for a return that led her to Israel, 

but rather the desire to get away, “just to get out and go somewhere else.” There, she lived out an 

oppositional narrative: her parents had tried to get her not to go because they feared that she 

would fall in love in Israel and never come back. Among other secular Jews, she described 

finding a welcoming, casual, open world, a Jewish multicultural paradise where she could taste 

world cuisines, hear a diversity of languages, and live among people from all over the world with 

the intimacy of a shared Jewish identity. It was like an all-Jewish Manhattan, she joked, which I 

took as a sign of an internal dispute between the desire to be at home and to be far away. 

She presented her career’s origins as a serendipitous discovery of a profession alluringly 

foreign from the materialist culture of her origins. Though she had barely even heard of 

midwifery in her old life, when she gave birth herself, it planted the idea that she could do the 

work of helping women birth, and that it could be an exciting way to “make a living.” For many 

years, she was exceedingly happy working in the hospital. She recounted how she used to tell 

people she would do the work even if she never got paid. Her passion for her vocation upended 

the logic of capital until she grew disillusioned with the status quo of masculinized medical care 

in which women were vessels for delivering babies describable as statistics on a white board. Her 

Marxist critique of “JAP consumerism” was now hitting close to her new home within a 
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biomedical culture of reproduction. Though what they were producing—babies—had not 

changed, she came into a new consciousness about the shortcomings of a birthing process not 

primarily dictated by logics of care.16 

Grasping for a past to stand on, reflecting an American feminists belief that women’s 

history was necessary to stop the exhausting cycle of rediscovery of knowledge anew in each 

generation, Janet tried her hand at teaching world historical narratives of midwifery.17 In the 

attempt to create material change in the conditions of reproduction, she hoped to learn about 

what went wrong so she could build a better future for birthing women. She now lectures on 

midwifery history, too, though due to a lack of material on the specific history of Israeli birthing, 

her focus is on the global trends.18 She mentioned the historical research her friend and fellow 

midwife, Gomer Ben Moshe, had collected in her Master’s thesis by doing oral histories with the 

now elderly midwives in Israel. The possibility of an empirical Israeli midwifery history would 

disappear with the remaining elderly bodies but for work of a midwife-historian. As she 

romanticized the good old days when Israeli women went to birthing houses (batei yoldot), I was 

struck by how immaterial her description became. Her imagined utopian past, when pressed, 

became tentative: “[I]t was probably very different than what it was like when they moved into 

the hospital.”  

Her information was sketchy. “When did the transition to hospitals happen?” I asked. She 

wasn’t sure. “Probably in the 1950s or 1960s,” she added, though she suggested I ask Ilana 

Shemesh, before offering up some specific names of birthing institutions that could make the 

abstract real: Tel Aviv’s HaKirya Maternity Hospital and Jerusalem’s Misgav Ladach, relics 

which had survived into in the 1990s, were examples she knew. “Were they run by women? 

What made them different?” I asked. “I don’t know because I wasn’t there!” she answered, 
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sounding somewhere between annoyed and exasperated. “I just know that they existed.” The 

social scientific moral economy that fueled my desire for more fleshed out explanations signaled 

for Janet a demand for empiricism, that to know would have required being there since those 

producing history overlooked those reproducing society. Adding insult to injury, it might have 

seemed to her, I threatened to render insubstantial already-undervalued women’s work. 

I affirmed my interest in what she was telling me, then paused as I searched for another 

direction to take our conversation. Before I could redirect us, Janet jumped back in: “Then 

there’s the whole Shifra and Puah thing. That’s always fun to talk about and think about: to think 

that they were the first women in history to actually protest. And having midwives, having been 

in that position, to be the ones.” She stopped short of filling in her interpretation of the Exodus 

story19 but saying enough to invoke the Jewish collective memory20 of women’s activism to save 

the Israelites.  

The interjection of a reference to the Exodus narrative about the midwives who refused to 

follow Pharaoh’s decree to kill all the male Israelite babies that they delivered surprised me, 

which I did not keep to myself. One of my standard questions, which I had asked earlier in the 

interview, was about whether birth work had any connection to “religious identity,” which, over 

time, I amended to include the “Zionist identity” as I realized that for some of the women I met, 

it was a secular alterative to the religious way of being Jewish. Janet’s answer was simply that 

there was no connection, for which she apologized, assuming she had disappointed me by not 

having an answer that fit my research agenda. Now, near the end of our interview, the mention of 

biblical heroines seemed to come from nowhere, an anchor to textual tradition from a woman 

who seemed to celebrate a countercultural rejection of rootedness. Or, were they linked by the 

theme of bondage?21  
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Following the pattern of our short history together, I asked her to elaborate how she 

related to these archetypal midwives. Passover had just passed. At her seder just a few weeks 

earlier, she they had discussed that midwives had organized the first protest in history, refusing 

to “do what they were told” and instead bravely doing what was right, and “what a cool tradition 

it is for midwives to be part of.” Placing the biblical women and herself into one historical 

narrative, she described how “it’s gone on and on and on to this very day.” From the way she 

connects her own experiences to the story, it becomes clear that the part of the story she most 

relates to, and suggests is a timeless midwifery tradition, is lying to those in power in order to 

protect mothers and babies: “Midwives are still manipulating their way under the doctors’ noses 

and telling little lies to protect women’s rights and saying it’s eight centimeters when it’s really 

nine, saying that it’s nine when it’s really fully dilated to give her more time so she won’t go into 

the timeframe where they have to get us to cut her up…it’s just all these underground 

[deceptions] that midwives are still doing to protect women’s rights." Midwives seem to be, 

across millennia, parasites working for good that are hidden in plain sight.  

That she easily assimilates the Biblical narrative into a liberal human rights framework is 

hardly unprecedented: Exodus is a ubiquitously invoked resource for political narratives of 

freedom. Nor was the assertion of a timeless midwifery spirit surprising: the association between 

midwives and their powers of deception was a very old one, mobilized pejoratively or positively, 

from antiquity22 to the American Women’s Health Movement.23 Interested in epistemic rather 

than ethical questions, I am particularly struck by how the midwife capitalizes on scientific 

moral economies, introducing artifice in a system aspiring for objectivity as a strategy for social 

power. Within a system of quantification, where approximations measured by insertion of fingers 

are rendered in centimeters of dilation as a means of assimilating women’s bodies into a 
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scientific system, midwives are fudging the numbers, in favor of a different moral economy: one 

of patience, a value related to a measurement in time rather than space.24  

In a system built upon trust, and in a social world where quantification is a “technology 

of trust,”25 where the doctors needed to “trust the midwives to tell them what’s going on” for the 

sake of their own liability, midwives resisted medical authority by undercutting the moral 

economies of scientific witnessing.26 In the hands of a midwife, a seventeenth century 

epistemological question about the ability to translate from particular experiences to universal 

claims was inverted as a political strategy to re-value the “particulate” course of nature, the 

individual woman’s body birthing on its own timescale, as an end in and of herself.27 There is 

nothing “modest” about this kind of witnessing: impartiality, in fact, is dangerous to women,28 

especially while functioning within the “iron cage” of biocapitalism.29 

Ruth 

Janet was far from the only one to invoke the collective memory of these iconic 

midwives,30 but not every person took the same meaning from the story. Ruth, a working mother 

of five who was in her late fifties at the time of our interview, took pride in Shifra and Puah as 

saviors of the Jewish people. Between New York and Jerusalem, Ruth spent the 1980s training 

and working as a nurse, birth educator, nurse-midwife, and, after completing a doctorate in 

Nursing Education in the early 1990s, has been researching, teaching, and doing clinical work in 

women’s health, sexual counseling, and sex education with people across the spectrum from 

secular to Ultra-Orthodox. On Shabbat, she proverbially, and likely literally, switches hats to be 

a Rebbetzin (wife of a Rabbi), lovingly serving her community with her husband, the Rabbi, by 

filling her dining table with guests. 

I cannot but describe this woman, who gave birth one day and took her comprehensive 
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exams for her doctorate the following day, milk oozing from her as she faced her committee, as a 

powerhouse. Her family, on the other hand, she joked, think of her as a “witch,” because she 

bosses everyone around. As we spoke, on a Friday morning in May, she had her family at work 

preparing for Shabbat: her mother-in-law cleaning her chicken, her husband baking the challah, 

and her teenage daughter cleaning her room. She explained that she used the word witch because 

she doesn’t like to use bad language, part of her belief that her responsibility as a Jew is to act as 

a role model. Witch was a word that came up over and over, from my readings of Talmud to my 

interviews with women, to celebrate or defame women’s power.  

Ruth’s relationship to Shifra and Puah came up within the context of a question about her 

religious identity and its relationship to her work in women’s health. She began her answer 

explaining that she had been raised on the East Coast of the United States in a Modern Orthodox, 

religious Zionist household by two Holocaust survivors: a father who was a self-named 

“Auschwitz graduate,” liberated by Americans at the bitter end, and a mother who had been 

raised in the ghetto, who still lives with bags and boxes in the basement, ready to flee at a 

moment’s notice. Despite this, she described her home as filled with the spirit of love, laughter 

and music. Though it was difficult to leave her now elderly parents, who she considers her best 

friends, she “made aliya out of the belief that it’s the right thing to do as a Jew and it’s the right 

thing to do after what my parents and our people have been through.” Zionism was hope for a 

better future, which she believed was part of God’s plan. 

Zionism, a fundamental part of her that she saw as reflective of her deep idealism, was 

linked in an unbroken chain of implied on-the-one-hand-on-the-other-hands, a set of identities 

that seemed equally fundamental yet not always obviously compatible.31 She continued, “And 

I’m also a scientist. I do research. I only work within an evidence-based framework. So, that 
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being said, I believe in miracles…I talk to God, I’m very…God and Judaism and halakha and 

hashkafa are very, very much part of my life.”32 People at her secular medical institution used to 

question her about how she, a scientific researcher, could practice such an “archaic system,” she 

made clear that for her, that wasn’t the case. As she reiterated at several moments throughout the 

interview, though the expectation was that science and religion were in tension it was all a matter 

of interpretive lens, perspective, and scale rather than a case of incommensurable systems.33  

From philosophical and nationalist to epistemic and spiritual outlooks, the next layer she 

described was about her gender (a)politics and its relationship to her family, her people, and her 

work in women’s health: “When people say that I’m a feminist, because I work, or because my 

husband helps me cook on Shabbas, I do not see myself as a feminist, I see myself as a humanist. 

I’m not, I believe that people should be good to people whatever their gender is and I see myself, 

I try to be the best Jew that I can be. That’s really, I’m a Jewist! A Jewist! That’s really how I see 

myself.” She seemed to be distancing herself from gendered politics through a more universal 

embrace of humanism, by which she meant something closer to an ethic of love and devotion to 

helping people, as opposed to a philosophical prioritizing of humans over the supernatural. The 

way she explained it a few minutes later was as a deep empathy: “I can feel peoples’ pain and I 

can feel peoples’ happiness and I love making people happy,” which though admitted she 

sometimes could use more “Teflon,” she was inspired by her sense of connection, which took on 

an energetic feel as she described a “constant interactive world happening between me and the 

rest of the world, and myself and my Judaism, and myself and my family.” Her ethical approach 

to the world emerged from, were guided by, Judaism, and since living in Israel, they had largely 

been directed at Jewish people, though that had not always been the case,34 nor was it always the 

case that Jews in Israel took an inclusive approach.  
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Against an internal Jewish sectarianism, Ruth worked with all Jews, especially interested 

in crossing barriers by teaching sexual education to the ḥaredi population. Without missing a 

beat after her self-definition as a Jewist, she continued, “So why am I telling you that? Because 

for me being a midwife, like, I really connected with Shifra and Puah. And I decided, I made a 

big trek from the possibility of being a physician to being in women’s health because I really 

believed that, if you’ve read Carol Gilligan, I really believe in women’s ways of knowing.” In 

almost the same breath that she distanced herself from feminism, Ruth now explained her 

professional trajectory away from the more prestigious path of becoming a physician through 

reference to her faith in none other than iconic feminist scholar Carol Gilligan.  

The stream of her answer was momentarily interrupted as her husband came in, with a 

bouquet of Shabbas flowers, but she quickly reminded herself what she had been driving towards, 

and continued, now connecting the relationship between her religious identity and her passion for 

women’s health concretely through the concept of ‘avodat ha-boreh, God’s work, a category that 

encompassed her love of hosting guests for Shabbat to doing medical work to keep people 

healthy. Ruth described midwifery as a pinnacle, because bringing new life into the world was 

the greatest gift with the most potential to work for God. “I think that I am humbled by the ability 

to be able to do that, to have that skill,”35 recalling how she’d cry or “welled up” at every birth, 

never taking it “for rote,” although she gave the caveat that she had been fortunate that her work 

situation never made her feel institutional pressures that might have frustrated her to the point of 

dulling the magic of the work.  

“You said you were really inspired by Shifra and Puah, can you tell me more about that?” 

I asked, taking the cue from her language. In a strong voice befitting the principled work she 

believed in, she began by admiring their bravery and selflessness in pursuit of the good, 
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following “their calling” at great personal risk. What awed her was not that they fulfilled their 

duty or acted morally, but just how well, by the numbers, they did the right thing: “And if you go 

by the measures, they seem to have done the right thing really, really well! To be able to birth the 

amount of babies they birthed per woman, healthy births, people, I mean we don’t obviously 

there’s no archives about it, if you go by the measures but I can ledamyan [imagine] them 

running hut to hut delivering babies.” Ruth translated a verse in Exodus that described how the 

population increased, and which Rashi attributed to the midwives’ unusual skill,36 into a moral 

economy of her scientific work, quantification, a process that enabled the rendering of a 

collective memory as an objective history. She used her imagination to fill in the gaps in a real 

historical event for which we only have scant extant evidence: we have a narrative record 

without the archives that could fill out the rest of the details.37  

One could imagine a feminist explanation of a gap in evidence: because women’s 

reproductive labors are so often hidden and invisible, it is hardly surprising that the records 

would not exist or the story would not elaborate. But that was not her approach. For Ruth, this 

was not a useable past, it was just what happened; the past was not a lost resource to be mined 

for resources in a battle against patriarchal thought,38 but rather, a source for reverence. These 

midwives represented God’s positive plagues: they were sent to save the lives of first born babies. 

She continued to fill out the story as though she were analyzing a case, projecting 

terminology of her evidence-based medicine to a familiar event for which we simply hadn’t 

preserved any evidence. Though she immediately offered the caveat that she was just 

“brainstorming emotional babble” and had never thought about why she loved the story and her 

connection to it so much beyond the shared professional vocation, she continued with an analysis 

of how they used their medical acumen for the good of the Jewish people: “And I think that these 
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were women who rose to the occasion, used their skills for something positive. I just want to 

say…made a major difference for Am Yisrael [the People of Israel], because there is power in 

numbers and they must’ve had amazing skills, because you don’t hear about women dying, I 

mean you don’t hear it, [but] statistically there must’ve been women who died in birth. There 

must have been women who were ill and had [abnormal] puerperium,39 there must have been 

women who had who knows what. You don’t hear about it. You hear amazing, amazing nisim 

[miracles].”40 Linking the extraordinary with the ordinary, miracles at a different scale than the 

everyday, intimate miracles she took part in, facilitated by women of exceptional skill, who had 

the results to prove it. Ruth put the frame of her clinical experience on an argument, emanating 

from the collective consciousness of “Hebrew” midwives, that “the seemingly mundane and 

ordinary legacies closest to home”41 are material to larger Jewish existential questions whose 

answers were in new life.  

Every child was a miracle, and it was a particular miracle that children survived day after 

day in a dangerous world: her own boys, she quipped, must have had an army of angelic 

protectors to keep these “tree climbers and mud players” alive, though it was also good training 

for their current life as commandos in the Israeli army. But the heroism of Shifra and Puah, who 

faced personal risk in order to shepherd others through birth—itself a risk birthing women face 

internally, from their own biological processes for the sake of the larger, human future—

performed another kind of quiet heroism. “They were klei hashem [tools of God]! I mean if you 

think about it, without much fanfare, you wouldn’t hear them getting riches, they don’t take up a 

lot of psukim [verses in the Tanakh] but it made the difference for Am Yisrael. They helped Am 

Yisrael survive under the most horrible circumstances. And I think that they represent hope. I 

think that every new child represents hope. I don’t know, being a midwife fit into my personality. 
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It also had the other factors of it, independence, clinical decision making that you do on the spot, 

bonding with children…” Her train of thought ended abruptly as she noticed one of her Shabbat 

sous chefs, a member of her family, needed instructions to cut the potatoes in fours to be boiled.  

Not for fame, fortune, or even too many lines of text for perpetuity, Ruth defined Shifra 

and Puah as archetypal midwives who were as admirable for their humility as for their skill. As 

mere tools performing virtuous acts for the sake of their people, Ruth concretized miracles and 

transformed them into models while minimizing their independent agency. They were 

technologies of hope, dealing in flesh and blood but without guns and steel, and they were 

unpretentious.  

Ruth connected the selfless labor of these biblical midwives with women’s nature, 

especially for mothers. A few minutes later, when I turned the conversation to Carol Gilligan, 

who Ruth related to as a researcher who had brought intuition into the epistemic conversation in 

research institutions like hers. She explained, “I believe that there’s a section that’s evidence-

based that you work with, there’s a section that is your skills, and there is a part of it that has to 

do with your intuitions. I think that people in women’s health and midwives in general have to 

develop very keen intuition.” With a sense of awe and mystery, she reflected, “There’s 

something about women, mothers, midwives.” Pausing, she put her finger on the ineffable, 

transforming it into an explanation both mundane and extraordinary: “You know what it is, being 

a midwife?” She declared. The answer was not feminism, like it had been for Janet. “It’s the 

ultimate—except for being the mother of your own children—it is mothering with skills. It is 

empowering a sister and her family and her husband to get to where they want to go to bring 

another beautiful, hopeful young neshama [soul] into the world. And it’s humbling.” She was 

vigilant against her own ego, which could easily be fed by her skill as a medical practitioner, 



 245 

which not only taught her to save lives but also how to take a view from above, to translate 

particular presentations to general diagnoses. In each aspect and stage of her career, dealing with 

people’s most intimate moments and seeing through generic medical diagnoses to make room for 

hearing, feeling, and sensing an individual’s whole story, was a reason to thank HaShem and stay 

humble. Ruth was engaged in a constant balancing act: Moral economies of scientific empiricism 

met feminist intuition, but it was all ultimately in God’s hands.  

Ruth explained to me that science could explicate the “micro” components of the world, 

“but the only thing that can explain the macro components is God.” Against the assumption one 

might have that her “seeing God” was some kind of “schizophrenic break,” Ruth made clear that 

God was not “some white man with a white beard that’s giving out marshmallows like clouds”; 

rather, God was the explanation for all that was unexplainable. It was not just people like her in 

“soft” feminine sciences but also “neuro-physicists, there are astronautical engineers that will tell 

you that ultimately the only explanation is God.” But she didn’t need the authority of such 

unquestionably scientific professionals to see the obvious: “that there is a HaShem that is making 

order and we as humans make disorder and sometimes that disorder’s not cleaned up.” 

Unsurprisingly given the ever-present family memory and interpretive from of the Holocaust, 

theodicy was something Ruth had wrestled with, though her conclusion was to de-

responsibilize42 people for unexplainable tragedies, using the unexplainable as an opening for 

beliefs about how she would like to understand the world: “I don’t believe, I personally don’t 

believe there is a direct relationship between our behavior and horrific things that happen….I 

don’t believe that if I don’t bench [say the grace after meals], and there’s a tsunami, I don’t want 

to take responsibility for the tsunami.” To accept and live with the unknown is not a blind spot or 

a liability in her scientific vocation but rather, part of the motivation for discovery that moves 
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toward ultimate truth, God. Echoing a classic argument for natural theology, Ruth insisted that it 

was the motivation and approach, rather than the licit sources of knowledge, that had to reflect 

her theology.43 Ruth was a scientist, working within a Judaicized moral economy that worked 

against a medical scripturalism, a belief in the universal, objective knowledge that stripped the 

subjectivity away from the patient.44  

As rhetorical mirrors, Shifra and Puah reflected the ideals and struggles of modern 

midwives who read themselves in the image they imagined of the past. Of life in Israel, Ruth told 

me near the end of our interview, "it is our history, it is our destiny, for better or for worse.” As 

she discussed Shifra and Puah, I heard a similar hopeful fatalism, an attempt to skillfully work 

toward the good even when the world was not in her control. Such was the work of a Jewist, an 

optimistic, principled believer in human goodness who was like a tool of God that is moved 

cyclically by a belt whose conjoined ends were history and destiny. Ruth spoke in a language of 

virtue and celebrated how modest women who used their skills to save her people from an 

ancient attempt at genocide, one that had recently been repeated. Janet, on the other hand, 

presented Shifra and Puah as activists protesting against the injustice of slavery, a parallel to 

women’s status as second class citizens deprived of their autonomy and used for the sake of their 

productive potential. Janet lived in a paradigm that was changeable; what was required was 

healing the trauma of being overwhelmed and overpowered. The antidote was self-actualization, 

and the primary tool was choice.45  

 

Barbara 

The young woman at the bookshelf stands in as an archetype for so many stories: “And 

I’ve had a number of women like this. And for them it’s a very empowering…and they’ll say to 
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me, you changed my life.” I can hear Bonna’s voice, beating a drum and chanting a spiritual 

birth song, a modern Miriam standing at the other edge of the Sea facing the wilderness: Each 

new life and prayer-song affirms potential and celebrates transformation. Birth and prayer-song 

beat out insistent rhythms of liberation.46 A cloistered girl, wrestling with choice between two 

systems, had found a way to birth the way she wanted, had reached Barbara without her parents’ 

knowledge, with little involvement from her husband, and confirmed to Barbara that she had 

changed her life. She was marching to the beat of her own drum. It was a triumph of choice: a 

victory for an angel of secularism.47 

In Barbara’s telling, over forty years after radical grassroots activism peeled back some 

layers of patriarchal authority over matters of women’s health in America,48 some seeds of 

liberation had infiltrated the Jerusalem neighborhoods like Me’ah Sha‘arim, “One-hundred 

Gates,” home to ḥaredi communities that actively worked to maintain insularity and promote 

cultural fidelity. The extreme communitarianism created a kind of “closed world,”49 like a 

stretched and softened cervix, was showing signs of effacement.  

 “Twenty years ago ḥaredi women weren’t allowed doulas. They needed the rabbi’s 

permission to get an epidural, and today, they’re having homebirths!” Barbara reported on the 

sequential progress of ḥaredi women gaining autonomy in birthing that she had witnessed over 

the course of her career, in response to my question about whether she understood her work as a 

feminist project. Reflecting the ethos of leftist liberation that undergirded the American women’s 

health movement of the 1960s and 1970s, Barbara’s narrative paints homebirth as a means to 

level gendered social hierarchies in a place where different classes of men jockeyed for authority 

over women’s bodies. Midwives like Barbara were in competition not only with “medical 

men,”50 as a well-known second wave feminist text described the situation, but also with 
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“religious men.” With homebirth, ḥaredi women had been delivered from the hospital where 

they asked men in black hats for permission to have men and women in “white cloaks,”51 puffed 

up by egos, act upon them as they passively lay on their backs.  

Barbara attended the births of Ultra-Orthodox and also some Arab women, when they 

could afford it; and ḥaredi women, like Alyza Levi, Bonna Haberman’s trusted midwife 

(Chapter 3), were working both within and outside their community, tucked safely into the 

homosocial space of the birthing room. As American and European feminist biopolitical projects 

made a home in Israel in the last decades of the twentieth century,52 a shared common identity 

emerged that had long been overshadowed by public politics. In some of the most carefully 

guarded neighborhoods, the modest, secluded bedroom-turned-birthing chamber had become a 

new kind of feminist public, a salon for receiving practitioners of feminist biopolitics.53 

Barbara painted a picture in which the intimate bedroom became another kind of closed 

world: Barbara emphasized how it made space for choice and care, and described how her 

clientele found room there for spiritual expression. For Barbara, her exodus from the authority of 

the medical establishment, brought her to a wilderness where she intimately encountered others 

who were also retreating from the space of the hospital, for different reasons.54 While the 

realities of difference outside the birthing room might threaten to burst the bubble around this 

discursively and rhetorically protected sphere, inside it is imagined like an insulated womb for 

feminist medical care on the occasion of a universal feminine event.55 Barbara saw her work as a 

mode of uplift, conceptualized in the framework of liberal, secular feminism. She could 

empower her clientele not only through their birth experiences, but also by being an intimate 

outsider who could demonstrate another way of life. She could show them a life with choice, and 

help them enact it in the short time she spent with them, a time ripe for transformative experience. 
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She could expose them to other possibilities and allow them the freedom of unencumbered 

choice. 

Barbara told me stories with many measures of empowerment, including the spiritual. 

The medical system squelched the spiritual possibilities of birth for men, whose spiritual labor 

was not recognized in secular temples. In hospitals, spiritual work, which could not be seen or 

measured, was cast as worthless. One 25-year-old having her fifth child explained to Barbara that 

the hospital staff treated the men like “a herd of goats” who, stupidly “do everything the rabbis 

says” and abandon their wives in labor.56 The hospital staff told them to stand quietly in the 

hallway, obviously not recognizing and respecting the husband’s active role in the birth, from the 

next room, as a spiritual agent, davening (praying) and lighting candles for the sake of smooth 

labor. In his own domain, a husband could care spiritually and physically for his wife and 

celebrate the simkha (happy occasion) that was happening in the next room. His spiritual labor 

was an active role that held value.  

By contrast, at home, when the woman gave birth Barbara, the husband was high on the 

spirit, even for the birth of a girl.57 “She had the baby, she was quite vocal, and I hear him in 

Yiddish saying to her, is it a boy or a girl, and she says its a girl, and you hear him just really 

happy and then he knocks on the door and she says what and he says I made you tea. And I 

opened the door and there’s a cup on a saucer on the floor, and she was the happiest person in the 

world.” At this couple’s next birth, Barbara came out to report the sex of the baby, and saw “him 

dancing like whoh! with his peyes [side locks] all over the place”; when he saw her watching him, 

his squeals of joy turned to a yelp of surprise that there was a woman there. “These are people 

who live in such a closed community that working with them is a total trip,” Barbara commented, 

a reference to another kind of counter-culture. The home, for both, became the fantasy of a pure 
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world free of oppressive politics: either by preserving religious life uncorrupted by a secular state 

and its apparatuses,58 or, from a different perspective, by creating an essentially feminine and 

homosocial space where patriarchal control is squelched, or at worst, muffled by distance.  

Barbara described how her clientele found new possibilities through their relationship to 

her. Barbara recounted a 32 year old mother of seven “from a very closed, ultra, ultra, ultra, 

Orthodox family” who was a member of an anti-Zionist Hasidic sect, Toldot Aharon. This 

woman would call her constantly, late at night, “just to talk, like [she] was her new friend” and 

tell her things like how she was, presumably inspired by Barbara, now studying aromatherapy. 

“One day,” Barbara explained as it an illustration of her client’s hunger for contact, “I was in 

Me’ah Sha‘arim and she grabbed me and said ‘Rara! I can’t believe you’re here and I miss you 

and I can’t wait until we have another baby so we can get together!’” Had she lit the spark of 

enlightenment and desire for liberation? Even if she was not simply “sick and tired” of being 

pregnant and pious59 and ready to join the ranks of the “unorthodox,” a proliferating genre of 

narratives of escape, Barbara had left an impression on a subject who, by in reproducing her own 

community, was also “produc[ing] its undoing”60 through her cultural infidelity. 

Barbara gave me a sense of how the knowledge exchanges and brokering of authority to 

endow midwives with the authority to practice within the ḥaredi community. Numbers are an 

ideal social lubricant, capable of mediating and brokering exchanges of goods and services, even 

of care. Barbara proudly reported that ḥaredi rabbis now actively sought out her expertise in 

order to evaluate the pros and cons of homebirth for their communities. “I’ve met with a number 

of very, very Orthodox Rabbis in Me’ah Sha‘arim. I’ve actually met with them, they’ve called 

me to meet with them to discuss home birth for their women.” She has many stories of such 

meetings, colorfully narrated, like how she self-consciously contemplated whether she needed to 
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take out her nose ring and put on a hat to show proper respect to men whom her (in her opinion) 

subjugated clientele revered and whose blessing would legitimate her work in their community.  

In a scene rich with symbols of liminality and penetration, Barbara described descending 

“down this alley that has no name and into a building downstairs” which felt like “going to the 

bowels of the earth,” where she met “a very, very big rabbi.” It was as though where the 

potential impropriety of men looking to a woman for her expertise and knowledge could be 

buffered by its concealment, a logic that pervaded the Rabbinic purity system.61 In a concise, 

pragmatic back and forth, the community’s authorities discussed her training, statistics about 

safety, the legality of homebirth, rates of medical interventions, instances of postpartum 

depression, and the procedures in place for emergencies. Barbara’s expectation, which the 

experiences of these patriarchs unsettled, if only on a small scale, was that gender was the 

fundamental category by which the Ultra-Orthodox ordered their world.62 As a female outsider 

who spoke in the language of quantitative data and institutional qualification, they not only 

accepted her as an authority, and legitimized her in the Ultra-Orthodox community, where clients 

need the “assurance of the rabbis, of their spiritual leaders, that this is okay [because] they don’t 

want to go against the stream.” Barbara noted, with surprise, that unlike husbands of clients who 

she’d only meet the day of the birth and who would meekly mumble “thank you very much” 

while his eyes were glued to the floor, the rabbis “looked [her] straight in the eyes,” took an 

exceedingly generous amount of time to ask her questions, and thanked her for taking the time to 

meet with them. Barbara closed her case for homebirth at one meeting with important Rabbis 

with what she thought was their bottom line: “They’re happier. They feel empowered. And this 

is what you want for your women. You want them to be happy. And the rabbis say, you’re 

absolutely right. And I gave them statistics about safety...” This was the conclusion of a long 
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answer, the story of which began at the bookshelf, to a question: “So when you say feminist 

issue, this is, for me, an amazingly feminist issue with these women.” 

To implement a liberal, secular feminist model of maternity care, Barbara not only 

appealed to the logic that the Rabbis wanted to their community members to be happy—more 

cynically, to keep their women satisfied and within the community; or more theologically 

attuned, to ensure women’s proper dominion over reproduction63—deployed one of the “gentlest 

and yet most pervasive forms of power in modern democracies”64: numbers.  

The great rabbis, whose own expertise is predicated on familial and intellectual lineages 

and mastery of texts that work by a distinct logic, are swayed by her appeal to “the public 

rhetoric of scientific expertise” which, in the modern, democratic West, “has more and more 

become inseparable from objectivity.”65 It was a language they each understood, even if both felt 

colonized by its assumptions. Such is the world of Ultra-Orthodox within a democratic state that 

allows them to choose a way of life which fundamentally rejects liberalism, and for secular 

feminists whose discourses of autonomy undergird a maternalism that complicates that very 

fundamental value. 

 

Malcha: Spiritual Work Beyond Measure 

Barbara connected me to Malcha, a Canadian-born homebirth midwife and childbirth 

educator who was a ba‘alat teshuvah and worked within religious communities. Barbara 

described Malcha’s work as a positive step, especially her classes with technical, informative 

information about homebirth. Malcha and I made plans to meet up at a café in Jerusalem, and 

when we arrived and found it closed, we walked and talked for several minutes, stopping at 

various locations to check whether it had the Kashrut certification from the religious authority 
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that she followed. During that time, she told me about her current struggle with infertility. When 

we finally sat down and ordered a snack, Malcha told me about her journey, first into fulfilling 

her calling as a midwife and then her spiritual calling to become religious. For almost two hours, 

we talked about her work with religious women through prenatal care and birth, especially about 

the tremendous variety of approaches to and attitudes toward the medical system among different 

Ultra-Orthodox communities.66 

Like other many religious birth workers I spoke with, Malcha constantly came back to 

the idea of the need for women to balance hishtadlut (effort) and bitaḥon (faith) in their decisions 

about pregnancy and childbirth. This binary undergirded many of the choices women faced about 

technological intervention, authority over women’s bodies, and responsibility for women’s 

health. Malcha used the strikingly feminist language of “pro-choice” and personal “responsibility” 

to describe a theological belief in women’s reproductive autonomy,67 and the language of 

“empowerment” through birthing choices to explain her belief that God’s spark resides within 

each person. In contrast to the coercive medical culture that discounted women’s spiritual, 

religious, and emotional needs through the tools of quantification, midwifery relied on intuition 

and the midwife-client relationship to provide woman-centered care, encouraging women to find 

hidden the places within themselves, and to wade into the unknown to perform “‘avodas 

HaShem,” God’s work.  

Malcha did not believe that women needed to be empowered against the patriarchs 

internal to their community, who were voices of a higher power, but against a medical culture 

where statistics presumed regularities in a system that went beyond nature to the immeasurable 

and unpredictable. Secular medical care rendered that stuff noise, parasitical to scientific 

measurement,68 while Malcha celebrated her religious version of a feminist biopolitical project to 
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ethically manage women’s reproductive lives.69 Fed up with the bureaucratic logics and 

infighting between competing human “systems,” legal and medical, Malcha understood her 

model of woman-centered care to align with something beyond politics: God. Through Malcha, I 

came to understand some of the processes of translation from feminist biopolitics into a 

theopolitics of reproductive health.  

Early on, I asked her about what her classes were like, aware that Barbara had praised 

Malcha for bringing evidence-based birth education within the ḥaredi community. Malcha told 

me that she used to focus more on providing information, but as of late, she had shifted her 

approach to focus on having women become in touch with their goals, both to figure out what 

practical plan is right for them but also priming women to understand the spiritual possibilities of 

an experience that would bring them out of the realm of their rational minds. 

 As she explained her approach, she directed it to me personally. God willing and in good 

time, I would know what she meant: “You’ll know this be-‘ezrat HaShem, be-sha‘ah tova, a 

women doesn’t need to know about all the stages of labor. And on some level it can be important 

and good to know about it, and how your body works and how amazing it is and all of that, but at 

the end of the day when you are white-knuckling through a contraction, you don’t know what 

stage of labor you’re in, you don’t know, like, all these rational, and practical, quantitative things 

are irrelevant.” The pain provided an opportunity to go elsewhere, and that was a choice. “And 

so it’s about, where do you go when you don’t have anywhere to go? Where do you go inside of 

yourself when you feel like you’ve reached your limit? And preparing people for that, and 

understanding that.” This was not to say that labor was about suffering or that she pushed natural 

birth. She described her attitude toward technologies like pain medication as “very, very pro-

choice”: natural birth has the potential to be empowering because it shows women their inner 
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strength, but there were many ways to grow through birth, just like there were many amazing 

things to learn and experience at the top of a mountain, whether you take the gondola or hike it 

on foot. 

There were many instances throughout or interview where Malcha’s critique of medical 

culture invoked the shortcomings of quantification. “One of the things that I don’t like about the 

medical system is they try to give guarantees,” Malcha explained. “There’re no guarantees. Very 

often decisions in pregnancy and birth are not 100 percent….You can make one decision and it 

can have absolutely no adverse effect and you can make the same decision in another woman and 

it can have a very big adverse effect. Yes there’s statistics and all of that, but it’s really hard [to 

predict].” Ultimately, she understood the unknown as an opportunity for spiritual growth, a 

chance to prepare mentally to live with chance.  

Practically, Malcha argued, “women have to do what feels right for them in that moment, 

because they have to take responsibility for it.” She followed this up with an example that I heard 

discussed often, induction of labor, which was an intervention into the natural progression of a 

pregnancy based on the risk, however statistically small, of stillbirth. Acknowledging that “it 

doesn’t matter how small the risk is if it is your baby that dies,” she argued that inducing labor at 

42 weeks had adverse effects to women’s health that were not considered in the balance of the 

decision. In this, and other areas of birth like the “liberal use” of C-section and episiotomy, the 

calculation of risk and of legal liability coupled with misinformation about physiology too often 

trumped considerations about the woman’s health like future fertility or sexual pleasure.  

Religious culture presented a mitigating authority, challenging to medical hegemony even 

if she did not always agree with the balance Rabbis struck between effort and faith. Malcha 

explained, “I find with the religious women, sometimes there is this thing like my body knows 
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what to do, my baby knows when to be born, or my rabbi, there’s a lot of influence from the 

Rabayim about wait another week.” Some rabbis told women to put their trust in the doctor’s 

expertise, which Malcha thought was a reluctance to “take responsibility.” Others, by contrast, 

relied more on faith: “Other rabbis are like, listen, ‘it’s all going to happen in the right time. If 

you have any signs that something’s not right, go and see somebody but otherwise you’ll have it 

in the right time,” according to the will and design of God. There were instances that she saw 

how a belief, backed by a rabbi, in letting nature take its course had helped women be assertive 

and stand up for themselves, refusing to be coerced into a treatment plan. “Now we know, if 

everything was left up to nature, we’d be tearing each other apart out in the fields…you also 

have to find a balance.” If the first model of rabbinic intervention was kind of political passing 

the buck of responsibility to the perpetrators of a harmful culture, the latter prioritized faith, 

which, sometimes was taken to a harmful, downplaying the importance of prenatal care or 

everyday self-care like proper nutrition. Malcha advocated balance: technology, as an extension 

of human effort, was a way of taking responsibility in life.70 “And yes, babies die, if you don’t 

intervene. This is the thing with technology. You have to figure out when…Cesarean sections 

save lives, they really do, and I think that it’s an important skill to have in the world, but not 25 

or 30 percent of women need a Cesarean.” There was a hubris, and violent desire to control 

women, that combined when the scale was tipped so far in that direction.71 In the end, the only 

person who can decide “what effort you make is appropriate” is the woman herself.  

In her approach to woman-centered care, she believed in forming a relationship of trust 

where she could explain the reasons why she felt a test or intervention was the medically 

responsible choice. If a Chabad woman came to her, and wanted to follow the Rebbi’s position 

that women should not have routine prenatal ultrasounds, it put her in a difficult position because, 
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legally, women were required to have at least one ultrasound, at five months. On the other hand, 

women arguing against the standard system gave her an opportunity to really evaluate what she, 

herself, believed was medically necessary for her to be acting as a responsible clinician. Her goal 

was to provide sound medical care while validating women’s beliefs and respecting their 

boundaries as much as possible. If a woman only wanted to reveal a tiny spot on her belly so she 

could listen to the fetal heart beat, it was unconventional, and perhaps a little more difficult, but 

she could gauge her own approach to meet the needs of her patient, making her feel as 

comfortable and safe as possible. 

Malcha explained how many women she worked with who took the word of the rabbi on 

medical matters because “they feel that wisdom comes from a higher place, a higher wisdom, 

and also an untainted wisdom.” Medical research was, to paraphrase an aphorism I have heard 

used to describe masculine culture, “often wrong but never in doubt,” which made it easy to 

discount for women who believed in a surer alternative. That was certainly not my approach to 

the world, but I did understand the appeal. Though I often joked about how pregnancy had made 

me pray, every morning for weeks, to the porcelain god, there was some truth behind that. The 

vulnerability of pregnancy had already, halfway through, brought me out of my head and into a 

constant reckoning with my bodily limits and the human condition. It made even more sense 

when Malcha put the religious suspicion of the medical system in the context of the specific 

brokenness of Israeli medical care, where there was no continuity prenatal care and birth, little 

value on bedside manner, and a culture of paternalism.  

I could relate to that, too. The obstetrician I ended up with at the English-speaking clinic, 

a religious Sephardi man who was in his late 40s but who told us about his multiple 

grandchildren, looked at my husband as he spoke and shook only my husband’s hand, though I 
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was the patient he had examined. When I reported my debilitating nausea, he declared, in a 

matter of fact way, “There’s a pill for that!” I protested a little, saying that the women I knew in 

my neighborhood and those back home whom I called had told me there was little that could 

beyond some folk remedies. “Why are you asking other people? I’m the doctor!” he replied, 

offering to show me a new study in the Journal of the American Medical Academy on the 

medication’s safety in terms of the statistics on miscarriage and birth defects. It was only through 

my interviews with midwives and doulas that I realized that he never did some basic procedures. 

When I revealed to a few people I interviewed who discussed the dysfunction of Israeli obstetrics 

that my doctor had never taken my blood pressure, they were aghast, since it was a low-tech way 

of screening for the potentially lethal condition of preeclampsia.  

Malcha incorporated my experience into her theological paradigm when she explained 

the lesson she took from the story of Eve, which she uses in her birth education classes to help 

women prepare to understand pain in positive ways. Eve disobeyed, and Eve faced consequences, 

rather than punishment, Malcha explained. And because we know that everything God does is 

for the good, there must be a logical way to understand childbirth pain as something other than 

bad. At the moment when a woman is taking part in her own creation, bringing a new soul into 

the world, it is an ideal time to connect to God, in whose image a woman is, always but 

especially at that moment. 

 Malcha also set out the theological tenet that there is a part of the self, the soul, that is a 

spark of God’s inside: “That’s the part of us that’s beyond that experience, that’s the part of us 

that is beyond the physical. And often women will get to a place where they feel they have 

reached a physical limit,” pushed to a place beyond them. That physical asymptote led women 

into an un-calculable place, the spiritual realm made clear that the labor was part of doing 
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“‘avodas HaShem,” God’s work. Regardless of your physical path, whether it is natural or 

technological, Malcha argued, part of work of the birth is reinforcing the belief that “it’s all for 

HaShem, it’s all for the good, it doesn’t feel good, but how you go into it psychologically is also 

‘avodah….There’s a lot of unknowns.” She named a huge list of unknowns and decisions, from 

where to birth to how it will go, finishing, “I mean, you’re seeing a private doctor and he never 

even took your blood pressure! You can do all the right things and again you are not really 

getting the care that you need. It has to be a balance between making that effort and also what’s 

our…spiritual ‘avodah, what’s the work that we have to do at this time of our life.” It certainly 

was a hard pill to swallow, and a push for me to get smart when choosing my care provider upon 

my return to New York, at that point only a matter of weeks away.  

The lesson of balance, she suggested, would apply equally when I left Israel, because we 

were circling around an essential tension between the patriarchal system and matriarchal birth. 

“Birth is the fight between men and women. I really think so. The medical system is based on a 

very paternalistic and quantitative approach,” she began, before again appealing to my own 

experiences. “You’re in research, so you know, the golden standard of research is quantitative 

research and a lot of midwifery knowledge is not quantitative. It’s traditional. Now, not 

everything traditional is good, I’m not saying that either, but men and women are very, very, 

different.” When the “very feminine experience” of birth met the “very masculine system,” 

conflicts were always inevitable.  

“Do you consider yourself a feminist?” I asked, after she told me this. "I never really 

thought about it like that but if you asked me I’d probably say yes. I don’t know what feminist, 

what’s the definition of feminist?” She turned it back to me. “There are many, so it’s just a 

question of how you relate to the term,” I returned. “I would never, in a free-flowing 
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conversation, I would never say that I’m a feminist. I feel like it’s a calling, I feel like women’s 

health and their ability to choose and make choices that are right for them, make their own 

decisions that are important…” She continued down the line of thought, questioning the label 

and definition of her life’s course, “Just like I’m not a Zionist, but I love Israel and I wouldn’t 

want to live anywhere else.” At the time, her answer sounded so similar to many religious 

women working for women’s health who were afraid of all they would drag in with the foreign 

category, or maybe even a distancing from worldly politics, even theopolitics, which held the 

dangers of totalizing systems that were threats to her belief in choice and trust in God.  

Taking several analytical steps back, and now several years removed from the existential 

vulnerability of birth, I can understand a lesson from Malcha’s aversion to systems, categories, 

and quantitative approaches. It went beyond the her own articulated biopolitical project, couched 

within a theological belief that the world is under God’s control, that promoted women’s 

autonomy, responsibility, and care. When Malcha discussed the problems with quantification, 

she seemed to actually mean probabilistic thinking. As Lee Clarke has argued, probability is 

conflated with rationality in both popular and scholarly work, especially in the social sciences, 

which justify the pursuit of social knowledge through ideas about normativity and 

representativeness. Malcha understood that, in her nod to the power of quantitative research, 

which, she assumed I knew well from my position as a researcher on Jewish feminism within the 

academy.72 Malcha also understood that, to use Clarke’s language, people also think 

possibilistically. While modern societies frame risk in terms of probability, human imaginations 

often go beyond the center of the curve to the most likely outcomes. 73 Possibilistic thought, open 

to the unlikely not predictable or explainable, was a better fit for an enchanted world. To prepare 

women to face birth possibilistically was not to throw rationality, order, or effort away, but was 
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to introduce a mode of discipline compatible with her theopolitics of reproductive health. 

 

Conclusion 

In his famous essay Rupture and Reconstruction, Haym Soloveitchik described the 

reconstructed Orthodoxies in the wake of cultural destruction of the Holocaust, the disenchanting 

epistemic forces of modern science, and the proliferation of choices created by capitalist 

competition.74 Soloveitchik’s argument focused exclusively on the increasingly exacting nature 

of halakha and the way that male textual experts had become endowed with a kind of 

charismatic authority as the few left who held the key to Jewish continuity. According to 

Soloveitchik, Orthodoxy now existed as enclaves, characterized by a shrinking of legitimacy and 

authority onto codified texts and a few learned scholars in whom the community placed their 

trust to lead them through the confusion of modernity. In Soloveitchik’s spatial imaginary, the 

kosher kitchen as the legitimate domain of mimetic culture disappears as the yeshiva becomes 

the space and the authority coalesces around the Yeshiva head or, Rosh Yeshiva. 

The birthing room, either in the home or the hospital, was outside the purview of such 

canonical narratives of postwar Jewish modernity. There, the event of birth ruptures the enclave 

of male thought to present women midwives, doulas, and childbirth educators, thinkers and 

doers within a material and textual landscape. As this chapter has shown, the entanglement of 

postwar modernities, where feminist discourses and Jewish orthodoxies aligned against the 

common threat of modern, medical masculinity and their penchant for quantification over care, 

produced intimate contact between strange bedfellows. In spaces that neither presume men and 

women nor Orthodox and non-Orthodox Jews nor even Jews and non-Jews to be necessarily 

segregated, it is possible to consider how modern Jewish collectives are (re)formed, 
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acknowledging that labels like “strange” presumed a lot about the social world that has long 

gone unexamined.  

Through Ruth and Janet and Barbara and Malcha, each pairing consisting of one self-

identified as Orthodox and the other as secular, I show that the moral economies of 

quantification, like the scripts for Jewish reenactments, are the modes of collective sociality that 

are deployed in multiple fashions. Modalities of scientific thinking, furthermore, do not 

necessarily operate as secularizing but rather may, in the hands and minds of the both secular and 

religious people, produce alternative structures for Jewish lives. In these stories, the value of 

quantification is its flexibility: it may help to imagine the possibilities of an enchanted world as 

much as it may facilitate the quantification of a disenchanted one. The risk of quantification is 

likewise rooted in its indeterminacy: when it counts, you may not be able to tell whether you 

have angels you can count on or subversive parasites operating under the cover of distracting 

noise.
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accountable for their own health. Ibid., 52. 
 
71 Malcha recounted a conversation she had had when she was doing training in the hospital to become a midwife, 
when one of her supervisors told her about the extent to which men became obstetricians because of the power it 
gave them over women. 
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72 “The problem with probability is that over time it has come to be equated with rationality itself, rather than as a 
form of rationality, and this has stunted imaginations. Extreme events, "way out" phenomena, rare things are by its 
lights ruled to be exotic, deviant, strange, and, more to the point, so far out on the normal curve that there is little we 
can say about them that we know to be true. The presumption seems to be that if there is no pattern that fits a 
normally distributed probability distribution, or some reasonable facsimile thereof, then there is no pattern to be 
discovered, and no way to usefully theorize the events.” Lee Clarke, "Possibilistic Thinking: A New Conceptual 
Tool for Thinking About Extreme Events," Social Research 75, no. 3 (2008): 673. 
 
73 Ibid., 676. 
 
74 Soloveitchik, "Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy." 
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Chapter 5 
Feminist Natural Histories and the Making of Clothed Worlds 

 
“It is only about fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden that God said: ‘You shall not eat of it 
or touch it, lest you die.’ And the serpent said to the woman, ‘You are not going to die, but God 
knows that as soon as you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like divine beings 
who know good and bad.’” Genesis 3:3-51 
 
Commentaries: 
“[B]efore the fall, the state of the world was a most fair and delightful mirror of the divine favor 
and paternal indulgence towards man. Now in all the elements we perceive that we are cursed.” 
Jean Calvin on Genesis 3:3, 3:172 
 
‘You shall not eat of it or touch it, lest you die.’ (Genesis 3:3) When [the serpent] saw her lying 
[near the tree], he took and thrust her against it. ‘Have you then died?’ he said to her; ‘just as you 
were not stricken through touching it, so will you not die when you eat of it.” –Bereishit Rabba 
19: 3-4 
 

According to Calvinist theology, when Eve and then Adam disobeyed God’s directive, 

the mind of man and all of the matter of nature fell into chaos.3 As Peter Harrison has 

persuasively argued, “The Fall,” the Christian theological reading of the exile from Eden, left 

many Enlightenment thinkers, interested in formulating a method for knowing about the world, 

skeptical about the ability of the human mind to produce knowledge. The father of modern 

empiricism, Francis Bacon, himself a Calvinist whose understanding of the natural world 

emerged from his theology,4 set out to minimize the liability of man’s faulty senses and 

cognition with the development of rigorous procedures and powerful instruments: “rigorous 

testing of knowledge claims, repeated experiments, communal witnessing, the gradual 

accumulation of ‘histories’, the use of artificial instruments to amplify the dim powers of the 

senses, and the corporate rather than individual production of knowledge.”5 The “histories,” a 

piece of early empiricism that we less often think about than experiments or microscopes, were 

“fragments of knowledge” that could aid in the process of producing scientific knowledge.  

Bacon’s natural histories, “protracted accumulation of facts, pieced together over long periods of 
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time by large numbers of individuals, would contribute to a kind of earthly happiness that 

reflected to a degree the original state of Adam in paradise.”6 Empiricism, at its roots, was a 

world re-creating project predicated on rediscovering lost knowledge. Empiricism cannot be 

extracted from its particular roots, and yet, it grew into a universalized method for producing 

knowledge. 

In the back of my mind from my year of study at Oxford with Peter Harrison, I had all of 

this tucked away, filed under “fascinating but I’ve had enough of Protestant history as the 

exclusive history of science.” It was during that year that I became determined to explore science 

and religion differently, first stumbling into Jewish spiritual narratives through which I could 

consider questions about contemporary, American women’s fertility challenges to consider how 

technological systems and religious ritual mixed. It was then and there, when I mentioned the 

paper I was writing to a friend –who herself served as a leader within Oxford’s Jewish 

community –that I first heard of the mikveh. But the mikveh is, for now, merely an aside, a seed 

planted for the next section. Here, by taking an ethnographic approach to Jewish practices of 

reading canonical texts and narrating history, this chapter considers forms of knowledge 

production that complicate empirical models derived exclusively from masculine, Protestant 

witnessing. 

Four years after Oxford, while on another adventure, this time at the Yeshiva in 

Jerusalem, I remembered Peter Harrison’s work when one of my teachers brought me a midrash, 

from an early third to fifth century collection, that she thought I’d find interesting. It discussed 

the story of Eve and the temptation by the snake in a language that, she said, sounded empirical. 

In the story, Eve had “tested the waters” by touching the tree (well, being thrown into it) which 

the snake used to convince her it would be okay to eat from it. As I read it and the other 
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midrashim around it, several themes came to the fore: the snake, itself phallic, appealed to Eve’s 

logic as part of a strategy to defy God. And thus knowledge was born, as well as sexuality, 

shame, and pain. In these stories, women are cast as objects of moral and spiritual anxiety.  

These rabbinic texts made me think back to Harrison’s description of “science in 

paradise,” and more importantly, to what came after life was no longer in the garden: longing 

and desire to re-reach the perfection that their god-like ancestors had known.7 Immediately after 

the loss of Eden, the empirical pursuit is said to have begun: Adam and Eve’s third son, Seth, 

recorded his parents’ pre-exilic knowledge for posterity, a proto-encyclopedia. In parallel, 

apocryphal texts told similar stories, with details not only of knowledge but also of “mysteries” 

that were also passed on, a pre-exilic source for magic. More than Jewish traditions, Harrison 

suggests, Christian traditions magnified the extent of pre-Lapsarian perfection and post-

Lapsarian moral and epistemic loss.8 I began to wonder about the epistemic legacies of Jewish 

exegetical traditions about Eve, specifically, whether and how they served as a model for 

women’s knowledge. 

My year at Oxford had also been the 150th anniversary of Darwin’s Origin of Species, the 

report of a natural historian who travelled the world to discover the grandeur and ugliness of 

nature and to contemplate its historical evolution. Nature “red in tooth and claw” needed to be 

tamed, and armed with a theory of how the natural world changes over time and new 

technologies of social control, it seemed possible to do recreate perfection. The usefulness of 

science, and belief that it could move humanity forward, and thus back to a pre-Lapsarian state, 

led to an epistemic ascendency of science over other forms of knowledge about the natural 

world.9  
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Reading Rabbinic literature as Harrison reads Protestant commentaries, I do not detect 

the same intrepidness but rather a protective urge, to close and clothe. In a commentary on the 

same biblical verse I quoted in the epigraph, Rabbinic midrashists contemplated where Eve got 

the idea that she was not supposed to touch the tree. God’s original command to Adam was just 

not to eat from it. The argument goes, Adam must’ve added it, like an additional “fence,” an 

extra measure of protection. If he had not made the rule more stringent than God’s, Rashi argues, 

the serpent could never have “proved” that God’s threat was empty by showing her that nothing 

happened when she was forced to touch the tree. It was that added stringency that made room for 

the snake to trick Eve into breaking God’s actual law. Adam is a cautionary tale, an explanation 

of a verse from Proverbs (30, 6): “Do not add to His words, Lest He indict you and you be 

proved a liar.”10 Adam was given dominion, and he exhibited a failure of leadership. This 

epistemic test, then, was inseparable from a political lesson: to govern is to place appropriate 

limits, to prevent behavior that might irreparably change the world. It encouraged caution, but 

not too much. 

In the modern world, the need for ethical governance seemed all the more pressing given 

the mass technologically-facilitated destruction humans had unleashed on each other. Post-war 

technological modernity was a scary place to live. Taking up the same questions their Rabbinic 

ancestors had asked, many Jewish thinkers who witnessed destruction of Jewish culture and the 

remnants scattering across the globe took up the relationship between material, sight, and the 

maintenance of authentic Jewish life. As Ken Koltun-Fromm has argued, Abraham Joshua 

Heschel, the preeminent Jewish theologian of the twentieth century, responded to the threats of 

technological and consumerist American society with a treatise of spiritual sight in a holy time 

apart, The Sabbath, in which he imagined an alternative to the technological gaze.11 If one 
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became too enamored with the possibilities of technological conquest, the Sabbath, traditionally 

figured as a bride or a queen, was a sexual being that could tempt one back and temper the 

outward and upward drive.  

In another construction of sight, this time preoccupied with issues of Orthodoxy and 

halakhic life as the twentieth century dwindled, Norman Lamm approached the issue of behaving 

Jewishly in secular America by insisting on a subjective discourse of tseniut, the term usually 

translated as modesty. This predominant leaders of centrist Modern Orthodoxy in the second half 

of the twentieth century argued that tseniut, “[o]ne of the defining characteristics of the Jewish 

religious personality,” is fundamentally about being unseen, and should be a moral virtue for 

both men and women. Rather than a technical measure of exposed skin or skirt length, Lamm 

argued, tseniut is about the unquantifiable: holiness, dignity, and privacy, which thrive in 

“hiddenness” and “obscurity.”12 As Lamm extended modesty beyond the measure of female 

exposure, he pictured disciplining of sight as a moral necessity for religious subjects striving to 

live in the image of God. 

In the time between these two responses to a technological age, another took on related 

questions about sight, specifically addressing technological prowess has meant for human self-

understanding.13 It was Hannah Arendt, who, in 1963 reflected on the philosophical implications 

of the modern scientific striving for complete objectivity, for an Archimedean point, that she 

argued, nodding to Kafka’s famous aphorism, would always be self-defeating and self-

destroying. In space, the view from above down onto the imperceptibly small mankind, stoked 

the temptation for conquest, acting as an invitation to see the point of origin, the earth, as 

expendable, inevitably leading to its destruction. With a near-sighted moral compass, humans 

were vulnerable to allusions of grandeur. Science had advanced past the point of usefulness and 
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was now made humanity a grave danger to itself. The best hope for man was uncertainty, which 

set a limit on knowability and certitude. Technological impossibility was also the greatest source 

of human anxiety.14 

Like Heschel’s call for spiritual sight to combat the all-consuming market, and Lamm’s 

recognition that halachic punctiliousness leads to gaze at the finite at the expense of the infinite, 

Arendt’s recognition of modern science’s potential for infinite regression is a call for human 

limits. No less than Soloveitchik or Lamm or Heschel, Arendt (and Einstein) responded to the 

modern human, and Jewish condition, in the wake of the European destruction, reflecting their 

fears of the fractured, technological world through their particular prisms.  

I have taken you to cosmic heights to situate feminist thought on technological modernity 

to refuse to relegate critical thought on technological modernity to the particular and local, and 

thus to discount its import for the story of religious responses to technological modernity. Men 

stroking the nuclear button or armed with speculums, the empiricism of Eve or the acupressure 

techniques of a doula, are all part of one picture, on which this chapter sets its sights.  

Feminists of the women’s health movement and environmental activists, as well as their 

heirs,15 have been particularly focused on the destructive effects of male-technological 

hegemony over women’s bodies. This chapter refuses a modest approach and instead asks what 

intimate experience can contribute to better understanding seemingly grander narratives. What 

can we detect of the drastic openings wrought by destruction and relocation reflected in 

quotidian, female bodily reproductive practices? Like the post-Eden generation, working to 

maintain what their parents knew, this chapter will show how birth workers involved in 

(re)building coherent communities have pieced together knowledge from different times and 



 276 

places to create reproductive experiences that are safe, comfortable, and in tune with their 

religious and political interests.  

Through these birth workers, who act as collectors of specimens, circulators of 

knowledge, narrators of history, and authoritative voices on what knowledge to share and what 

collective stories to tell, I will explore the epistemology, especially empirical moral economies, 

and politics of their communal work. By opening the aperture to see women’s daily practices as 

part of scientific and religious modernity, I hope to reveal other elements of Jewish women’s 

sociality, outside the domain of the kitchen, where Jewish women transmitters of tradition have 

been disproportionately located, and outside the moral or spiritual anxieties over Jewish 

authenticity, which have preoccupied the Jewish communal leaders who act as religious 

authorities.16 This chapter recognizes other figures involved in world-creating projects, and 

through their gendered, Zionist, and particular religious interests, other measures of authenticity: 

it is a chapter about personal, familial, and feminist histories and knowledges. This chapter, and 

the next, are filled with stories of budding publics, new accessibility to textual, sexual, and 

medical domains, and the different strategies for containment, controlled access, and legal limits 

that govern everyday, technological lives.  

Birth is symbolically and physically about openings. In birth, the effacement of the cervix 

or the cutting of the abdomen are physical ruptures from which new lives proceed and 

transformations unfold. It is thus an apt site to examine the gendered anxieties of opening 

modern Jewish worlds: of new horizons for immigrants, of cyberspaces, of changing access to 

education, of mixed gender socializing, of marital intimacy and a shift to co-parenting, and of 

choices in where to birth. It looks, too, for coping strategies to deal with ruptures to settle into a 

new status quo: to new forms of expertise, educational forums and approaches, and discourses of 
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modesty that are deployed to cover and protect. To do so, this chapter focuses on registers of 

sight and perception to uncover the epistemic work to find stability in changing realities, 

especially those that are technologically induced.  

The chapter is structured through a series of four encounters. In the first three, I meet 

Jewish women in different contexts17 who are using a method of early empiricism, telling 

histories, to describe what has been lost and what they are yearning to recover. These women 

struggle with the way that the way spaces are defined and maintained, as secular or religious 

or as masculine or feminine, is in conflict with their embodied, materialist experiences of the 

world.18 The chapter then turns to women’s ways of coping with fractured knowledge through 

“shallow empiricism”: collectors of birth traditions must find strategies to integrate outside 

knowledge into “kosher” Jewish approaches to birth that decouple knowledge from bodily 

experience.19 To instrumentalize alternative medicine, I show how Orthodox birth workers make 

information “modest,” censor out content, or “purify” outside knowledge of its surface trappings, 

abstracting it to leave only de-localized techniques judged by the standard of what works.  

Playing on Paul Edwards’ description of the Cold War as a “closed world, within which 

every event was interpreted as part of a titanic struggle between the superpowers,” and in 

which computers made the system work by acting “simultaneously as technology, as political 

system, and as ideological mirage,”20 I posit that these birth workers are involved in projects to 

construct gendered, embodied “clothed worlds.”  To clothe, in addition to an allusion to the 

bodily technology for modesty, can also mean “to endow with a particular quality.” I have 

selected examples that showcase how the same histories and techniques of birth are dressed 

differently in overlapping biopolitical projects to (re)build Jewish communities. 
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Feminist Historiographies and Sociologies 

Sequestered Spaces 

“I can’t bring my Judaism, my halakhic perspectives, my whatever to an interaction with 

a patient that I’m working with in a hospital because that’s not my role there,” Alyssa explained, 

grasping to find the right categories to describe the expectations that, as a nurse and midwife-in-

training, her professional identity be separate from religion. I understood her “whatever” to be an 

effect of the misfit between Judaism and the Protestant category of religion,21 in relation to 

which expectations that secular spaces like (public) hospitals would be free for religious 

choice.22 It was more than a question of spatial boundaries, but also a problem of how, as a 

Jewish feminist, to inhabit the discursive worlds of secularism and tradition. As we sat in a 

pastry shop on the Upper West Side of New York, near where we both lived, Alyssa told me 

about how she struggled find ways to feel whole, integrating her Judaism, feminism, and medical 

expertise. It was a conversation that circled and circled around inarticulability, ineffability, 

indefinability, and general vagueness. It was not a lack of articulateness; quite to the contrary. It 

was structural, discursive. The midwife, unlike the angel, couldn’t pass through every wall. 

The hospital, where she was a woman’s health practitioner, was not the place for her 

religion. In her professional role, her religious identity could not be prescriptive, though she did 

use her intimate knowledge of Jewish law and custom to help educate other practitioners about 

the specific needs of religious women: if a clinician was unfamiliar with Jewish law, they might 

read husbands not touching their wives during labor as a lack of love or support, or may not 

understand why a woman was asking about whether spotting after a gynecological exam was 

coming from her uterus or elsewhere. Through some basic education in Jewish law, hospital staff 

could understand that shedding uterine blood rendered a woman in a state of niddah, which, by 
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the strictest interpretations, means that she cannot have any direct or indirect physical contact 

with her husband; understanding that not only removes assumptions that could lead to negative 

judgments, but also enables them to provide the best support and care. In doing so, she could 

help make the hospital a more comfortable and accommodating space for patients whose 

religious practices sometimes complicated medical procedures or set them apart as strange.  

 When Alyssa wore other hats, she could negotiate the balance differently. The reason we 

were meeting was that I had learned through the Modern Mikveh Movement (Chapter 7) 

grapevine that she had facilitated a few meetings of Jewish health practitioners in the hopes of 

forming a Jewish Women’s Health Collective, whatever that might look like. As we talked, she 

told me how her longtime interest in Judaism and women’s health had led her to begin teaching 

kallah classes, marriage preparation, especially focused on learning the laws of family purity. 

There, Alyssa saw an opportunity for bringing in more women’s health, especially information 

around sexuality, fertility, and bodily cycles, that she felt was lacking when she had taken her 

own pre-marriage class and which other friends told her they had never learned. Even people 

who had had sex education in school could use a safe, comfortable place to talk about intimate 

issues as they learned Jewish laws regulating their sexual relationships. Alyssa explained that 

even when the conversation didn’t include Jewish content, there was a sense of safety among 

other Jewish women. It just was a feeling she had. Likewise, whenever a woman approached her 

at Kiddush (the meal after Shabbat services), for example, to ask her a medical question about 

her period, for example, Alyssa always felt there was something Jewish about the interaction 

because of the context they were in. And yet, it seemed impossible to articulate, even after all 

these years, why that was so. To form an institution, there needed to be answers, but there was 

some seeming incommensurability, in secular America. 
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As we circled back to the incipient Health Collective, Alyssa apologized: “I feel bad for 

your paper,” she said, since there was so little to say about it. A group of Jewish women who 

work in women’s health had gotten together a couple times, but they had made little progress 

toward a concrete mission and had only managed to fit their busy schedules together twice. It 

was a small, incipient instantiation of a longer-term dream. “I still go to people about wanting to 

start a Jewish Women’s Health Center. And how cool would it be if there were midwives and 

lactation consultants and acupuncturists and yoga and whatever all in one space. And what 

everyone says is, well what makes it Jewish?” Since it couldn’t just serve Jews, as a legal and a 

moral matter, would it be in a Jewish neighborhood? Would its walls be marked with quotations 

from texts? Would its childbirth education classes need to start with a text study or be framed 

with some Hebrew phrase? She found the whole problem frustrating, that a set of superficial 

Judaizing techniques were necessary to justify something she and so many other women felt a 

need for. “If I really want to talk to someone about cervical mucus [in a synagogue], it’s okay to 

not have a Talmud quote to back up this conversation!” Alyssa exclaimed. That was just an 

artificial cover.  

Shifra and Puah, the heroes to some of my Jerusalem midwives, held different resonance 

for Alyssa. “Were Shifra and Puah really doing anything different than any of the other 

midwives? Probably not, you know? Were Jewish midwives in like the ghetto doing something 

really very different than regular midwives? I don’t think so, I mean, maybe in that they used 

different amulets and sang different songs and that sort of thing, but I think women’s bodies are 

the same regardless of your religion or culture.” I nodded, asking, “So why are people so damn 

excited about Shifra and Puah?” “I don’t know. I think they weren’t even Jewish. Isn’t there that 
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whole question about whether they were Egyptian…” The textual connection was forced, a 

matter of an easy resource for those with little other textual education to provide deeper access. 

 Thinking back to all my textual education, and to my time around religious birth workers 

in Jerusalem, I interjected how it had subverted my expectations when I started to realize that 

Orthodox women were more aware with the abject and bodily. They may or may not be getting 

education beyond how to follow the rules, but they were certainly more in touch “cycles and 

mucus and blood color” than more liberal strands of Judaism where these embodied, sexual 

practices were largely abandoned. Because the Jewish textual tradition treats the woman’s 

reproductive body as a religious issue, many Orthodox communities have resources who can 

answer questions at the intersection of halakha and medicine: either a rabbi, a rebbetzin (the wife 

of a rabbi), or in some more liberal Orthodox communities, there is a new role of yoetzet halakha 

(a female advisor on halakha), who I will discuss below, in addition to female clergy 

(colloquially referred to as “a Maharat”). In non-Orthodox communities, however, private, 

biological processes have no place in the religious system. Alyssa agreed but also diagnosed 

several problems. The first was that the rules and regulations around women’s bodies within 

Orthodox communities made women’s private business public, a visible source of gossip: if a 

woman wasn’t holding her husband’s hand walking home from shul (synagogue), she must have 

her period; if she’s been married for a while with no children, she must be having fertility 

challenges. There was a lot of silence in the Orthodox Jewish community, too: unlike the Rabbis 

in the Talmud for whom, to quote Bonna, “nothing is off limits,” today’s rabbis don't seem 

comfortable bringing up issues of sexuality and the body, perhaps having imported a modern 

sense of shame around the bodily.23 There are also superstitions about pregnancy that avoid 
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attention to the pregnant body’s vulnerable package so as to not attract the evil eye. Puh puh 

puh.24  

The “Open Orthodox”25 synagogue was a place that nurtured her spiritually and provided 

religious community, but it felt like a place where a woman needed to check her body at the door. 

Like many Jewish feminists, Alyssa was working to envision forms of Jewish life that did not 

merely “add women and stir,” to borrow an evocative image from feminist historiography,26 but 

challenged structures power that devalued women and didn’t recognize women’s particular 

embodied needs. "I want my shul to nourish me as an entire being and not just as a spiritual 

being. I want you to recognize many aspects of my life,” she said to me. The synagogue was a 

place to cycle through the liturgical calendar, commemorating communal memory, and for 

public celebrations, like weddings or births. But what about the mundane present? If chaplains 

are priests of the secular, devoted to an inarticulable “ministry of presence,”27 where might the 

clinicians of the religious body reside? In the cosmopolitan modern world, did they need to 

always be on the move, translating between biopolitical and theopolitical languages?  

Alyssa identified a need for such angels of women’s health within a context when the 

collective seemed to take precedence over the individual.28 Jewish communities, she suggested, 

were wrapped up in imaginations of the collective future which had the unintended effects of 

alienating members of the community: “They almost make it, if you’re not married, they want 

you to be married; if you are married, then they want you to have kids; and then when you fall in 

between these things, we don’t have programs.” To have communal discussions, not for the sake 

of explicating halakha, filling the pews, or raising money but to provide information and support 

around sex and contraception, fertility, or menopause without attaching it to the collective 

narrative, for example, would communicate the messages, “You’re not alone, there’s a space for 
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you in our tent, and we want you here.” If a discussion about fertility challenges could happen 

without attaching it to the Rosh Hashanah Torah reading about an infertile matriarch, or 

conversations about health without framing it in terms of “shmirat ha-guf” (care for the body), a 

directive derived from Psalm 139:14. Care that was intimate, individual, and not assimilated to 

the collective mission with Hebrew words or holy writ: the idea felt viscerally powerful. Alyssa 

saw embodied, intimate processes as “opportunit[ies] for institutions and synagogues to say we 

care about you.” To show care, Alyssa was suggesting, was to try to see individuals, and by 

extension, to begin to understand “the multiple as such, and not as a collective instance of the 

singular.”29  

In her struggle to locate a way out of the bifurcated religious and secular spatiality, my 

mind wandered into the Hadassah archives, and I began thinking out loud. When Jewish women 

came together to build a Jewish medical institution for Palestine, the assumption was that their 

work was Jewish and “all other things followed” from there. There were Chanukah festivals and 

text studies, but those were only a piece of a project whose focus was medical care and hospital 

building. No one, I remarked, asked, “What’s Jewish about ‘practical Zionism’?”30 Alyssa 

agreed, adding that they kept people “fluid,” not demarcating people by the parts they played at 

any given time: “now you’re Jewish” but now you’re planning a party and now you’re sewing 

layettes for babies. In that secular nationalist project, “Jewish” was a defining mark of 

citizenship, and Judaism was freed from the confined compartments where religion was allowed 

to be “out.” Was that just the stuff of modern dreams, the stories in periodicals circulating 

messages31 charged with building a yet-to-be-defined collective, one without established walls? 
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Temporal and Spatial Migrations 

“Something in the depths of my stomach told me that there is something in the midwife’s role 

that exceeds what I had been trained to do. I sensed that something very basic is missing in 

modern medical-technological birthing,” Ilana Shemesh wrote in the introduction to her Hebrew 

homebirth guide, La-Ledet Ba-Bayit, To Birth in the Home, one of the two books on the ḥaredi 

woman’s bookshelf.32 Ilana brought “the institution of private midwifery to Israel,” and at the 

time of our interview in 2014, she had attended 1,068 out-of-hospital births. Whenever I asked 

people historical questions about midwifery in Israel, they usually referred me to Ilana, whose 

book served as historical record and practical guide. 

For Ilana, the history and practice were both deeply personal. Whether by nature or 

nurture, Ilana’s impulse to break the mold and determine her own path was deep and instinctual. 

She proffered, “Perhaps, my hesitations were tied to Bobo, Baila Weinberg, my extraordinary 

grandmother who had died when I was 20. She was a rebel. And my mother always said I 

resembled her.” In Ilana’s depiction, the old world Bobo was actually ahead of her time, waiting 

for her future granddaughter to fulfill her vision of safe and comfortable birth at home, putting 

the woman’s needs before the promise of technology. 

As a young woman in Jerusalem, Bobo took her intimate life into her own hands, 

refusing the marriage arranged for her and choosing to follow her heart. Bobo had had her first 

three children while living in Jerusalem, and she birthed at home under the care of a midwife. 

When she moved to the United States, she was expected to birth in a hospital. While in labor, 

Bobo was uncomfortable with the physical space, especially the bed there, as well as all the 

constraints put upon her by modern procedures. During labor, dressed in her hospital gown, 

Bobo walked out and went home, stubbornly insisting that the doctor attend to her there, in her 
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home, on her own terms. With the help of her family, including Ilana’s then 12-year-old mother, 

Bobo birthed her youngest daughter. “Perhaps it was the spirit of Bobo that told me that there is 

another way,” Ilana wrote, a dedication of sorts to her grandmother whose legacy she wished to 

honor, “I named my first daughter after her.” Bobo’s legacy lived on through Ilana: in her work 

as a homebirth midwife, and now in print, an inspiration for new generations of Hebrew-

speaking women to trust in their own intuition and bravely fight to actualize their desires even if 

it meant going against social norms, expectations, and the will of the Israeli state, whose self-

identity was rooted in technological prowess and whose laws financially rewarded hospital birth 

and deterred the opening of other options. In language typical of second wave “procedural 

feminism,”33 and in the spirit of Bobo, Ilana argued in La-Ledit Ba-Bayit that women have begun 

to “understand that the way in which things are done is no less important than the very act of 

doing.”34 Israeli women were taking a stand for choices in childbirth, which she argued could 

only happen outside the hospital. 

Ilana’s seemingly secular narrative is filled with movements toward promised lands, 

toward New Edens, or, to reappropriate a term used to describe Hadassah’s early work, renewed 

“practical messianism.”35 Akin to America in founding Protestant-secular narratives, in her 

national, familial, and personal history, Ilana’s Israel was as much a place in time as in space: 

filled with hope and promise or an unredeemed past. So, too, was the hospital. Transformative 

events, catastrophe and disappointment, re-cast them both, challenging secular narratives of 

technological progress, which in Ilana’s narrative, were at first dominated by notions of Jewish 

peoplehood and later unmistakably gendered.  

Over generations, Ilana’s family had moved back and forth across the world looking for 

better lives, patterns of migration that intersected with multiple temporalities: from Palestine to 
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America, from old world to modernity; and from the United States to Israel, from the diaspora to 

the Promised Land, from a period of exile to redemptive return. Palestine was an old world Bobo 

had wanted to leave for the promise of America, itself once an old unfulfilled wilderness. A 

competing sacred narrative, however secularized a Zionist version of it, drew Ilana to the State of 

Israel. These women not only crossed time zones as they moved through territories in space but 

different historiographies, ways of defining history and the passage of time. Ilana’s grandmother 

had left Palestine when it still existed in the period of exile, and when people there were living 

within an old-world past behind the modern times that were playing out in Europe and America. 

When she felt the restraints of technological progress, that kept her on her back, Bobo questioned 

elements of what America had to offer. 

Given what she and the whole world witnessed in the last few decades of Bobo’s life, her 

message, to walk away from harmful technology, took on increasing urgency. The Holocaust 

was a rupture to the modern status quo begun with Jewish emancipation in Europe. The fires of 

destruction soldered sacred and secular narratives: the questioning of technological progress in 

the wake of Nazi destruction and the realization of a redemption to the Land of Israel with the 

formation of a Jewish State. Within the bounds of a state working overtime to modernize, 

technology was at once blamed for facilitating the destruction of European Jewry and a beacon 

of hope for a secure modern Jewish future. That became the dominant narrative, for a time. 

Like many of the American birth workers I talked to, Ilana Shemesh had grown up on the 

East Coast of the United States and was drawn to Israel during a period when the double head of 

vulnerability and intense national pride surrounded the military conflicts of 1968 and 1973 with 

Israel’s Arab neighbors.36 In 1973, during the Yom Kippur War as a new arrival, Ilana was sent 

to a Kibbutz to work in the fields to replace men who were off to war. There, she felt an urgency 
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as “a feminist Zionist” to find a career that would “empower women” and facilitate the births of 

“lots of babies” for Israel, itself a corporate body of her people that was under siege. The choice 

was obvious: she would go to Tel Aviv to train as a nurse-midwife.37  

After 17 years working in hospitals, in 1985, Ilana walked away. While birthing practices 

could be considered a marker of modernization—from home to hospital, from old world to 

new—Ilana came to know, like Bobo had, that that was not the case. In the second half of the 

twentieth century, like many people existentially shocked by the evidence of technologically-

facilitated mass destruction, popular and scholarly feminist historiography parted ways with 

narratives of progress. The argument that technologies are value-neutral was again under 

question, and feminists narratives like Ilana’s blamed a masculinst culture for misusing 

technology to poison, exploit, and harm the environment and people.38  

Sixty years after Hadassah sent its first maternity nurses to Palestine, Ilana’s life work 

had become a project of revision to some of the most potent twentieth century American Jewish 

women’s narratives: Hadassah’s secularizing mission for a sacred cause, Jewish births. While 

Hadassah had spearheaded the work to bring American standards of care as part of a civilizing 

mission to the natural, uncultured wilderness, as an heir to the women’s health movement, 

hospital birth came to be a symbol of modern regressiveness. Now, Ilana was invested in a 

sacred revisionist mission for a feminist cause, helping more and more Israeli women are 

choosing to birth at home as a way of “taking active responsibility for their bodies,” a rejection 

of technological domination. 

Thirty years after the movement began in “the western world,” Ilana wrote in her 

introductory material in La-Ledet Ba-Bayit, American women brought the consciousness of the 

women’s health movement to Israel. It was during her midwifery school that the nagging doubts 
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about the model of midwifery care she was learning began. Ilana had come of age in the 1960s 

and early 1970s in New Jersey, though the fire of the midwifery “revival” had not reached her 

small, conservative town, so she did not have the experience to confirm her instinct and 

articulate the nature of the problems she was feeling. She credits a fellow-student, Leila, a 

Californian who had worked as a nurse in a maternity ward before her aliya, for transforming her 

intuition into a concrete vision. Leila “knew a different way to birth” and she facilitated Ilana’s 

awakening: “She brought me copies of magazines, such as Birth, Birth Gazette, Mothering, and 

others. After every lesson, she would light up the darkness and tell me about the strength and 

bravery of women who give birth naturally, of the intense satisfaction that comes from true birth, 

a woman with a woman.”39 These were her “click” moments, her consciousness-raising, what 

helped her hear Bobo’s message, to walk out and find her own way.40  

There was no community of birth activists in Israel to learn another way to birth, so she 

read voraciously, observed what worked and didn’t work for women, and experimented with 

other ways of caring for her patients. In her Hebrew homebirth manual, she describes consuming 

the now classic American homebirth texts, Suzanne Arms’ Immaculate Deception and Ina May 

Gaskin’s Spiritual Midwifery.41 From texts like these, she realized that her training had been 

technical and mechanical but had sanitized birth of “the spirit, the feelings, the humanity, the 

magic, the sexuality, the powerful connection between pain and happiness, the respect, the 

bravery, and the power of women who gave birth to babies in tune with nature.”42 The modern 

hospital was celebrating technological progress at the expense of the metaphysical, devaluing the 

emotional with the effect of dehumanizing the very process that began human life.43 While she 

appreciated the technical proficiency she gained through her training, she was questioning the 

priorities and procedures she was taught. It came to be framed as a crisis of authenticity rooted in 
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changing ideas about authority: “Something in me knew that midwives are something else 

entirely." To be a midwife, the old German etymology told her, was to be with the woman. In the 

hospital, she was forced to make a choice about whether was she “going to be with the doctor or 

with the woman.”44 Her allegiance had to be to women first and foremost, who knew best about 

what they needed and what they could do.  

Following many of the hospital’s regulations—ones that kept her hooked up to monitors 

and IVs and prevented her from moving around, using the healing power of water, and 

nourishing herself with food or drink—too often made birth harder and less safe. What was the 

source of “modern society’s” fear of birth an inability to tolerate the sight of women’s pain? The 

fear of uncontrolled nature and sexuality: the animalistic sounds, the fluids and smells, the 

instinctual movements. Instead, modern people preferred image was “a woman who is smiling, 

perfumed, lying back and reading a book or watching television during contractions.”45 To 

denaturalize women, to bring them wholly into the domain of culture, was to commoditize them. 

In no uncertain terms, Ilana accused modern societies, even her own national family, of 

rendering birth a business with an unacknowledged “very high price” to health, emotional well-

being, and the instincts of mothers who had to raise up the next generation.46 Birth had the 

potential to empower women by showing them what their bodies could do, and the way it was 

happening was disempowering citizens of a tiny nation under siege. Modern hospital birth, then, 

was not only a disservice to individual women but to the collective good. 

To birth at home was not “a return backwards”; it was not a nostalgia-driven choice. 

Rather, than a return to a time when birth was dangerous and painful, it was a move forward 

based on evidence. There were useful medical innovations, drugs like penicillin or medications 

for blood clotting, that were clearly life saving. There were also medical habits, practices for 
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which there was no evidence or which had been shown to produce negative outcomes, that 

needed to be stripped away. All her attempts to “bring[ing] the home into the hospital”47 had 

proven impossible: the hospital was a technocratic, institutional presence backed financially by 

the state, and she faced roadblocks at every attempt at reform, whether bureaucratic inertia or a 

patriarchal system of dominance over women. In a place where women had dominion over their 

bodies, technology could be used for good, and today, the only place for that was the home. 

Ilana identified another kind of technology that could thrive, destructively, in the home. 

She described how she saw women trapped by religious technologies of social control over 

female bodies, and her book defaced, the victim of a culture war waged in the name of modesty. 

In our interview, Ilana stated that she “has issues with Orthodoxy and giving birth,” which from 

what she told me, meant that religious intervention into birth was something she took very 

personally. The rabbis interfered, subjugating the birthing woman’s needs for God-knows-what 

reason, sometimes prohibiting homebirths because people would “talk” about what they heard. 

“The smart women either don’t ask the Rav or they make sure they ask the Rav who’s going to 

tell them what they want to hear," she stated. “Over-modesty,” too, irked her. “It’s me and her, 

but she’s gotta be…there’s so many layers of clothing! It’s so intimate, it shouldn’t be her [in] 

stockings and robe up to the neck and, you know, underwear and all the layers of clothing to go 

into the Jacuzzi with. I don’t know it bothers me. She does what she wants but for me I can’t..." 

Unlike Barbara, Ilana was less enchanted by the possibilities of attending ḥaredi births.  

Because there were women who were birthing without being fully attired or pictures of 

husbands and wives touching during birth, her “nice homebirth book” was cast as dangerous. 

“The Orthodox community who really need to read it, they either won’t buy it because they are 

afraid to have it lying around the house, that the kids might…see it or they'll buy it and they’ll 
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cover up all the pictures. This I find hard to deal with." For a book modeled after American texts 

like Our Bodies Ourselves but for an Israeli audience, the hiding of naked bodies was a kind of 

consciousness-blinding.  

How far a movement predicated on immodest witnessing, of women breaking taboos 

around nakedness in the pursuit of self-knowledge,48 had travelled. From Ilana’s perspective, her 

book had brought global feminist knowledge to Israel, and religious censorship had cut its legs 

out from under it. From another perspective, Barbara’s perhaps, it was a sign of cracks in the 

walls of a closed world. Shoshanna, on the other hand, pushed me to reconsider these secular 

assumptions about Orthodoxy and to wonder why traces of the women’s health movement so 

easily permeated the so-called enclaves of Orthodoxy. As Shoshanna argued, in women’s acts of 

creation, their births, their own instincts would always be right and technological choice was 

nothing to fear. 

 

Delocalized Global History 

Shoshanna Goldbaum is a sharp, snappy, self-described “straight lady.” During our 

interview, which happened to be the week of her 72nd birthday, Shoshanna described her life’s 

work to promote choices in childbirth. In a small Jerusalem bakery, selling burekas [filled 

pastries], breads, and slices of pizza, this American-born, childbirth educator gave me the lay of 

the land of birth in Israel, informed by 34-years and thousands of women she has worked with 

through their births in Israel, which followed ten years of training and working in the United 

States.  

This punchy powerhouse was not shy about all that she had accomplished as a protector 

of women, carrying on work that reflected the kinds of changes that the women’s health 
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movement had tried to accomplish in the 1960s and 1970s in the United States.49 Though 

Shoshanna never mentioned the word “feminist,” her story assembled elements, including 

objects, narratives and practices, of the Women’s Health Movement. She recalled her first 

pregnancy, during a time when there were only three certified childbirth educators in all of New 

York City’s five boroughs, sitting in her teacher Ruth Berger’s living room and watching “a 

movie, spirited across from Paris, en francé, of a very positive birth experience” through the 

Lamaze method. After four positive birth experiences herself, her doctor finally convinced her 

that she needed to teach: “I audited maternity nursing courses, passed the OB exam for a 

graduate degree in birth education, and the rest is history."  

Shoshanna’s world, her network of birth experts, birth technologies, and historical 

narratives, was clothed in secular feminist self-help claims that she tries, as much as possible, 

to keep separate from her theological ideas about God. Her narrative is of worldly work, 

though the longer we talked, I began to adjust that understanding, seeing ways in which her 

motivation and her approach were shaped by her religious identity. While she seeks to 

educate her clientele, the goal is not self-knowledge per se, but practical information and the 

basic anatomy and biological processes needed to understand the choices for childbirth. My 

claim is not that she understood knowledge as dangerous; in fact, most of what I learned 

from her was indistinguishable from secular childbirth education classes. Rather, informed 

by a theological telos, her goal was to reprogram the affective economy of pain in the context 

of childbirth, decoupling the essential act of womanhood from the perception of fear, and 

though she never said it in these terms, punishment. I will show how her project assumes a 

kind of empiricism, a belief that that human ideas about the world are rooted in experience, 

which she argues through a feminist historiography, have been corrupted by masculine, 
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technological intervention.50 

I heard mention of Shoshanna Goldbaum over and over in the personal histories of most 

of the network of birth workers and natural birth advocates I met. She had revolutionized the 

birthing culture of a now-closed Jerusalem hospital, Misgav LeDach,51 by developing protocols 

for lower-intervention hospital births. When I met her, she exploded some of the assumptions I 

had about the closed world of Ultra-Orthodoxy, affective economies of choice, and possibilities 

for purifying discourses. This self-described “Yeshivah Haredi”52 woman was all about choice, 

adapting a self-help ethic from Second Wave Feminism53 to serve her theological, gendered 

mandate for women to reproduce. 

“All of the innovations that you have heard about in birth…which exist today in other 

hospitals were originally introduced in Misgav LeDach by me.” I asked her to elaborate, 

surprised to hear the language of innovation in the context of a project that sounded like it was an 

outgrowth of the woman’s health movement. She began listing some: "Bouncing balls, support 

people in operating rooms for a Cesarean, or lactation consultants, or support services for still 

birth or neonatal death or doulas, you name it, Jacuzzis. I introduced it all. You’re looking at…” 

I interject, “A legend!” “No! No! Not a legend, you’re looking at somebody who hasn’t stopped. 

Why? Because I believe in choice in childbearing, I believe the hospital is the place where birth 

should be in our day and age,” as long as the hospital does not impose interventions and 

empowers women to choose what is right for them.  

Shoshanna presented women like consumers in a global economy who deserved the 

maximum number of options that they could try out and choose what they wanted. “I believe that 

in today’s world, in Israel, there is no such animal in the zoo" she declared forcefully, with a 

laugh at the end. Now, she worked privately, proverbially in the wild, driving from neighborhood 
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to neighborhood to meet with clients before and after their births, to plan and process. The image 

of medicine in/as a wilderness, or at least, a particularly rough terrain, was less tongue and cheek 

than the unfamiliar reader might imagine.54 Reflecting on the walls and blockages I faced when 

moving through this disjointed system conjures images of navigating this modernized ancient 

city, riding a bus whose daily route had it seemingly scraping by the Jerusalem stone buildings, 

barely clearing a sharp turn. 

In her work as a birth coach, one of Shoshanna’s main goals pursuits was to teach women 

all of their choices in childbearing. She explained her position to me in language that could have 

come from the mouth of the most ardent American advocate of the spiritual-not-religious, though 

with a tinge of Jewishness in the chosen metaphor. “You see, having a baby, Cara, in today’s 

world, should be like going to a smorgasbord or a buffet luncheon, or a cafeteria line.” Rather 

than a set menu, each woman should be prepared to choose based on the options available to her 

during her own particular birth, depending on the medical needs and personal preferences that 

arise in each individual labor.55 In a rare moment where she added a theological gloss to her 

positions, she continued, “God doesn’t give us a script before we walk on stage and birth. But, 

we want to iron out things and make it as smooth as possible so what a woman wants to achieve 

she can achieve." She had found a way to understand choice and advocate personal responsibility 

and individualism, as the advocates of women’s self-help had done, even when she let 

supernaturalism into her concept of the birth.56 

Shoshanna not only made use of the tools at her disposal but went out to seek more 

choices to deliver to Israeli women. Like a natural historian, Shoshanna traveled the world to 

collect technological specimens that could facilitate birth. On a vacation with her daughter to 

Scotland, for example, they decided to stop in at the Royal Victoria Hospital to check out the 
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scene. She reflected that, due to anti-Semitism they nearly didn’t let her in, but she managed to 

get in, only to find “a Jacuzzi room better than anywhere else,” which served as a model for 

Israel. In London, she visited the active birthing center where she was able to buy birthing tubs 

and bring them back, a new addition to the Israeli birthing scene. On the other hand, on a trip to 

Miami Beach, she attended a class where the nurse taught the attendees about how to use a 

plastic enema bucket so as to avoid defecating during labor. Shoshanna was aghast at this 

practice, which was “from the dark ages.” After the class, she went to the nurse and told her 

about how in Israel they didn’t have the budget for these things, so the nurse gave it to her. She 

now uses it in her classes as a demonstration of what not to do during birth.  

Her description of her work with clients prompted me to ask whether her work was 

particularly a response to something that went wrong, or something introduced into the hospital 

setting.57 Personal experience and a longer history seemed to melt into each other, or perhaps, 

emerge from the same point. Things go wrong, she explained, “simply when women started 

talking about labor pain, labor pains. Just the simple word pain is a negative word. It is not parve, 

it is not milchic or fleishic. It is negative. Nobody. Likes. Pain. ‘The big P word,’ I call it,” 

Shoshanna explained, using the Yiddish terms for the Jewish dietary laws to make a universal 

point. “And once you use that word the rest of the sentence is going to be lost because they see 

the lights flashing, they hear the gongs going off, and nothing else is going to matter to them,” 

She stated, now bringing in a variety of metaphors, visual and auditory, Yiddish and Asian, to 

evoke the way that pain disrupts the way that sensory experience is interpreted, and in turn, to 

interfere with a woman’s natural reproductive role.  

 “Do you have a sense of when that went wrong?” I ask. “Historically? For sure,” 

Shoshanna responded. Then, she launched into a history lesson, which she had pieced together 
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from her voracious reading of books and studies about birth, which charted the technologically-

assisted disempowerment of women who are made to birth, and left to their own devices can do 

so most effectively. “Originally, of course, babies were born at home. And who attended the 

births?” She asked. “Other women,” I said tentatively. “What?” she asked, my voice not quite as 

loud and confident but also competing with the clanging of plates. “Other women,” I repeated. 

“And other men,” she corrected, “and children. And everybody knew what birth in the barnyard 

was, and they knew what birth in the bedroom was.…And this was transmitted generation to 

generation.” She went on, in a dry, donnish tone like she had given this speech hundreds of times. 

There were “special women,” who were called when labor became challenging, “and these 

women became known as midwives, the word midwife being translated as ‘with women.’”58 It 

was the most general, human, universal story, covering over any particularity like etymological 

origin language, not to mention non-European cultures.  

What ensued was a linear story of technological innovations, disrupted only by the 

occasional outburst of a loud, small child’s shriek, aggressive honking on the narrow street 

outside, or my occasional interjection of a question or nervous utterance about my own 

ignorance, which Shoshanna, continuously but kindly, reinforced: I was a woman in the twenty-

first century, and were almost universally ignorant about or biology.59 When she had covered all 

the steps in the masculinization-technologization of birth from the industrial revolution to 1930s, 

she paused to ask me if this is what I wanted to hear. I assured her it is helpful and interesting, 

and I think, to prove it, I began reflecting through my own experience, then almost 17 weeks 

pregnant, and learning about pregnancy for the first time as it happened to me, having hardly 

been exposed to pregnant women or birthing before in my personal life. She lights up, asking me 

if this is my first child, and wishing be “B’sha‘a tova,” meaning “in good time,” the proper 
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Hebrew well-wishes to avoid tempting the evil eye. She hoped that our conversation will help me 

have “a more positive experience,” and in that moment, vulnerable and grateful to even be 

exposed to someone for whom birth was so normal, I reply, “I hope so! Because I am scared, for 

sure!” my voice timid. “Trust your body!” she instructed. “Women are amazing!” Later in the 

interview, she also reassured me, “I didn’t leave my intellectual capacities behind to have my 

twelve children. Not at all! I used all of them. And I never stopped working either. I went to 

Barnard during the McIntosh years, and she had four daughters and was a college president!”60 

She took it as an opportunity to instruct me that my priority now had to be the next generation. 

As a pregnant woman, I was already fulfilling my ultimate purpose: “Tell me anything that’s 

more important to women. Some people deny it [but] for most women this is the ultimate 

experience of womanhood. It’s creativity: [You] create a new life, the next generation.”61 “So in 

the 1930s,” I prompt her back to the history to move away from my own vulnerability and her 

essentialism. “It’s amazing. How many years have you been educated?” “A lot.” “And how 

much of it was about any of those topics? If you could put it in a thimble, that would be a lot.” 

“And I was a biology major undergrad and I still didn’t learn it!” “It had nothing to do with 

human labor and birth, I can assure you.” “Yes,” I confirmed, telling her what she already knew. 

In a moral economy of the informed patient, this exchange became an affectively productive 

effort to “responsiblize me” out of vulnerability and into a “good pregnant woman,” informed, 

for my own good.62  

I asked what kinds of things women learned through her classes and their experiences 

birthing. “For example, I’m just going to ask you since you’re expecting. Do you have a due 

date?” Shoshanna asked. “I do, October…” Shoshanna interjected to cut to the point: “One, or 

more than one?” “They said October 21st, October 22, I don’t know,” I was now confident I did 
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not know what I was supposed to. In the course of an hour, I had learned the first lesson, that I 

didn’t know the basic information I needed to know to be in control of my own birth experience. 

“Right there, that’s where we start…in birth education. When I am teaching a childbirth class I 

start with basic stuff like, for example, I have somebody draw a picture of a uterus, of a vagina, 

fallopian tubes, ovaries, ureter, bladder, on a picture of a woman.” “I could not do that!” I 

exclaimed, now primed to be a tabula rasa for birth reeducation, but also likely selling myself 

short. “Of course not! And you’re an educated woman…But if you don’t understand the 

placement of body parts, of organs of the body, and the relationship between them, you cannot 

understand birth.” Having established my ignorance, she now instructed me that my due date was 

not “chiseled in stone” and that knowing that mattered so I would not be pressured into having 

an induction earlier than my body wanted to birth.  

Through her description of her interactions with her clients, I was beginning to get a 

sense of her role as an expert working towards women who she wished to empower by informing 

them. The people she named as experts had enough experience to recognize women’s needs 

during labor, and had then worked to develop protocols that aligned with what they observed.63 

Shoshanna drew a hard line between her authority as a birth coach and her religious identity, and 

likewise, created protective fence around birth to minimize competing concerns, halachic or 

otherwise. “I’m not the local Orthodox Rav and I’m not his Rebbetzin. I do not poskin Shabbas 

[act as an adjudicator of laws regarding Shabbat observance]. And what a couple does is up to 

them and I’m not there to judge them, not by my standards and not by any standards. Period. I’m 

there to see that this baby has its first, best, and only birth and that the mother comes out of labor 

and birth with a positive birth memory. That’s what I’m there for.” No one and nothing—no 

Rabbi, no doctor, no birth coach, and no halakha, no medical protocol—should interfere with the 
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woman’s autonomy in birth. Birth, for Shoshanna, was its own sacred realm.64 

When I asked her about the role of religion for her clients, her answer minimized it, 

summing up the effects in three categories that seemed to make something that was often so 

messy all quite clear-cut. First, she pushed all of the significance onto the surface, into practices 

associated with modesty that were hardly just the domain of Jews. Her religious clientele who 

were Jews, Amish, or Mennonite, tended to be less educated and more private. “These are 

generalizations, it’s not always true,” a disclaimer that seemed almost unnecessary given that she, 

herself, was religious. “They’re much more secretive about their body, body parts. Oh my Gosh, 

I had a woman whose vagina was not a vagina it was a gentleman’s passage…I’m serious!” 

Another difference among her religious clientele was that men were usually not present, leaving 

decision-making in emergency situations up to a woman herself, or to others who would not play 

a role in raising the child. Third, religious people were taught to rely on folklore practices that 

Jews called segulot. For an easy birth: put a particular book under your pillow, swallow a pearl 

every hour during labor, eat the jelly of an etrog. While another popular birth educator from a 

similar background, Sarah Goldstein, handed me a list of segulot she gives to clients and teaches 

doulas to use with their clients, Shoshanna described these practices like “cockroaches in the 

kitchen,” whenever she thought she’d heard the last one, she heard the next pesky trick that were 

here to stay since “for these people” they are “very important messages that they’ve heard about 

birth.” The way that Shoshanna described it, religious folkways invaded the sphere of medicine 

which she would have preferred to protect. 

The idea of a protected realm struck me as a familiar mark of the modern differentiation 

between religion and science, or more broadly, secularism’s insistence on separating religion 

from public politics and medicine. How pervasive is secularism that even this ḥaredi woman 
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lived within it, I initially thought. But upon reflection, with the space of time, I have come to 

better understand Shoshanna’s identity and, through her, gained insight into the varieties of 

Jewish orthodoxy and the role of empiricism in her work, as both an heirs to the women’s health 

movement and to Jewish orthodoxy. When Shoshanna described modified ḥaredi with the 

adjective “Yeshiva,” a place that a woman in the ḥaredi community would certainly not be found, 

she was saying something about her relationship to the history of Jewish secularism. 

Shoshanna’s ḥaredi identity contained elements of Jewish secularism that came to America via 

Eastern Europe: she was weltlikh, the Yiddish term for worldly, “a kind of Jewish 

cosmopolitanism that included both rational and nontheistic ways of being in the world as 

Jews,”65 and halakhically observant, though the rules did not define her religiosity. She was a 

breed of Orthodox Jew that, acknowledged in a prior generation in America,66 is so often 

forgotten, considered impossible by the assumptions of American religion and secularism. But, 

somewhere in Kansas, on a farm, in 1942 where Shoshanna was born and then raised, such Jews 

existed. 

Seventy-two years later, in Jerusalem, we parted with the following exchange, which 

brought me into the core of her religiosity. As I reflected with her on the way that my pregnancy 

had made me consider the way I fit into this category of “womanhood,” Shoshanna offered me 

the following advice, and as usual, an anecdote. “This is one you can’t walk away from, you 

can’t divorce our child. You’re a mother already to a baby inside you. Now, you are thinking 

long-term [like] never before in your life.” She pulls out an envelope with a note, which had 

come with a 100 dollar bill to pay Shoshanna all that she could, for helping her move past her 

miscarriage of twins, and come back to give birth. Shoshanna kept priceless notes like these in a 

memory box, and though they were almost always private, she shared it with me. I read it out-
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loud: “You gave me the confidence to go through labor like a Jewish woman should, to make it 

beautiful and inspiring instead of focusing on the pain alone so that having children is something 

I will want to continue as long as I can.” Shoshanna reflected, “That’s my claim to fame in the 

world to come. If the HaKadosh Barukh Hu [God] asks me what I did in this world, I’ll say other 

than my 12 children and my husband, if there was one extra Jewish neshama [soul] that came 

into the world because of me it was worthwhile coming through this world. Incidentally, ever 

baby that I birth for 44 years, 45 years now, comes with a blanket.” I couldn’t believe she had 

time: “No way! You make a blanket!” She continued, “I make a blanket. I crochet the edge in 

pinks and blues. I just do it, I do it while I’m sitting and talking and waiting for people or 

whatever... It’s usually the first gift a baby gets and every baby, even if it’s the thirteenth or 

whatever, is really happy to have a new blanket…" She also showed me some little gifts she 

gave kids for celebrations, like a puzzles with the aleph bet (alphabet) to “bless them with a full 

life of Torah.” Through acts of care, gifts and blessings, she modeled her ideal of Jewish 

womanhood. The reality was that pleasure and pain could be cast onto womanhood to shape the 

interpretation of experience, but that all of that was added onto the primary, God-given gift at the 

heart of womanhood: the ability to birth.  

For Shoshanna, birth was a universal. Her history reflected that: there was one story of 

how it had been conquered by technology and then liberated. In contrast to a global history that 

does not think about the implications of place, there were women I encountered who were 

acutely aware of, and on guard against, foreign knowledge. As I will show, the “shallow 

empiricism” of Orthodox alternative medicine practitioners strategically made use of the 

epistemic authority of empiricism while keeping any knowledge produced at arms-length. 

Empiricism, I will show, was an inquiry into what works. 
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Making Room for God in the Gaps: Censoring Media and De-placing Local Knowledge  

At an event hosted by the Eden Center, the Jerusalem-based mikveh organization that I 

will discuss in the next chapter, I met Beth Prebor, an Orthodox, American-born midwife who 

had trained in herbal and acupunctural elements of Chinese medicine. In upscale neighborhood 

of Emek Refaim, blocks away from Bonna’s home, I was attending Beth’s talk, titled: 

“Comprehensive Medicine for Women: How Chinese Medicine Can Assist in Balancing a 

Woman’s Cycles Throughout Life.” Beth was one of the many Chinese medicine practitioners I 

met or heard about in Jerusalem.  

During our interview a few weeks later, this Teaneck, New Jersey native explained her 

transition from working as a midwife to an acupuncturist and Chinese herbalist as not only a 

professional but also a personal progression. Midwifery was a more magical phase, she 

explained: she had reveled the role of the midwife as an archetype of female power, language 

that I could trace back to some of her book recommendations, like Clarissa Pinkola Estes’ 

Women Who Run With the Wolves: Myths and Stories of the Wild Woman Archetype. In 

midwifery, she recounted, she was immersed in a world that defined itself against medical 

hegemony. Unlike the “kind of witchcraft language that is more at home in midwifery,” Chinese 

medicine was a move “past the magic phase” into the realm of empiricism: you press one point, 

you get relief. There is a simple explanation that reveals its “truth” in the plain, literal terms of 

results.  

Presenting her new craft as pure and untainted by politics, Beth argued that Chinese 

medicine was not working against masculine hegemony, but at the limits of Western medicine. 

Chinese medicine represented holistic, individualized treatment rather than one-size-fits-all 
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pharmacology. She hypothesized that as its own “really old, really well-established system,” it 

worked in parallel to western medicine but without the gender baggage; she nuanced this 

position by suggesting that though it is itself a male, established profession with its own 

hegemony, that particular gender history lived in a different place, distinct from her own gender 

battles. Like other Orthodox, alternative medicine practitioners I met, Beth was deep in the study 

of Jewish mystical traditions like Ḥasidut and Kabbalah, where she could find a Jewish language 

to understand the same truths, an understanding of the world that was both material and 

enchanted. I will return to that more fully in the next chapter. 

 

Empiricism in Ge’ulah (Redemption) 

Months later, Beth invited me to another one of her talks, this time in a ḥaredi 

neighborhood, Ge’ulah, where she went by her Hebrew name Batya so she would be more easily 

accepted and trusted. When I got off the bus at the edge of Ge’ulah, a neighborhood adjacent to 

Me’ah Sha‘arim whose name literally means “Redemption,” I immediately felt lost. Actually, I 

got lost, in an area of the city I had not been to even though I had been living in Jerusalem for 

nearly a year. 

Ultra-Orthodox neighborhoods perform their enclave status in space and time, segregated 

and morally policed with signs about appropriate modest attire that must be worn or putting up 

barriers in the streets to block car traffic on Shabbat. The city’s physical arteries on which people 

circulate across the mixed Jerusalem terrain, have been particularly contested spaces for secular 

freedom and religious insulation for ḥaredi communities seeking to create bubbles around 

themselves, physical signs of distinctiveness, shrinking away from the culture around it as much 

as possible to continually reaffirm their way of life.67  
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On that hot May day, dressed in my most modest long skirt and long sleeved shirt, 

imitating as best I could but also always clearly an imposter, I circled around the residential 

neighborhood several times before I found the unassuming building where a first-floor apartment 

had been converted into Yad L’Em (A Mother’s Hand). I knew I had reached the right place 

when I walked in and saw the entranceway painted a bright lilac, a color story that, I learned, 

neighbors complained was out of place in their world of black and white.  

Yad La’Em is a small center offering a hand to young ḥaredi mothers, in the heart of the 

Ultra-Orthodox neighborhood of Ge’ulah. The center is run by a well-know Rebbetzin whose 

name appears in print as Michal Finkelstein, R.N., a woman whose medical credential and 

marriage lent her project different kinds of authority. The physical space was a site to enact the 

work of Jewish pregnancy and birth that Rabbi and Mrs. Finkelstein describe in their co-authored 

books on medical and legal aspects of Jewish pregnancy and birth.68 It serves women, many of 

whom are immigrants whose own families were far away, pre- and post-partum. Yocheved 

Schraeder, a therapist who is involved in developing Yad L’Em and provides counseling services 

there, explained that they had moved into this site a year prior and hoped to develop it into a 

woman’s health center, where women could not only find services but also community, and 

where medical practitioners could gather for trainings and continuing education. It was an 

institutionalization of what many private practitioners who worked with postpartum women, 

described as a place for mothering and forming sisterhood among new mothers, reestablishing 

networks of information and support that had been disrupted generally by modernity and 

specifically by the immigrant experience.  

I was at Yad L’Em for an event for doulas to learn about using acupressure with their 

clients during pregnancy and labor. I imagine this sort of institution and the events it held were 
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what Barbara was referencing when she told me in our interview that ḥaredi women were 

gaining new choices in childbirth through insiders increasingly being trained as midwives, 

doulas, childbirth educators, and alternative medicine practitioners.  

I hadn’t seen Beth/Batya since February, immediately noticed the small bump beginning 

to form. My pregnant body often made me feel a little more like I belonged in these spaces, even 

if my attempt at dressing the part marked me as a clear outsider. Many women I met, all of 

whom were dressed modestly but in a more convincing way that I was, with heads covered with 

scarves or wigs, sat and chatted before Batya’s talk began. They had built networking time into 

the program to help strengthen the network of birth workers, especially for those who were in the 

process of training as doulas and who knew almost no one. There, I met Sarah Goldstein, a 

Philadelphia-born Ultra-Orthodox doula in her sixties who had lived in Israel for 30 years and 

had attended over 1,400 births. Sarah was one of the links between many of the women present, 

as she taught many of them in her English-language doula training courses. Many people 

clustered around as women like Sarah, the most experienced doulas, spoke about recent births, 

like the heroic natural birth of a baby over nine pounds the day before. Then everyone settled 

down for Batya’s presentation to begin. 

 “You don’t have to believe in it for it to work,” Batya began her lecture with this 

disclaimer about acupuncture. The exercise balls had been pushed to the side and the back and 

the floor was lined with chairs, so thirty or so women could see the projector where Batya gave a 

lecture for doulas on Chinese Medicine techniques they could use to help their clients. The 

lecture moved through PowerPoint slides with maps of the body showing how Chinese 

Meridians mapped to Western Medicine’s anatomy charts; graphs showing empirical, double-

blind studies on the efficacy of acupuncture; and information on how to find particular points 
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and what each was used for. The talk was interrupted by practical demonstrations and tutorials, 

and doulas paired up and practiced applying acupressure techniques with a partner. The class 

ended with an introduction to a traditional Chinese remedy, Moxa, dried Mugwort which had 

been shaped into a long stick like cigars that was burned and then once cool enough, applied to 

points in the body. As the pungent aroma wafted through the room, it seemed very familiar to 

those few among us who had grown up outside the shelter of a religious neighborhood or had 

attended a secular university: it smelled a lot like marijuana, a sensorial reference that was lost 

on many of the attendees. 

Batya’s explanation of Chinese medicine’s individualized model of care, which “treats 

the person not the illness” appealed to women whose profession, in Sarah Goldstein’s words, is 

all about “help[ing] a woman actualize her potential, a potential she doesn’t even know she has, 

by strengthening her, giving her information, [and] physical, emotional, [and] spiritual guidance.” 

Over the course of an hour or so, the women in attendance were initiated into a scientifically-

verified alternative medicine system that they could draw on to help clients with nausea, a breach 

baby, or to help induce labor.  

For some women, this was an entirely new modality: when Batya would describe a point 

between the meniscus and the tibia, for example, there were many people who needed help 

identifying what these things were. For others, like the woman I was sitting next to, the 

techniques were quite familiar. She enthusiastically commented throughout the talk that 

broadcasted her experience as well as her religiosity. At least seven times, she mentioned how 

she had a PDF of Debra Betts’ “Natural pain relief techniques for childbirth using Acupressure” 

booklet on her iPhone which she pulled up all the time in her work with clients;69she also 

interjected several comments about the techniques being presented as “kosher,” actually Jewish, 
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or able to be framed in a Jewish way. The language of empiricism was authoritative, and an 

answer to a question of why doulas should use these techniques, but in the context of anxiety 

over foreign systems of knowledge, empirical was redefined: the goal was not a deep 

understanding of the workings of nature but rather a question of efficacy. 

This was far from the only time I heard “appeal[s] to an empirical ground [in which] 

medical truth became visible as a set of relationships” between the simple logics of cause and 

effect, which proved their efficacy without needing to introduce an epistemic, or metaphysical, 

system capable of explaining the secret to their underlying mechanisms.70 I began to understand 

more of the origins and circulations of these kinds of enchanted materialism when I met Elana 

Mizrahi, who could explain, theoretically, her holistic approach to women’s health.  

I met Elana, a northern California native and Stanford University graduate, in a backroom 

of her ground-level apartment in a working class neighborhood of Jerusalem. A mother of three 

who had overcome fertility challenges and who now works as a doula and alternative medicine 

practitioner specializing in fertility, Elana had trained in massage, reflexology, a Korean form of 

acupuncture, and Arvigo Mayan abdominal massage. At the time we met, she had also just 

published a collection of essays Dancing Through Life she had written over the course of eight 

years on Chabad website for women, TheJewishWoman.org.71 

Opening her book to the section “Dealing With Life’s Challenges,” I read vignettes that 

reflected the core of the messages from our interview, during which we talked about how she, a 

religious woman, brought modalities from all over the world into her work to help women with 

fertility challenges. First there was her medical experiences, in a chapter she titled “Letting 

Go.”72 Through IVF, and her constant questions to her doctor about what would happen, she 

found herself frustrated by the lack of answers: At last it slowly hit me that I simply had no 
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control over the matter. It was the first time in my life that I had such a clear revelation of the 

grandeur of my Creator and how I was completely and totally in His hands.  

In the next chapter of Dancing Through Life, Elana writes a messianic theology applied 

to her yearning for pregnancy in a vignette, “Visualizing Our Potential,” that seemed a perfect 

mix of Northern California mindfulness and Chabad ideologies about the immanent, omnipresent 

Mashiakh who can be seen if one looks differently.73 She took her temperature every day, hoping 

to see a spike indicating ovulation. Day after day, not seeing any measurable change, she decides 

to put her mind to work, doing visualizations of her body being pregnant. One day, it measures 

36.7. “People ask me, ‘What helped? What did it?’ Was it the treatments? The herbs? The 

acupuncture? ‘Everything’ I answer. It was everything and nothing. Each action was another 

drop of water needed to fill the cup. It is a lesson in hope, one that Jews have been learning over 

and over for centuries as they wait for the Messiah, a time of peace, prosperity, and righteous 

leadership. I walk to the Kotel otherwise known as the Wailing or Western Wall. It is the only 

physical remnant that we have of one of the exterior walls of the Holy Temple. I see stones. 

There is no building, no glory. I close my eyes and visualize. I imagine the Holy Temple rebuilt, 

standing tall and majestic. I see an end to all suffering, a gathering of all Jews, and a time of 

peace and rejoicing. I light Shabbat candles, I visit the sick. I take care not to spread gossip or 

slander. I fill the cup with drops of water. I take my temperature…One day it will be 36.7 

degrees Celsius again. I believe! The world of her womb, and of the rebuilding of the temple, 

required the same kind of hope and effort. 

In our interview, as she described her work with clients trying to get pregnant, she 

elaborated on these message of letting go and trusting God while doing everything you can to 

help yourself, and revealed her own epistemic assumptions about the relationship between the 
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physical, sensorial world and its underlying causes. She explained that her clinical approach was 

about balance, using abdominal massage, Korean reflexology (Su Jok), herbs, often alongside a 

doctor administering IUI or IVF, but also a kind of deep knowledge about the way the world 

works: “My approach very much is knowing that…I don’t believe in just one thing.” This was 

predicated on an ontological and epistemic stance, a belief that the physical work facilitates the 

body to serve as a vessel, but in the end, God is the final causal explanation. Against the 

probabilistic thinking of medicine, that “forget[s] that there’s more than just us,” like Malcha, 

discussed above, she thinks possiblistically, and that even if a doctor tells you “it’s a quarter of a 

percent chance,” that “babies are not mechanical” and that spiritual effort can address what 

medicine cannot see.  

I asked her a few questions about how she understood hybrid systems working together: 

the relationship between the alternative medicine and religious ritual and between her work and 

feminism. The questions didn’t make sense to her: what was a distinctly religious practice? She 

could, point to segulot, rituals that help connect everyday life to God, bridges between physical 

experiences and the spiritual which were rooted in written, “strong religious traditions.” The 

textual, the written, seemed to be her rock. Likewise, when I asked her about whether she 

considered her work to be feminist, she offered a familiar reply, that of the foreignness of a 

familiar phrase: “I don’t know what that means….I don’t know what the word even feminist 

means. I can just say I’m a Jewish woman who’s trying to help Jewish women.”  

She went on, stumbling to find the words to explain how she cared for women in a way 

that understood who they were and what they needed autonomous people with particular needs 

as Jews: “My whole, like I do this in a, like even how I work with a person, like when I do a 

massage, it’s even when I’m working totally on a naked body, it’s all very, meaning I’ll only 
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expose the part of the body that needs to be exposed, like everything that I do is in the realm of 

trying to protect the person’s privacy, and obviously, when a religious woman needs to be 

undressed she needs to be undressed. There’s nothing wrong with that. But like respecting it and 

knowing like a lot of women will come to me and completely naked they are not going to take 

off their hair covering, like it’s an element of respecting a person and their space and knowing.” 

Over and over, she came back to the idea that Judaism was holistic, a whole system, which there 

was nothing outside of.  

Speaking with Elana also prompted me to consider how the supervision of medical 

practices by religious authorities was a means of building bridges between a holistic halachic life, 

Western medical knowledge, and alternative medical practices. When she began learning Mayan 

abdominal massage, she explained, she had consulted multiple Rabbis had signed off on the fact 

that what she was learning was a physical modality, a technology that was being put to use 

within a Jewish framework: “Even this Mayan thing that I studied, which is like Mayans, like 

people who do idolatry, I don’t know what they, they were probably like sacrificing their own 

children and all that [a little giggle] but I made sure that I was learning something that was just 

the physical,” Elana explained. By consulting with a rabbis, she confirmed that “what [she]was 

learning was just…the modality of the physical, like it had to do with anatomy and it had to do 

with blood flow, it was a technique.” Because it was a matter of taking “ḥochma, the knowledge” 

from a non-Jewish person rather than something spiritual, it was licit.” That extended to Western 

medicine as well, although the suspicion seemed to be of the doctor, not of the medical tradition 

itself, which was already commonplace. To a woman who is “super duper granola, I don’t know 

what you want to call it,” and resistant to medical intervention, her advice is to be flexible and to 

go to a doctor, as long as it is the right one. “There are good doctors out there, there are people 
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who care and are in the profession not just because they want to make money,” she stated, “So 

maybe its a matter of finding the right one, as they say in Hebrew, the right shaliaḥ, the right 

person, the right messenger." A trusted messenger could assure the message was filtered to be 

either spiritually appropriate or in the interest of the patient. 

In the penultimate chapter of Dancing Through Life, “Knowing and Controlling,” Elana 

brings her reader to Eve in a lesson, back to the beginning of womanhood. Women are always 

yearning to know, Elana explained to me. Women are constantly trying to know everything in 

order to control everything.74 Eve, the first woman of the world, ate from the Tree of Daʿat. She 

didn’t eat from the Tree of Life. She didn’t eat from the tree of beauty, wisdom, or desire. No, she 

ate from the Tree of Knowledge. Eve wanted a specific type of knowledge. She wanted the 

knowledge that is only in G-d’s hands. She wanted to control. Don’t we all want to know and 

want to control? The need for control interferes with loving relationships, necessary for making 

babies, and causes the body to tense, stalling labor, she explains through examples of her clients. 

She concludes: The sages say that only G-d holds the keys to birth, to the Revival of the Dead 

and to rain (all of which have to do with growth and life). That means that no doctor or healer 

can tell you when you will become pregnant or when a treatment will work—it is purely in G-d’s 

hands. When you are in labor, no doctor or midwife can tell you when you will give birth—only 

G-d knows. As women, we have a tikkun (reparation) that we can do in order to rectify the sin of 

Eve: to relinquish the desire to control. To call out to G-d and let Him open up the door to 

salvation. When we do that, we convert the ‘curse’ into a blessing. In a world where we cannot 

know, when what Adam and Eve can serve as archetypes or lessons but not encyclopedic sources 

of knowledge or prophets, trust that God knew was the only way forward. 
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Picking Out Parasites 

A couple months after our initial meeting in Ge’ulah, I went to Sarah Goldstein’s home 

in Neve Yaakov, a neighborhood in the Northeastern edge of Jerusalem, where we discussed her 

work as a doula and her various other “projects,” all efforts at spreading information about 

birthing. I learned that Sarah was a ba‘alat teshuva75 who became religious after studying in 

Crown Heights as a young adult, and now worked as a DONA-certified76 doula for largely 

religious clientele while also conducting doula trainings in Israel and the United States. Sarah, 

who identified herself as “Ultra-Orthodox American” with the caveat that if she was “seriously 

Ultra-Orthodox” like people in Me’ah Sha‘arim, she “wouldn’t have internet in [her] house,” 

which she did because she needed it for her work. As a birth educator and doula, she needed 

access to information and ways to communicate with other professionals around the world.  

The Internet was a source of temptation. Her children, despite their immersion in a 

disciplined culture, spending their days in Yeshiva, would be swayed by their internal, evil 

impulses. Though she had set security codes, her teenagers had broken them and “gotten into 

trash.” She went on, “It’s temptation. I mean, the Ten Commandments weren’t given to non-

religious Jews, they were given to everybody because people can commit adultery, and they can 

steal because we have that animal soul within us that wills us to do things we shouldn’t do, so it 

says, don’t do this and don’t do that and yes do this and keep Sabbath days holy, so it may effect 

anyone anytime. You can have someone eating kosher but maybe they do theft. Yetser ha-rah, 

you know yetser ha-rah? The evil inclination. Yetser ha-rah yetser [ha-]tov? It can happen to 

anybody.” Everyone, even the most pious, needed help guarding their behavior, through 

censorship of media or covering of tempting bodies. 
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Sarah is invested in providing Kosher birthing resources to her community, a way she 

balanced bringing in outside knowledge that could help the community achieve its pronatalist 

goals within a modest framework. Sarah described how she had started lending books out of her 

house, sending them to school with her kids to pass along to the children of another woman who 

asked to borrow something; from there, the project grew into a network of 15 libraries in various 

neighborhoods, hosted in peoples’ houses. The libraries were one of many kinds of gemaḥim 

(free loan projects) in her community, shared resources for anything from small appliances and 

wedding décor for which there was no reason to invest in your own, to used clothes or envelopes 

and stamps, which could be prohibitively expensive, to intimate items like breast milk and 

bedikah cloths (white cloths to check whether a woman is menstruating).77 These local 

circulations maintained intimate communities through support and mutual reliance, relieving the 

need and desire to look outside for commodities that were inaccessible in communities where 

families live off state support as a majority of men spend their days learning in yeshivas until an 

average age of 40.78 

Sarah explained that the goal of the book gamaḥ was to relieve the fear of birth and to 

teach women about its spiritual potential. As such, she included texts written in Hebrew and 

English by “religious authoresses” which “anyone could read,” as well as some by outsiders. The 

inventory depended on neighborhood, since in some areas, where the whole community is Ultra-

Orthodox, some books are “too risqué” and “the person who keeps them in her house would be 

like thrown out of the community,” she says laughing a little. For books produced by secular 

authors, where “the information is so good” but the pictures are immodest, she covers images 

and, for an extra level of control over their distribution, keeps them in her bedroom. Her 
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compromise for books by Ina May Gaskin, for example, who she described as “so cool” and 

“like the idol, the hero, of midwifery and doulas,” was to cover over some of the pictures.  

In a surprising display of ecumenism, Sarah next excitedly pulled out her new Dr. Sears 

books, coauthored by William and his wife Martha, a nurse, that she had just gotten from 

America.79 Although the Sears’ are not Jewish, they are religious, she thought “Catholics 

because the book is really modestly written.” In the section on amniocentesis, for example, they 

include the medical information about the procedure but framed by a story of how their own 

Down’s Syndrome child has enriched their lives with many blessings and lessons and presenting 

statistics that the risk of miscarriage from the procedure is greater than the risk of having a 

disabled child: “Like nobody wishes it lehatḥilah [in the first place] but if you have one you 

know you just accept it with joy and make the best of it, it’s such a, but he explains how it’s done, 

the test, and…. so this is my first brochure about why use a doula, and this I just finished,” 

moving from the Hebrew to the English version, recently updated with a lot of pictures of babies, 

adding “and it has statistics, specific statistics.”  

She trailed off from her comment on the Sears’ books, a seeming non sequitur which I 

understood as a suggestion that these American texts had been a model for her, as she presented 

me with some of her own materials, including brochures, CDs, and several books with birth 

stories, medical information, and accounts of her work as a doula. Her marketing campaign, 

inclusive of statistics, a technique born from liberal projects of governmentality that she was 

coupling with the aesthetic appeal of cherubic faces to advertise spiritual and physical care.80 She 

proudly showed me “her babies,” the CDs she produced as a set of aural birthing information, 

originally on tape and now sold for a modest price on CD, the proceeds from which went to the 

library. “I would go to conferences in America, and I’d get great information, so I went to this 
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ḥasidic rebbetzin because she knows Hebrew, English and Yiddish, and I asked her if she could 

take my notes from all over and make it a CD.” CDs were an ideal media form, because women 

could listen to them without seeing immodest images and without needing access to the 

Internet.81 

Though she had used “American” as a modifier of her identity as Ultra-Orthodox to 

suggest a difference in the stringency of her piety standards, it also seemed to be a statement 

about her comfort with the market of ideas, as a skilled media consumer who could evaluate 

what, in a new social body, would be parasitical and what would be a healthy symbiosis. Her 

practiced discernment meant that she could also practice a level of birth cultural pluralism among 

modest knowledges, and when it was really “the good stuff,” she trusted herself to selectively 

cover over the problematic parts. Though she had resisted the logics of capitalism, she still 

operated on the basis of a marketplace. When it came to segulot, folk practices. For example, 

taking an offering from challah “was good to do during pregnancy” and at the end of pregnancy, 

there was a tradition of reciting a certain psalm which had nine verses and seventy words, and 

there was some saying whose attribution she forgot that no one would have any more than 

seventy hard contractions. Sarah would hand her clients a list she had compiled from different 

sources in prenatal meetings, letting clients know that “they can do all of them, none of them, 

“take all of them, none of them, whatever they connect to.”  

I wondered what she might have taken, consciously, from American feminism. When I 

asked Sarah whether she considered her work feminist, a concept I imagined she must have 

thought about given her cultural origins and love of iconic feminist health activists, she paused. I 

can hear birds chirping in the background as she thinks. “Meaning, is the husband involved kind 

of thing?” “Or, well, however you, [whatever you] take it [to mean],” I responded. “I like the 
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husband to be involved, especially when we have our prenatal meeting just so he knows what 

this is all about and why I’m there. I like them to be involved in the beginning of labor until 

whenever she becomes tameh, when he can’t touch her, with the blood. But I like him there to be 

davening, filling the hot water bottle, whatever he can do,” she begins, but then shifts registers 

from the practical to the truth of the matter. “But the truth of the matter is in the Torah, Shifra 

and Puah, even Yocheved and Miriam who were the two midwives who were there with the 

woman in labor….”82 She shifts again: “…Like even when my husband was there and he was 

feeling bad I was thinking, ‘oh just shut up, you don’t even know what period pain is.’ So it’s 

like, you do what you can do to help, but don’t have pity for me, or don’t, like a little bit, he 

should see how much I’m really shvitzing [sweating] to get this baby of his out….”  

I ask a clarifying question about where the connection between Shifra and Puah and 

Yocheved and Miriam, came from, and she quotes Rashi, who argued that the midwives were 

really the wife and sister of Moses. When she resumes her flow, she turns to another source of 

verification: “And there just wasn’t men around, even in indigenous countries today and peoples, 

there’s women huts, there’s women tents. Women are helping women, emotionally, physically, 

spiritually. There is a place for the man, but it’s definitely not the…because he’s going to be the 

father of the baby, he should have some responsibility, but the ikar [essence] focus in helping, 

the main, is woman, women helping woman.” In her experience, women were better able to 

relate, emotionally, to what the woman was experiencing, Sarah commented, before turning it to 

me, “It’s probably hard for you to separate, you’re probably thinking, what’s my husband going 

to be like.” “He’s going to be good!” I exclaimed confidently, perhaps over-confidently, perhaps 

to emphasize that my assumptions about gender roles were not quite the same. She readjusted, 

now explaining the importance of the doula even in the secular world, noting that the doula was 
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also there to help the husband help the wife, since he had never experienced birth before and 

might not know what to do.  

I wondered aloud about the assumption that women could be more supportive, given that 

at least in my life, I had little to no exposure to birth. Perhaps, in a place where there were big 

families and people grew up knowing more, it made sense that women would have a more honed 

intuition about how to support a birthing woman. Sarah explained, it all depended on how the 

mother presented the experience. A lot of really religious people don't even discuss it for reasons 

of modesty, she explained, the woman just goes out and comes back with a baby. And with the 

really religious people, the children don’t even know she’s pregnant. “They just think she’s fat!” 

Though she was sort of poking fun at this point, she also walked it back a bit, saying that she 

could sort of understand the logic of not wanting to talk about it until she brings home a healthy 

baby. What she implied was that it was one thing to punctuate sentences with blessings to ward 

off the evil eye, to tell pregnant women be-sha‘ah tova rather than mazal tov, or to do a segula as 

spiritual preventative medicine in an enchanted world. It was another, she intimated, to cultivate 

denial. To not acknowledge pregnancy stretched deference to God’s power and human 

powerlessness, sacrificing knowledge because of the fear of metaphysical vulnerability. 

What started with a question about feminism became one about parental responsibility 

within the bounds of Jewish purity laws, which she suggested codified in what was a natural 

separation between men and women, and about the relationship between education, modesty, and 

recognizing causality in the world. Like her copies of home birth manuals with naked bodies 

covered over, Sarah set her limits for both religiosity and secular values. To manage a semi-

permeable world, Sarah drew her own lines, and took it upon herself as an expert on birth to 

shape the message for her community. Though she was not doing it in the name of Jewish 
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feminism, she was certainly advocating that Jewish women be informed and choose. Choice 

should happen within a circumscribed domain that protected against the ravishes of unbridled 

capitalism at the expense of community and unchecked secular values that counted man as the 

measure of all things, but it was still an ethic of choice.  

 

Conclusion 

The birth workers who accompany women through immense life transitions showed me a 

sensitive attunement to the fractures of modern life, each reflecting her own relationship to her 

identity as a Jew and a feminist: the isolation of the birthing woman from experts with the move 

to the hospital; the dislocation of immigration out of Europe and aliya; the spatial separation of 

medicine from religion for a woman trying to be modern, feminist, and Orthodox; the movement 

of media and techniques in a globalized world; the division between physical modalities and 

metaphysical beliefs.  

From different perspectives, each story in this chapter is about progress and its dangers, 

of backwardness and protective restraints. The birth workers I discuss are all working for 

women’s reproductive safety and humanity in a technological age, and the strategies they use for 

limiting harm, whether it be from forceps and chloroform or from non-Judaized knowledge or 

spirituality not derived from the Torah. Joining feminist critiques of masculinized technology 

with sacred narratives of post-Holocaust Jewry, the women reckon and engage with the world 

they live in. If we take seriously the contributions of great men like Bacon or the Biblical 

encyclopedist Seth, this chapter suggests, then these women’s empirical knowledge projects are 

no less than an epistemic reaction to a fractured, chaotic world. 

                                                
1 JPS 1985 on Sefaria, <https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.3?lang=bi> Accessed November 1, 2017. 
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had heard woman talking fatalistically about their own agency in pregnancy: She’d hear them saying things like “we 
have to eat healthy, we have to exercise, and we have to have positive good thoughts, and we have to pray, right, but 
some women say, look but I end up with a Cesarean and I did all that.” The CD was to respond with the message 
that you need emuna (belief) in God and make spiritual, material, and physical effort. She explained that it was the 
really religious people, like those who lived in Me’ah Sha‘arim, who thought God would take care of everything. 
 
82 Rashi introduces the idea that Shifra and Puah are actually Yocheved and Miriam. 
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Chapter 6 
Immodest Witnesses and Modest Feminisms:  

Evidence, Witness, and the Creation of Textual Subjectivities 
 

She was a widow and a witch and when a woman’s time to give birth drew near she would close 
her womb with charms and after much suffering (on the part of the woman in labor) she would 
say: I shall go and ask for mercy, perhaps my prayers will be answered, and she would go and 
undo her charms and the baby would then be born. One time she had a day laborer in her house 
and when she went to the house of the woman in labor he heard the charms rattling in a vessel as 
the baby rattles in his/her mother’s womb, so he went and opened the lid of the vessel and the 
charms were released and the child was born, and thus they knew she was a witch.1 Rashi’s 
commentary on Babylonian Talmud, Sotah 22a 
 

At the Conservative Yeshiva, the 2013-2014 academic year’s theme was “Damages.” 

That is, we were learning from part of the Babylonian Talmud called Seder Nezikin, “The Order 

of Damages,” which addresses civil and criminal law. Every morning, I sat down with a partner 

to study a section, Mishnah Sanhedrin, which deals with the ancient Israel’s high court and 

matters of capital punishment. We learned about the justice system: the structure of its courts; 

who could and could not serve as witnesses; and the kinds of crimes, including sorcery, that were 

punishable by death. After months, I moved on to learn the intricacies of delivering lashes or 

exiling a convicted criminal outside the community. I learned that it was a legal system whose 

ethical impulses had been carried forward even as the social structures around it had changed 

drastically: it was a system in which women could be victims or perpetrators but not witnesses or 

judges, but it was also a system that sought to minimize conviction and which focused on 

leveling punishments commensurate with the crime.  

The penultimate section takes a turn that I didn’t know to expect: leaving behind issues of 

crimes like theft and murder and the processes through which they are adjudicated and punished, 

the text turned to crimes against God and God’s people Israel, for which the punishment was 

denial of a place in the world to come. After citing Isaiah to prove all Jews have a place in the 

world to come, the Mishnah listed those excluded: One who says that [the belief of] resurrection 
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of the dead is not from the Torah, [one who says that] the Torah is not from Heaven, and 

[Apikoros] one who denigrates the Torah. Rabbi Akiva says: also one who reads outside books, 

and one who whispers [an incantation] over a wound, saying (Exodus 15:26) ‘I will bring none 

of these diseases upon thee that I brought upon the Egyptians for I am the Lord that healeth thee.’ 

Abba Shaul says, also one who utters the Divine Name as it is spelled.2 My scribbled pencil 

marginalia in my Mishnah volume, a mix of translations of words and notes from our class 

discussion, clarify a few points. Apikoros, translated here as “one who denigrates the Torah,” 

referred to a stance that nothing existed outside physical reality, a none-too-subtle reference to 

the Epicurus. The Greek philosopher denied that the gods were invested in, or intervened in, 

human life and formulated an epistemology that emphasized the reliability of sensory experience 

to produce knowledge. About the incantations and invoking God’s name, I jotted down that this 

prohibited faith healings and folk medicine, which became even more prevalent after this period, 

upon the exile to Babylon, which “was very magical.” Magic called on illicit powers, while 

prayer called on God. The Mishnah acknowledged the metaphysical power in the world that 

should only be sought through God and God’s prescriptions. As I reflect on this passage now, 

outside the world of the Yeshiva where the issue of powers competing with God was most salient, 

I find myself thinking, “Don’t forget the air!” This was the phrase with which Luce Irigaray’s 

castigated Martin Heidegger whose metaphysics forgot about the physics, the material that 

sustains thought.3 

Midway through the year, the few scattered references and stories about witches that I 

kept encountering in the Mishnah and Talmud, peaked my curiosity. I began to look into it. A 

Google searched brought me to familiar ground: an article in the Journal of the American 

Academy of Religion, “Exe(o)rcising Power,” an analysis of the way the Rabbis of the 
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Babylonian Talmud presented  women’s illicit magical power and archaeological evidence of 

bowls, inscribed with incantations, “buried on the thresholds or in the courtyards of dwellings,” 

to ward off illness and demons.4 I was intrigued, and I proposed an independent study, and the 

Yeshiva set up a ḥevruta partner for me with Dina, was raised in a learned Orthodox family in 

London and who now, no longer frum (religious), lives and works in Jerusalem as a Jewish 

educator and leader of a nonprofit organization that supports single, religious women who 

choose to become mothers alone. Our study was not a neo-pagan search for a “useable past” but 

a hopeful foray into pieces of the Jewish past that were overlooked, repressed, or perhaps even 

seemed heretical. On some level, it may have been a hope for a new equilibrium in a textual 

universe reconstructed through women’s access: it made it seem possible that other renderings of 

Jewish tradition were possible, that we could reach to the periphery and pull other elements into 

the center.5 But more than anything, it was an escape into textual territory that was not 

instrumental to normative legal prescriptions in which I was not invested, and an entrée into 

theoretical interests of sensory knowledge and empiricism that I had mostly put to the side while 

in Yeshiva. Rather than a desire to shift the center, it was more a sense of intrigue about what 

was there, with me, on the margins.  

In one of our early sorcery sessions—apt shorthand for our lively text study sessions, 

punctuated by laughter, that led to many jokes in the beit midrash about the women in the corner 

doing witchcraft—Dina and I were learning Sotah 22a, a page from the same collection I discuss 

at the start of Section 1. The main subject of the tractate is the Rabbinic imagination of a magical 

ritual by which a wife’s fidelity could be tested, which has little to do with reality and everything 

to do with the Rabbinic presentation of women as their other, and the wife that fails to be faithful, 

domestic, and productive becomes the “other of their other.”6  
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On the page we read, the Rabbis discuss figures who are dangerous to society: “ruiners of 

the world” or those who “erode the world.”7 The list included men who became rogue scholars, 

claiming religious authority without being fully learned in all of the Mishnah, as well as several 

classes of women: the abstinent woman, the disingenuously pious widow, and the too-friendly 

widow whose sin seems to be that she has learned too much. The text was clear: women’s 

sexuality and knowledge, when not properly “contained” within the confines of marriage, are 

dangerous.  

The tractate Sotah opens with a scene of gossiping women meeting to spin under the 

cover of darkness. In the section Dina and I studied, the Talmud then names a specific woman, 

Yochani Bat Rotivi,8 as an example of a ruiner of the world, but doesn’t elaborate. It’s a striking 

name, Dina pointed out, for its similarity to Yochanan, an early Talmudic sage known to be 

particularly handsome who, in an episode tinged with homoeroticism, offered his sister to a man 

who found him attractive if he promised to study (and be constrained by) Torah.9 The last name, 

too, is evocative: daughter of (bat) Rotivi, a name whose root is the word for liquid, sauce or 

gravy. I was captivated by the idea of this saucy sorceress, who tapped into powers that should 

only have been available to those working for and through God. The more I studied these texts, 

the clearer it became that in the Babylonian Talmud, a lot of people, including the Rabbis, were 

performing magic. What differentiated a sorceress’s magic from that of a great Rabbi was that 

she called on a power other than God and that she was not disciplined by the Rabbinic system of 

power. 

Though I did not know it at the time, she was an example that Rabbinics scholar Tal Ilan 

used in her exploration of how redactors acted as censors of Rabbinic texts. Ilan argues that 

when women were censored out it, “their presence in the text seemed to intrude on the male 
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dominated world rabbinic society purported to present, making them superfluous or outright 

offensive to it.”10 My sorceress was a case where the Babylonian Talmud redactors hinted at a 

well-known story that they deemed was intrigue rather than of relevance to “a serious 

composition lie the Talmud,” producing an lacunae for that medieval commentators to fill in, 

using their imaginations to “assume the worst.”11 The medieval sage Rashi attaches a specific 

story to her name, that of a midwife who is actually a sorceress, who claimed to go pray for 

women to help them through labor but who, in actuality, was casting spells to keep the baby in 

the womb, extending labor, until she released her spell and lets the baby come out. A worker in 

her house discovered what she was up to, witnessing her true character, and revealing that she 

was a fraud who used displays of piety to cover over her transgressions. The story goes that the 

day laborer opened the jar and the charms flew out, and with them, the baby, too.  

Dina and I were captivated. We joked about naming our future daughters Yochani. Fed 

up with the gender politics of so much of our experiences of Jewish text study, Yochani 

represented a challenge to authority, tapping into other powers to challenge the singularity of the 

system. But today, I am thinking about the air that must have come out of the jar. And the blood 

and fluid that must have come out of the womb. I am remembering the “material resources,” 

“above all, fluids.”12 I remember physical alienation. While I was not in an Orthodox space, I 

was aware of my male classmates’ taken-for-granted comfort in the beit midrash, despite some 

anxiety about the need to perform mastery of things unfamiliar or unknown. I was sometimes 

acutely aware of my misfittingness, like moments when a rabbinical student, noticing my early 

pregnancy eating habits without knowing the reason, asked, “Do you have the munchies or 

something?” Dina, on the other hand, knew before I did: she knew my hunger and knew I was 

pregnant before I took a test to tell me what was going on inside. 
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The story of Yochani sparked a memory for Dina, which brought it out of a footnote and 

onto the streets. She had been walking near the Kotel on Shabbat and she approached a young 

Ḥaredi man, who she could tell from their conversation belonged to one of the Hasidic sects, 

who she saw looking through the recycling bin for a Yiddish-language newspaper. For moments 

like this, the incredibly common occurrence when she spotted an Ultra-Orthodox person thirsting 

for outside knowledge, surreptitiously reading things they are not supposed to, Dina had learned 

one set of Yiddish sentences: “Good for you! It’s really important to read secular material, 

there’s a really exciting world out there!” They got to talking, and the young man asked her a 

series of questions. The first was about how a baby stayed in the womb, a question that Dina 

realized did not come from nowhere when we read about Yochani. He then went on to ask her 

about how babies got in there and about female anatomy, things he could only know of mediated 

through Rabbinic literature, and about Facebook. 

The anonymous Hasidic young man, and I, the pregnant ethnographer, each had 

questions sparked by access to once foreign or forbidden material. Shliḥut, outreach to spread 

religious ideologies, in the case of the Lubavitch, or, outside of Israel, those sent by the state to 

foster the connection of world Jewry to the state of Israel, became necessary and also possible in 

mixed-up, modern, mobile Jewish life.  Dina enacted a secular, liberal inversion when she 

happened upon ḥaredi kids: she encouraged their exploration of a world not framed by their 

insular religious education. What made it all the more fascinating to me was that it was our 

discovery of magic inside the layers of Rabbinic text that brought this story out. Dina had helped 

crack open the masculinist Talmud for me, an ancient text that was new to me, and for this 

Hasidic young man, she encouraged his exploration into the quotidian material world, literally 

old news.  
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I like to imagine that transitively, our worlds came together over questions of textual and 

bodily knowledge and where truth could be found. Each of us was intrigued by issues that the 

predominant public discourses about modesty in that strange city worked to keep of us both from 

seeing: the female body outside the text for him, and for me, the text.13 More realistically, 

though, the story reveals a level of intransitivity,14 the multiplicity of the Jewish female body, 

which is an assemblage of incoherently related entities, whose realities do not fit together but 

exist “side by side.”15 Annemarie Mol evocatively depicts what she means by intransitivity with 

a corpse in the dissection room, where a corpse is kept separate from the human patient; these 

“two creatures,” one flesh cut open and sliced and the other a person with a (memory of a) 

family and life who is deserving of “human dignity” and “respect.” The separation is not merely 

discursive but also physical: “the technical tool used to switch repertoires is a cotton cloth, fifty 

centimeters wide and fifty centimeters long, of a vague off-white shade.”16Jewish life has its 

sheets, its ways of witnessing and of hiding. In addition to a plea to remember the material in a 

textual world, this chapter is a reflection on how the scientific moral economies of sight and 

Jewish discourses of modesty coexist, and how women, as subjects and objects, handle the 

intransitivity of demands about seeing and not seeing their own bodies.  

Continuing the inquiry into modern Jewish empiricism, of the entanglement between 

scientific moral economies and the laws that regulate women’s bodies in intimate and public life, 

this chapter asks, how is the ontologically multiple body seen by an immodest witness, and how 

does a modest self deal with the need for self-knowledge? Donna Haraway’s concept of a modest 

witness, and her questions about the possibility of an objective observer, shares a strange not-

only-linguistic parity with religious discourses of modesty that not only set norms of bodily 

comportment and affect but bleed into legal and questions about the propriety and 
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trustworthiness of knowledge once it is in the hands and through the eyes of women.17  

As Daston and Galison pose the relationship between observer and the epistemic value of 

objectivity, “The answer to the question ‘Why objectivity?’ lies precisely in the history of the 

scientific self to be eliminated” since “[o]bjectivity and subjectivity are as inseparable as 

concave and convex; one defines the other.”18By focusing on the way that selves are eliminated 

from the picture, I ask, what are the technologies in place for maintaining religious laws and 

ontologies in an age of biomedicine? How do medical observations and the demand for 

objectivity shaped by, and how do they shape, their necessary other, (Jewish) subjectivity. 

The focus of this chapter will be the embodied reader and thinker, a figure I have 

introduced here through myself, and through my text study with Dina, but which I will expand 

outwards in the pages to follow. I will enter into three distinct moments of women’s textual 

reasoning about the female body. In doing so, I actively challenge the way that the study of 

“authentic” Jewish women’s material culture so often leaves the life of the mind, and the textual 

tradition, on the periphery.19 In complement, it presents another kind of textual life that exists in 

tandem with the logical and authoritarian “scripturalism” that, with modern crises of authenticity, 

has replaced local knowledges with universalized texts.20  

During the transition of birth, an especially raw moment of reckoning with the gendered 

condition of a modern Jewish woman, religious and technological choices proliferate questions: 

Who am I? Who are we?21 How shall we then live?22 Continuing the conversations on de-placed 

local knowledges that are discursively universalized (Chapter 5), and the uses of spirituality as 

an alternative mode of authority in feminist ethics (Part I), this chapter presents alternative 

modes of reckoning with textual authority: Judaizing outside knowledge and manipulating the 

relationship between seeing and knowing as a way of reckoning. To argue that it is not always 
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smooth is not particularly insightful; rather this chapter will show how observation and 

objectivity meet observance and aversion of the eyes as modern Jewish strategies for coping with 

the unknown. 

I will begin with Elana Mizrachi, the alternative medicine practitioner with whom I ended 

the last chapter. Through Elana, I will discuss the way that her body work, which is predicated 

on an ethic of letting go of control, not only actively renders foreign modalities kosher but also 

covers over distinctions between inside and outside knowledge by distinguishing between 

physical and metaphysical. Specifically, in response to the unsettling experience of infertility, a 

Jewish woman’s mission unfulfilled, I will suggest that she uses a discourse of humility to 

“responsibilize”23 God. Through her “romantic certainty,” where she obviates herself as 

practitioner from the picture, she forms a point of contrast to Bonna’s liberal self-reliance and 

overriding belief in liberation (Chapter 3). 

Before returning to birth experts in Jerusalem, I will turn to an ethnographic vignette, a 

white cotton sheet of sorts that separates two cases, from the talk by Tova Hartman at Drisha in 

New York City (Chapter 3). Through Hartman’s discussion of modesty and female sexuality, I 

will trace how a feminist intervention into Rabbinic discourses on modesty troubles the efforts to 

use the unseen, spiritual, internal life to justify the covering of women’s bodies and voices in 

public life. Hartman points to the imbrication of so-called religious and so-called secular 

societies, which work together to discipline women’s bodies. She chips away at the romanticism 

of modern choice before holding up an ethical mirror, which forces her listeners to consider their 

own everyday decisions within the snare of modernity’s culture of choice and Judaism’s claims 

to salvation through certainty.  

Finally, I examine the way that religious codes, the chaperones for the Jewish body, are 
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integrated into proliferating secular medical systems through the work of yoetzot halakha 

(singular, yoetzet halakha; YH), advisors on women’s health and Jewish law. I will show how 

religious feminists have adapted “protocol feminism”24 and responded to biomedicalization in 

reaction to the same mechanization of the modern world that came with modern science, and as 

part of the practical halachic turn that Soloveitchik diagnosed.25 Networks of experts, like the 

one created by the Eden Center, serve as halakhic feminist self-help “clinics.” As a center-less 

center, Eden’s work is to “provide… choreography for ‘how to’ assemble sexed living- being, 

technoscience, and politics,”26 and Jewish law, practice, and theopolitics. In a class on halakha 

and birth, a YH walks pregnant women through a collection of texts, from ancient to modern, 

from which the halachic structures governing birth have been created. She mixes the halakhic 

with practical guidance for the modern hospital birther, which at once provides information and 

causes anxiety. In the class, I watched as the empowered subjects felt the fear of their own 

freedoms as they faced the uncertain terrain of birth. Straddling the line between bound-by-law 

and free-to-self-determine, I observed women leaning on religious authority to confirm their own 

desires, eliding the responsibility of the responsibilized woman. 

 

The Humble Subject: Stop Trying To Know! Give Up Control! 

How does a Stanford graduate get into alternative medicine? …My husband and I were married 
for nearly four years without any children. We had numerous infertility treatments and tried 
numerous doctors. Nothing seemed to work. I'll never forget the longing, the tears, the 
frustration. The running around, the ups and the downs. The moments of pain and the moments 
of growth. The hormones and pills. The ultrasounds and waiting. I never went to a doctor who 
spent more than five minutes with us, who really listened to us or asked us how we were 
handling all this….A friend suggested that we look into different alternative methods. I am from 
Northern California and grew up in the land of granola, tofu and vegetarians. It wasn't such a 
foreign or crazy idea. We agreed and decided to give it a try. We changed our diet (eating as 
much organic as economically and spiritually possible), went to a homeopath, drank herbs and 
saw an acupuncturist. Instead of feeling drained, I felt energized. The person that I saw was 
humble and honest. I felt like a person and not an object.  Soon after I became pregnant with my 
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eldest son. I had a beautiful pregnancy and a beautiful birth. I told my husband, "I want to learn 
and I want to help. Maybe this is why we had the test of infertility?"27 
 

The analytic mind that dominated Elana’s past had led to pain and longing, allowing her 

to become the object of a human desire. Now, she knew that physical and mindful mental effort 

could, together, prime the body for God to work, or not, whatever God’s will. As she worked 

with clients dealing with fertility challenges, Elana helped women shift their analytic focus to 

one of presence. “The mind is very powerful, and also, the mind Kabalistically that’s where the 

soul is. The heart. The mind. So actually we connect ourselves with God with our minds. Our 

moach, our brain." In the goal of pregnancy, the mind could most effectively be used for 

transcendental attention, focused on bringing the body closer to God.  

The philosophy that guided Elana’s work with a variety of “physical modalities” was that 

God is in control, but there are things you can do to help achieve what you want. Whether Mayan 

Abdominal massage to get the blood flowing or IVF with donor sperm and eggs, interventions 

into the process help facilitate something that is fundamentally out of human hands. Her starting 

point was always the same: “You can’t take HaShem [God] out of the picture. He’s there.” She 

continued, with an etymological proof, connecting God to birth, through her holy tongue. “The 

word in Hebrew, leydah, is l’yad HaShem. The word itself, leydah, which means birth, you break 

it up into l’yad ha shem, the hand of God.”28 She brought a further textual source to cement the 

connection and reiterate her main message, that we are not in control: “It is written that there’s 

three keys…like three keys to three doors…that God has. And one of them is the key to rain, one 

of them is the key to resurrection, and one of them is the key to birth, which includes fertility and 

birth.” Her sleeping baby woke up just then, interrupting the flow of our conversation with a cry. 
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Numbers are invested with power in Jewish tradition: beyond the secular disciplining 

powers of quantification that shape political subjectivities, numbers hold a kind of magical 

resonance that shape religious subjectivities. Sarah Goldstein had cited another “three” tradition, 

one that I knew from a midrash that I had studied in my yeshiva. “We believe that conceiving 

takes three people, a man, a woman, and God. So it starts from the very beginning that He's 

involved in the process of making a baby.” She linked it to God’s presence at birth. “And we also 

believe that the Shekhina is in the room, have you heard that word Shekhina?” I nod, recognizing 

the name often used for the feminine emanation of God that, in the Bible, hovered over the 

tabernacle as it traveled through the desert. “So, He’s in the room at the time of birth,” she 

finished, with a striking, but not surprising, choice of gender pronouns.  

I’d heard a related tradition about God’s particular immanence during birth from other 

midwives. Barbara, for example, recounted how she had seen some women, at the moment when 

she was about to do the final pushes of labor, would pull out a piece of paper with names of 

women who were single or struggling with infertility to pray for them. When the baby crowned, 

she explained, the gates of heaven open and God is listening. I’d remember this, at my own birth, 

and think of Dina. She was, after all, with me through all of the hard early months as I adjusted 

first to a Rabbinic environment in the Yeshiva and then to the seemingly unrelenting nausea of 

my first trimester, studying the sorceresses who tapped into the spiritual power of the universe. It 

was worth a shot, I thought. At this moment of tremendous transition, I was open to anything, 

particularly any idea that eased my sense of vulnerability. 

Elana tied the idea of God’s power over the world to humility, which not only framed her 

position ideas on professional community but also on why it was not a problem to introduce 

healing practices from other traditions. When I asked her about her professional networks, she 
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answered that working collaboratively with other practitioners, acknowledging that your 

modalities may not help everyone, reflected her value of humility. Likewise, when I asked about 

whether she was concerned with the hybridity of her practices, the import of Chinese medicine 

into Jewish life, she was utterly unconcerned: “There’s nothing to justify because everything I do, 

I don’t do,” meaning God was ultimately responsible. She also, as I mentioned in the previous 

chapter, sought the approval of two rabbis to certify that she was only learning a technique rather 

than a foreign spiritual practice. “And as far as opening the body, opening the channels, the 

energy, none of that goes against Torah,” she added, because the Torah is filled with spirits and 

forces. I wondered if her Sephardi background made the enchanted less anathema to her. 

The rich, poetic language of Jewish mystical traditions also allowed Elana to translate 

foreign knowledge onto Jewish sources, in a way that would become familiar during my time 

with Kohenet (Chapter 8). For example, she explained how reflexology techniques were 

predicated on correspondences between the body and elements, which easily mapped onto 

Jewish paradigms. In reflexology, the lower body is earth, the region from the diaphragm to the 

reproductive organs is water, the chest and heart are fire, and the head is air. This corresponds to 

a Jewish tradition that the land of Israel is broken into four holy cities corresponding to the four 

elements: “Jerusalem is fire, Tsfat is air, Hevron is adama which is land, and Tiberius is water.” 

She walked me through the way she would map the two systems onto each other, finding the 

relationship between the body and the cities and then using those extended webs for her 

treatments: “Ok, so, you look into, what do these four cities represent? How do these four 

elements [relate] and what is it within the body? Like Hevron, where the patriarchs are buried, 

that’s aretz [land], so that’s our reproductive, that's our shoresh [root], that’s our length.” The 

poetic links not only Judaicized foreign knowledge but also suggested links between the physical, 
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emotional, and spiritual that they could work on. “Let’s say a person…comes with that,” which I 

understood as a problem around fertility. “We look at also our childhood, we look at the 

relationship with the mother, you incorporate things. If a person has digestive problems, which is 

the water, which is the idea of also the blood, all the Torah that was shed, the blood that was 

shed in Tiberius from all the martyrs, the Romans. Or if it’s something that’s spiritual like the air, 

thoughts, the way the person’s thinking, [we think of] Tsfat, [which is] Kabalistic. Yerushalaim 

[Jerusalem] is very much action, you know fire, wars. And so you see." You see what works, she 

meant, by looking at what the Jewish tradition could teach us about what might cause ailments of 

the body and spirit. Even the idea of making connections, she argued was itself quintessentially 

Jewish: “In Judaism you can’t disconnect, you can’t disconnect the body from the soul. 

Everything’s connected." She Judaicized knowledge by drawing associations, beginning with the 

assumption that the Torah was true and the physical modality worked, her work was merely to 

link the two together, itself an already Judaic process.29In doing so, she also linked the living 

body to the land and its biblical inhabitants. She made an implicit case for Jewish presence. 

Returning to humility, she confirmed her relative absence from the process. All she did 

was to connect a Torah system with the reflexology system. “And that’s what my work is, I don’t 

bring anything new. I just take things that are already…and I just incorporate them. I’m not 

bringing anything new.” She continued, “You’re just taking old things that is knowledge, world 

knowledge, and you’re just incorporating it into your knowledge, and what you know, and your 

modality. In Judaism you can’t disconnect, you can’t disconnect the body from the soul. 

Everything’s connected." She removed herself, as completely as possible, as she articulated a 

Jewish transcendentalism that allowed her to shrink into the bigger picture. A humble servant of 

God, a modest practitioner, strove for detached service, rather than truth, which was always 
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already known through Torah. Her project, then, was not gnosis, or the discover of the self to be 

God-like, which had appealed to the liberal theologies of women like Haviva and Bonna, but 

rather to become content in not knowing. 

She presented herself and her work through the lens of biblical women who fit this model. 

First there was Chanah, the rabbinic heroine of genuine prayer and devotion to God who is not 

passive but also humble and low. Based on the model of Chanah, Elana teaches her clients to do 

everything they can to care for the self: “It can’t just be a passive thing where you just come to 

me, she began, explaining that she tried to teach women how to connect to their own bodies and 

desires. “As she’s touching her own body, I always tell her to connect herself to knowing that 

she can have a baby, that she can give birth or can have a baby. That whole idea about the power 

of the mind.” Elana grew up in “Northern California…in the land of granola, tofu, and 

vegetarians” so such alternative methods, such as mindfulness “wasn’t such a foreign or crazy 

idea,”30 but she needed to find resources within the tradition to explain it. Chanah was such a 

resource: “She came to tabernacle and said [to God] ‘You gave each body part for a purpose, 

breasts for nursing, where’s my baby.’” She translated that for her clients, with mantras and 

visualizations: “You’re a mother to yourself and you’re a child to yourself and your body is 

capable, God willing, of having a baby. Visualize it. A lot is with visualization. Seeing it happen, 

bringing it down." Chanah was the perfect model of her philosophy of agentive servitude: “Let 

this body part fulfill its purpose. And also accept.” It was a kind of Jewish transcendentalism, 

with God-reliance overshadowing self-reliance, filtered through biblical narrative. 

Her philosophy also brought a kind of anti-intellectualism with it, anti-empiricism. She 

found that the pairing was necessary to help women to both to take responsibility and also to stop 

a culture of blame, self-inflicted torture from over self-analysis: “Women, we analyze things all 
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the time, you don’t have to be so analytical, just be," she’d instruct. It connected back to Hava, 

the Hebrew name for Eve. She explained, “Hava ate from the tree of d‘at. Not wisdom but 

knowledge. There’s a big difference between ḥokhma and d‘at.” This was why women were 

obsessed with knowing and controlling. She explained that this over analysis was a particularly 

female problem. “I always tell women, why do you have to know so much. Don’t be so 

analytical. Let go. Our tikun [correction] is not to know. That’s why HaShem says dafka 

[especially] with childrearing and with having babies you’re not going to [know]." Not knowing, 

however, did not mean that women should suffer physically. She offered a halachic work-around, 

given by the major scholar and halakhic adjudicator of Modern Orthodoxy Reb Moshe Feinstein: 

all you need to do is suffer a tiny bit, even for “two seconds,” and then you can go ahead and get 

your epidural. I will return to the role of halakhic knowledge in the realm of the unknowable 

below. 

 

Techniques of the Modest Self: From the Witch and the Womb to the Wardrobe  

When I listened to Tova Hartman’s 2016 talk at Drisha, a Modern Orthodox institution 

for Torah learning in New York City (Chapter 3), the questions she raised sent me back to the 

mix of curiosity and suspicion directed at our cackling ḥevruta in the corner and the awkward 

exchanges with my Yeshiva classmates who were unsure about how to acknowledge my 

pregnancy. Hartman, a diagnostician of Rabbinic literature and Orthodox culture,31 skillfully 

addressed Jewish discourses of modesty, tracing threads of female sinfulness, embodied shame, 

and the need to protect against female sexuality to Eve’s (embodied) encounter with knowledge, 

an event that had indelibly shaped her ontology and seemed to “live…on in her female progeny 

like a dominant spiritual gene,”32 and in some strains of Orthodoxy, authorities go so far as to 
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argue that immodest women are a threat to their future offspring and to the possibility of the 

messianic return.33 

I will never forget how, at one afternoon midrash class, some comment about food 

cravings led to a joke and knowing glances between the other students, all male Rabbinical 

students. When I pressed one of them to stop dancing around it and just plainly state what they 

were talking about, he struggled to get the words out: “You are, you know, you’re….pregnant,” 

he finally said, embarrassed to talk about openly though it became clear that it had been a topic 

of conversation among the members of their Rabbinical school cohort. If the effect in the 

Orthodox communities Hartman critiqued was to “cover” sinners in modest attire and keep them 

in the dark intellectually, in the egalitarian world it was to try to deny difference, to cover the 

body with private speculation and public silence, and to keep the authentic curriculum intact in 

the face of unconventional audiences. 

Hartman was social observer whose normative project was to reconstitute the structures 

of power within Orthodoxy using a toolbox that combined religious learning, social scientific 

research, and critical theoretical training that she used to reveal realities that those in power 

worked to deny and cover over to protect their power. In her talk, “Tzneniut: The Missing 

Discourse of Modesty,” Hartman brought to the fore the ways in which a western discursive 

tradition has framed the interpretive possibilities of the Orthodox community since the 1970s, 

turning the “religious critique of so-called Western Culture” back onto its levelers, those with 

authority in Centrist Orthodoxy, who at once covered and silenced women to regulate their 

threatening sexuality, spirituality, and knowledge. Though it is not her language, she suggests 

that the empirical logic that seeing is the source of knowing is twisted to render women passive 
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and obedient: If to know you must see, then to not be seen symbolizes and even facilitates being 

kept in the dark.  

Hartman uses textual exegesis to authenticate her argument, careful not to import secular 

logics in the service of her own interests; this was the sin of Orthodox authorities, who Judaicize 

secular culture’s objectification of women, dressed in the language of virtue and spirit, to buffer 

men against the threat of the other. A central proof-text in rabbinic discussions of modesty 

biblical verse, Micah 6:8, is often translated as “do justice and love kindness and to walk humbly 

with your God.”34 The issue for Hartman is the translation of the adjective hatzneha, which in 

Drisha’s promotional materials, was rendered as humbly; in other popular translations, the 

Jewish Publication Society and Chabad.org respectively, chose modestly or discreetly.35 It really 

means carefully, Hartman insisted.  

This issue of translation had converted a text about justice, morality, and the human-

divine relationship into a tool to pick apart women’s appearances, “stripping them of the most 

basic bodily integrity, constructing them as a collection of parts.” Marketing modesty to women 

for the sake of their “lost sense[s] of honor, dignity and integrity,” a less crude version of one 

Catholic Magazine’s headline “Modest is Hottest,” Rabbis claimed to be freeing women to 

devote themselves to “koliyot life.”36 The Messiah will come, Hartman quipped, "when powerful 

people start relating to a little less powerful people like they’re pieces of kugel, " tasty, 

consumable, but plain, non-distinctive, casserole.37 The koliyot life, Hartman accused, meant 

closing ones eyes to the outside world, and directing ones mind solely to the Jewish people and 

God. In such a world, questions were muted and the mind’s eye became an agent of policing 

piety.38Hartman also called attention to a simple preposition, im: Micah instructs the people to 

walk with God rather than under God.39 The command to walk with God in a manner that was 
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tsanua, careful, was not one about covering or shrinking but rather an ethical call: adapting 

Murphy and Haraway, Hartman’s Micah called on Jews to be God’s immodest witness.  

As a feminist, Hartman works to free women from such crippling discourses, but she 

takes issue with secular feminism’s use of a Marxist binary, which is often used against religious 

women. Women, like “the pro‘alim [proletariat],” are either enslaved by “a false sense of who is 

with them or against them” or are empowered and fights for freedom. To the archetypal “cousin 

Aidel” who says she is as happy as could be with her 18 children, Hartman asks her audience, 

“What is our role? How do we listen to her experience of happiness? What is our role, let’s say, 

as teachers? Do we want to shift people who are happy in how they experience themselves, and 

tell them, ‘you think you’re happy but I want to tell you something, you shouldn’t be so happy! 

Come suffer with us!’?” That was the thought process Lenin used to justify Siberian exile for the 

sake of re-education, she warns.  

She did not have answers to how to handle the “confusing” situation but rather posed 

further questions about objectivity, the most trusted epistemic value for public democratic 

reasoning, urging her audience to actually rely on their own judgment40: “Is there oppression? 

Isn’t there oppression? And is oppression in that sense an objective term? And therefore we have 

to help people understand that they’re being oppressed? Or, or it really is everybody just feels 

what they feel and, you know, we do a hinei ma tov u’ma-ne‘im [a song about the goodness of 

people living in unity] to kind of try to make a place for those who don’t want to live that way,” 

Hartman questions. The liberal politics of individualism posed real challenges to communal 

cohesion, and to only ask questions about individual agency was too narrow a field. Invoking the 

lightning rod example for liberal western secularists, the veiled Muslim woman,41 Hartman asks, 

can an individual simply choose, regardless of whether or not others are coerced into the same 
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displays of piety? She closes with “a call on each and every one of us, it’s not a communal call” 

but one upon each person to consider for herself and community, to ask, “what does that mean to 

walk with God? And what does that mean that we don’t walk under God, that we as individuals 

can walk with God, we are called to walk with God.” 

It was a difficult paradigm shift. As soon as Hartman opened the floor for questions, a 

young man, wearing the signs of Modern Orthodox identity in his dress, approaches the 

microphone to ask, “You’ve given me a lot of things that I shouldn’t think about when I’m 

getting dressed in the morning. I’m wondering what you think I should be thinking about?” 

Hartman grins and nods, recognizing the chance to insert “the missing discourses of modesty” 

into the normal, and normalizing, considerations: “What you should be thinking about?" With 

German-American psychoanalyst Karen Horney’s concept of “the tyranny of the shoulds,” a part 

of a psychological theory of self in which neuroses is described by a violent political system of 

governance, Hartman refuses to shepherd the audience to easy answers,42 and insists on 

individual ethical wrestling: “I don’t want to say what you should or shouldn’t dress like.…what 

are the directions, you know, you should do this, you should do this…or this color not this color, 

which style, which not style.…[T]here’s [sic] many shulḥan arukhs [the canonical Jewish code 

of law] about how to get dressed….And so I think that sometimes it might be helpful to start 

saying, okay, we have Vogue Magazine, or whatever the newer ones are.” The recognition of 

multiple codes, sitting on one “how to get dressed” shelf, she suggests “might give us a little bit 

of rest.” I wasn’t sure what was so comforting about that situation, which certainly didn’t 

provide any easy answers to those with such practical questions.  

To the “us” who were wrestling with how to respect the communal norms of modesty and 

the liberal value of autonomous choice, which it was safe to assume was a main constituency of 
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this audience, it was settling to know that as secular subjects “we” were all also bound. Even 

though I had assumed I wasn’t part of the “us,” I was no freer. To see how these codes resided on 

one shelf, however, was a guide for how to navigate choice. Moving the most valued texts “from 

margin to the center”43was the first step in recognizing ones values and goals when choosing 

how to present oneself, to strive to be present with God, and to opt in rather than be passively 

governed. The books, I was realizing, were both deliverers of messages, and it was a matter of 

how to listen and enact the messages. The “we,” Hartman was suggesting, is not a given but 

something we choose how to (re)make from the materials at hand, figuring out how to read a mix 

our various Shulḥan Arukhs and attune our bodies accordingly.  

Hartman was acknowledging that, to use Haym Soloveitchik’s words, American Jews 

lived in “enclaves rather than cultures,” within a voluntary society that “demanded conscious, 

reflective behavior.” The “tyranny of shoulds” was a product of the “demands [of] choice, 

insistent and continuous.” In the lacunae created by the destruction traditional society, the 

anxiety for authenticity had led Jews to become dependent on rules and requirements, with the 

new metric for piety being stringency. If living up to Divine Will was what this was really all 

about, it was time to put down the shulaḥan arukhs and walk carefully with God.44 Tsniut was a 

religiously authentic way to reach “unblemished knowledge of the Divine mandate,” to take it 

away from a “vouchsafed to few” and return it to the purview of every Jew willing to own their 

religious authenticity.45 It was a spiritual call to vote with their feet, and the rest of their bodies, 

to democratize Jewish religious authority by moving through an enchanted, God-filled world.46  

Furthermore, it was a way of doing so that did not hide women, creating lacunae of 

women’s voices in public that allowed the creation of stories like Yochani’s. Hidden away, by 

textual redactors and the assumption that she was performing the basest acts of inflicting pain on 
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the vulnerable to flex her power over nature, Yochani was cast as a threat and competitor. 

Hartman’s call was to relieve the burden on women of being opponents to the community’s 

interests: that way, women like Yochani could reveal their knowledge and power and use it for 

good. 

 

Brave New Worlds for Halachic Women: Responsible Governing Bodies and the Burden of 

Responsibility 

The Eden Center, a mikveh organization I studied over the course of my year in 

Jerusalem, became a hub through which I met many women active in the English-speaking 

women’s health world in Jerusalem. In the time I spent involved in the Eden Center, I attended a 

number of public lectures and classes on women’s health, a movie night featuring Israeli films 

about mikveh, and a walking tour of Jerusalem mikva’ot; participated in conference calls and 

meetings about Eden’s curriculum development and mikveh attendant training courses; and 

coordinated, edited, and occasionally wrote for their online blog. Naomi Marmon Grumet, an 

American-born Israeli who now lives in Jerusalem with her husband and three children, founded 

Eden after completing her doctoral dissertation on the ways that observance of the Laws of 

Family Purity, including mikveh-use, impact Modern Orthodox men and women’s identities.47 

Like Hartman, Naomi, who identifies as Modern Orthodox, seeks to create spaces for women to 

be modest and educated, ritually observant and trusted to make their own decisions.  

In Israel, where the mikveh is a public institution controlled by the Ultra-Orthodox 

Rabbinate, Grumet’s research had shown that people who identified as religious but not ḥaredi 

felt alienated, and angry about the lack of choice they had over a ritual that was a prerequisite for 

sexual, and even non-sexual physical intimacy. The center’s mission, according to a promotional 
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brochure I picked up at one of their events, was to serve as a “wellspring for providing a positive 

space to encounter vital health and spiritual services, rejuvenate one’s body, strengthen marital 

relationships, and provide educational programs that impact the identity of the Jewish woman 

and her family.”48 To put it in Hartman’s terms, the goal was to formulate ways for Jews to walk, 

carefully, in partnership with God without an overbearing, controlling, intermediary claiming 

authority as God’s surrogate.  

In complement to the work to bring medical information to ritual spaces, Eden seeks to 

provide women the tools to navigate medical spaces halakhically.49 The staff and affiliates of 

this center-less Center work through social media, conference calls, and in community centers, 

seminaries, and living rooms to teach the ways of modern Jewish law to people who largely 

understood their bodies in biological terms.  

Near the end of my year in Israel, I sat down with Naomi as a kind of reverse exit 

interview: I wanted to ask her some questions about Eden’s history and mission before I left. 

Like the rise of service industries, Naomi explained, women’s health activism has come to Israel 

with Americans, whose expectations have not only created new markets but also attention to 

standards of care. While mikveh activism in America had “put mikveh on the playing field for a 

lot more people,” Anglo-Israelis and increasingly sabras (the word for cactus is used to describe 

native Israelis, prickly and resilient) have made feminist projects their own. Eden’s innovation 

was to bring a sustained focus to women’s reproductive health as a topic for public conversation. 

At the heart of their work was a re-attunement of the meaning of modesty and the purpose of the 

system regulating purity in order to adjust a communal narrative that had become far too 

dominated by gender politics.50 
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Even as she resisted the grips of the Ultra-Orthodox, she grounded her innovative mission 

within the constraining forces of tradition, challenging customs that overzealously exceed what 

the halakha demands, but not challenging legitimate, Orthodox legal readings.51 Naomi 

explained that Eden was a modern fulfillment of the intentions of Ḥazal,52 the sages, for whom 

the mikveh was a “gateway to intimacy and healthy relationships,” Naomi explained. “While 

they didn’t create a center,” she argued, “they did imagine mikveh as a place for women’s 

communal gathering.” Naomi conceived Eden to be in that image, adapted to 

“incorporate…modern understandings of what’s good and why it’s needed” in order to “make 

mikveh more relevant and valuable.” While modern people who came before her had used 

“medical proofs to say what mikveh is about when that was important to them,” today, society 

desperately needed conversations around sexuality, a topic that has always been intimately 

related to mikveh.53  

Eden’s initiatives have ranged from including breast health information in all of Israel’s 

mikva’ot to organizing programs for kallah (pre-wedding education) teachers to learn about 

medical and emotional elements of sexuality from leading experts. While Rabbinic literature 

made the female body an object of legal discourse,54 Naomi and her team sought to make  

women’s health into a religious object, yet one framed in terms of care rather than regulation, 

and one situated in a space that is fundamental to communal identity claims enacted on the 

bodies of women.55 Eden’s halakhic self-help, Naomi suggests, is a form of counter-conduct in a 

system where access was predicated on an abdication of personal responsibility.56 

Eden’s project tacitly challenges elements of the dominant discourses of modesty among 

religious people, which they argued have detrimental affects on women’s emotional and physical 

health, but which may be translated into a claim that modesty was being used as a barrier to self 
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help. In practice, especially among the ḥaredim, modesty is not just a visual discourse; it is not 

only the demand that women’s bodies be covered but also that they be educationally kept in the 

dark, denied knowledge of their own bodies, turning modesty into a health risk.57 The mission, to 

“educate…the mikveh attendants who in turn educate women immersing in mikva’ot about 

health —physical signs of breast and skin cancer, emotional signs of abuse, depression, OCD” 

—not only promotes a vision of women helping other women, transforming what too often 

becomes a form of ritual surveillance that denies women’s ability to be responsible for their 

spiritual health into a mode for emotional and physical care. Just as importantly, it represents an 

effort to rewrite the choreography by which women “walk in the ways of Israel.”58 Specifically, 

Eden works to decouple modesty with the politically motivated impulse to eclipse women, 

shrouding bodies, silencing voices, and denying education.59 By challenging modesty as a mode 

of intellectual blackout of women, Eden also participates in the creation of a Jewish “regulatory 

objectivity” which acknowledges the import of women in both collecting evidence and 

disseminating information.60 

If Eden reflects a strand of what one might call liberal savior discourse when it comes to 

women who are most under the thumb of strict rabbinic control, they do not seek to remove 

halakha and halakhic authorities from the circuitry of regulators but rather to expand it. I 

attended Eden’s two-part series of classes for pregnant women on the halakha around birth, 

taught by Judith Fogel, an advisor on issues of women’s health and Jewish law,61 where a small 

group of English-speaking women from the United States, United Kingdom, and Australia came 

to learn the textual roots and rabbinic opinions derived from them on issues. During this seminar, 

we discussed debates over when a woman is halakhically considered pregnant or in labor, what 

constraints there are on husbands’ involvement in a birth, which prayers to say upon first seeing 
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your newborn girl or boy, how long after birth a woman was in a state of niddah, and possible 

halakhic complications for postpartum birth control. Through these classes, I could see how, in 

practice, multiple religious discourses of modesty, purity, and holiness met feminist values of 

self-knowledge and autonomy and medical moral economies of objectivity.  

 

Halachic Systems Logic and Self-Knowledge 

Judith, a Teaneck, New Jersey native with a degree in Religion from Barnard College, 

was pregnant with her fifth child during the course, and could speak from her own experiences as 

well as her training as a YH. Before each of the two classes began, the women, who had all 

planned hospital births, discussed the various options for where to birth, and Judith gave a plug 

for the recently opened natural birth center in Hadassah Hospital, where she had a fantastic, 

though expensive, birth for her fourth child a couple years earlier. One attendee, a British woman 

pregnant with her third child, also raved about her doula, Joani, who was raised in a religious 

family and knew the rules and had attended thousands of births. At the end of December, all of 

this was very theoretical for me. I was the only one present at the course who was not pregnant. 

Months later, following up on the name I first heard in this class, I sat in Joani’s house on a hot 

May day, to conduct an interview, when I began to feel a little faint. Joani took out her blood 

pressure cuff to check on me, a standard practice that my obstetrician had not been doing; sent 

her husband to the refrigerator to bring me some juice and snacks; and called me a taxi. I was 

particularly grateful for her reassurance in a medical system where there aren’t answering 

services or obstetricians on call, doulas and YH de facto fill in these gaps, serving as accessible, 

experienced, and caring sources of knowledge and advice.62 
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Around the kitchen table in Judith’s parents’ apartment, a quiet place away from her four 

small children, it felt like an introduction to a foreign world. I was totally unfamiliar with the 

halachic issues that come up during birth and not used to hearing the practical halachic language 

that women were taught in their kallah classes: vestot, the days a woman anticipates her menses; 

maykil for halachic leniency; hargashah, the feeling of the womb opening at the start of 

menstruation; the practical distinction between menstrual stains or flows; and harkhakot, 

restrictions on couples when a woman is in niddah to prevent intimacy. Then there was the 

foreign language of pregnancy: cervical stripping, mucus plugs, or labor transition. The women 

present had taken separate birthing classes to learn about this second list, and we were here to 

learn how the first applied to child bearing so that, even when they were in too much pain to 

walk, they could be prepared to birth “in the way of Israel.”63 While I initially understood these 

rules to be a burden to an already momentous and overwhelming process, I came to see how the 

work to formulate a practical halakhic guide to childbirth was an effort to invest communal 

significance into women’s bodily processes. Doing so meant navigating competing visions of the 

self in biological processes. 

At 7:30 pm, Judith handed out a packet titled yoledet (a birthing woman), and began the 

planned lesson that was based on the sources she had collected from Talmud to modern responsa. 

There was no ancient collection of laws relevant to birth—though there were a few books that 

covered much of the ground she would teach and answer questions about—but rather several 

halachic categories that women had to figure out to navigate throughout pregnancy, birth, and 

postpartum period as they tried to create new life within the halakhic frame.64 She explained to 

the group, “I don’t know how much, you know, spirituality we’ll be talking about in the 

experience of birth and things like that but we’ll see if we can put that in also…my classes…are 
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very practical, trying to figure out some of the laws that are necessary for what we’re about to all 

go through.” The first class would deal with when a woman was considered in niddah and when 

it was permitted to break Shabbat, both issues whose legal basis could be traced back to two 

consecutive pages in the Babylonian Talmud’s tractate Shabbat (128b-129a). Practically 

speaking, the issues boiled down to when and how it was permissible for a woman to break 

Shabbat to go to the hospital, and how her husband was permitted to be involved in labor. The 

class’s objective was to deal with the interface of the halachic and bodily mechanics that were 

necessary for properly proceeding through the (spiritual, affective, emotional, transformative) 

process whose practices allowed her to enter and exit holiness, temporal and embodied.  

In addition to offering practical advice and laying out the relevant halacha, the class 

brought women into conversations like those happening in Rabbinics scholarship on gender, 

authority, and Rabbinic “science” that externalizes women’s bodily processes to make them 

observable and “objective” to render them controllable.65 The YH not only works to restructure 

the “gyna-economy,” a system of male control over women,66 with competing authority and 

gender-conscious expert in a bodily science, but also serves as the broker of moral economies. 

As a kind of epistemic translator, the YH opens up possibilities to think critically about the use 

of “science” as a discourse and what it reveals about the knower, at once subject and object of 

epistemic, moral, and metaphysical debate.67 

It is striking that the crux of the issues the class discussed, on the birthing woman’s status 

in relationship to communal markers of holiness, was the opening of her womb. “There’s a 

makhloket [disagreement] in the Gemara [Talmud] talking about ptichat hakever [the opening of 

the uterus],” Judith began. Kever, the word used for uterus here, means a grave.68 It was 

unsettling, and the women wanted to understand why. Judith ventured a couple guesses, about 
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infant mortality or the baby being buried within the mother’s body, but resigned to “I don’t 

know,” acknowledged its morbidity, and then, transitioned back to the question at hand with a 

simple “umm, but” to get to the practical question about when the text considered a woman to be 

in labor.  

This was one of several strategies I observed to not get stuck on things that were 

potentially offensive to a gender-conscious woman. Just a few minutes later, as Judith read, 

“‘Amar Rabbi Yehuda, amar Shmuel: ḥaya,’ that’s us, isn’t that crazy? Ḥaya’s an animal, a wild 

animal, but they actually they say it’s a woman about to give birth. [pauses and continues] Every 

time that her kever patuach, every time that her kever, that her uterus is open…” Judith inserts 

“us” into the text, setting of a string of commentary on how “rude” it is, and then continued on to 

repeat the already “resolved” issue of the womb/tomb using a depersonalized language, her 

uterus. The text never intended a reader with a uterus, never imagined an object to be a 

discerning and critical subject,69 but rather just a disciplined one.70 

To understand the legal reasoning, the class needed a tutorial in ancient ideas about 

anatomy and medicine, which at once made their own bodies strange to bring the laws out of the 

realm of nonsensical. The disagreement, Judith explained, was about whether the uterus could 

open without blood coming out, and thus, without causing a woman to be niddah: “They believe 

that the uterus was a vessel, like literally a klei, that was filled with blood, and anytime you 

opened up, the uterus, there had to be blood coming out, because it was filled with blood. We 

now know about the endometrium, and where the baby lies, but they had no idea about that. So 

they felt that every time the uterus opened there was going to be blood.” New knowledge about 

the internal anatomy of a woman’s body did not change the legal tradition developed by ancient 

rabbi-gynecologists: their authority today was not derivative of shared epistemic values about 
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how to understand the natural world but rather a transmission of law from the supernatural that, 

by virtue of their lineage, they were responsible for maintaining.  

Though it was not directly relevant to the issue of labor, but more generally to women’s 

reproductive health, Judith explained that the law that proceeded from there was that no matter 

the cause of the opening, “whether a doctor takes an instrument and mamash [actually] opens up 

the uterus, from the inside or the outside, there’s always going to be considered blood” rendering 

a woman niddah.71 The debate has evolved though, and today the question of whether an 

external instrument can cause a woman to be in the status of niddah rests on the size of the 

instrument, and modern medical instruments were almost always of a small enough size to be 

considered touching rather than opening the cervix, but, Judith warned: “When a woman goes to 

a gynecologist she always has to check, what are you about to do to me, so you know.” A woman 

should never assume she knows without the confirmation of the expert performing the procedure 

and risk being wrong about her status.  

I had to stop to think about the steps and leaps to follow this heterogeneous system of 

logic, and the way that Judith managed her own skepticism and loyalty to it. Based on ancient 

medicine, she reported, the sages had a belief about the nature of the womb. They felt that 

pierced vessels leak. So, no matter whether the vessel was punctured from the inside or outside, 

there’s always going to be considered blood. It was a pre-set system into which a woman had to 

fit, into which she had to translate modern medical procedures, despite the fact that one 

prioritized a commitment to rules over the experience of the body while the other, ostensibly, 

responded to observation of nature/the body. If making the case that the Rabbis should be 

considered practitioners of a “science,” their authority intervenes in setting the terms of the 

methods for producing a categorical decision; the aim was not producing truth about nature but 
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fulfilling the demands of a system of which they were the arbitrators.72 Rather, the description of 

a rabbinic science that is attempting to “establish control based on external evidence more 

readily and more ‘objectively’ than of the blood-flow” is more aptly described as a feminist 

politics of suspicion waged through the authoritative discourse of modern science itself.73 

Nechama Barash, another YH affiliated with Eden provided me with a helpful 

perspective on some of these issues in an interview a few months later. As Nechama laid it out, 

the halachic system carries forward medical misconceptions that created problems that are still 

live, for both men and women. On the other hand, there were upsides of the Rabbinic 

objectification of the biblical system, which relied on a woman feeling her womb open, which 

most women, at least today, report never having felt: “There was definitely a streamlining 

objectification of a system that was subjective. Now when was it subjective? I have no idea 

because everything we know about biblical interpretation is reflected in how the rabbis 

interpreted it…the biblical [system] was much more stringent than the Rabbinic one. The fact 

that they added these seven [blood-free, “clean”] days [as a buffer at the end of…] the menstrual 

bleeding created a platform in which they were able to be extremely lenient.” The operative 

category in Nechama’s description is not the visual inspection to claim authority “objectively” 

but rather objectification, which she defines as making an “objective system for all” but which I 

think based on her own comments, is also a means of making physical a sensation, a flow, that 

might not even exist. 

To make the system work, Nechama explained, an observer would need to be able to tell 

the difference between two categories of blood based that were distinct metaphysically but not 

biologically. She explains, “They talk about in the Talmud oh these rabbis knew the difference 

between niddah blood and zavah blood,” the former referring to blood coming out during the 
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anticipated time of menstruation while the latter referring to abnormal bleeding that came out at 

a different time. “It’s hard for me to believe that in practice. I feel like, again, that’s one of those 

myths. Uterine bleeding more or less looks the same.”  

Nechama brings up the mode of visualizing blood, bedikah cloths, white cloths used by 

women to perform vaginal inspections on themselves to look for the presence of blood, which 

they can then take to an expert to evaluate. “I’ve spent a lot of time looking at bedikah cloths. 

Where rabbis who have a certain expertise—and I hope again in 50 years it will be only women 

who are looking at these, but okay—the rabbis look at these, some of them can say, ‘oh, she has 

a fungus, she has a uterine infection,’ and they can see from the color on the bedikah cloth that 

it’s not uterine bleeding. I could also begin, if I spent many more hours studying many more 

bedikah cloths, [to] be able to see, ‘oh, that’s a wound or that’s an infection,’ or so on. But that’s 

not the same as saying this uterine bleeding doesn’t look like that uterine bleeding, because at the 

end of the day, all uterine bleeding more or less comes from the same place. So it begs the 

question: did they ever really know the difference?” 

 Nechama had her own hypothesis, her “personal myth,” that women consented to this 

system “simply because who had the time to start figuring out what time of month you were 

niddah and what time of month you were zavah before there were calculators and calendars and 

so on….My guess is that they didn’t have much of a say in the system but I do think they 

probably applauded a system where they could just yell out the window to their neighbor how 

many days do I wait again? And not is it five days, is it six days, is it seven total…there’s 

something to, like with many things in halakha, everybody does the same thing and I don’t have 

to start worrying where do I fit into the system.” The punishment for transgression was karet, 

being cut out from the people in this world and the world to come, so the introduction of 
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leniencies was ethical and practical. The rabbis invented a technique for compliance with biblical 

commandments about fitness to be in community74 in a period in which personal timekeeping 

was a technological challenge.  

Nechama’s interpretation helped me dial back my own secular suspicion about what I 

learned in Judith’s class about the workarounds that allowed observant people to remain within 

the letter of the law.75 If a woman had not met the conditions to be considered a yoledet, meaning 

she was allowed to violate Shabbat to call the midwife, go to the hospital, turn on the lights, start 

the hot water heater to use the shower to help ease contractions, or even for peace of mind 

(l’shav dati), even the predominant twentieth century Orthodox legal authority, Reb Moshe 

Feinstein, adjudicated that she or her husband could do so using a shinui, a change to show that it 

is not a normal occurrence or thoughtlessness. It was a mode of care to add breathing room for 

people who had to live within bounds of the law. In short, the texts I learned in Judith’s class 

revealed not only a politics of control but also an affective economy as well. 

Practically, though, I confess many elements of it sounded ridiculous to me. If you need 

to make a call, do it with your elbow or your non-dominant hand. If you need to bring your bag 

to the car, carry it in an abnormal way. There were other tricks, too, to minimize breaking 

Shabbat. If you had to call a taxi, call a non-Jewish company. If you wanted to bring a non-

essential thing like a camera or a cell phone, pack it in a bag with something with religious value 

that you could carry on Shabbat, like a prayer shawl. I could not believe a woman in labor would 

need to worry about how to dial the phone if she hadn’t seen any blood emerge yet. That the 

experience of labor could only interrupt the “crucially other”76 time of Shabbat when it had a 

visible marker seemed like a decision made without knowing how all-consuming, and 
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internalized, labor might be. From the outside, it seemed like a cheap fix to a problem at the 

intersection of modern technoscience and Orthodox practice. 

For those inside it, I could glimpse some of the terms of the affective economy of the 

“kosher hospital birth” through stories and questions raised by students in the class, particularly 

the role of anxiety about the medical and halachic responsibilities a birthing woman had to take 

on. One woman, a British mother of two pregnant with her third, told a story of her previous 

pregnancy when on Shabbat she had stopped feeling the baby moving normally and felt she 

needed to get checked out immediately. She left her husband home with her first child, got in the 

car, and drove to the hospital, which was halakhically licit because it may have been a life and 

death situation. It was the middle of the night by the time they determined everything was fine, 

and there were no taxis to be found, so she decided to drive home, against written opinions that 

say you may go there for an emergency but cannot drive home until the end of Shabbat. She 

decided to drive anyway for the sake of her husband, who later reported he was about to wake 

their child and begin a several hour walk to the hospital because he worried she was in labor 

alone. “I was shaking the whole time, I thought I'd get struck by lightening, I tried not to stop at 

traffic lights,” she reported, fearing divine punishment and thus trying to minimize her offense to 

the Sabbath that added up each time she had to brake and accelerate.  

The questions multiplied, and the level of anxiety with it. You try to minimize violating 

Shabbat but "you have to figure out the small lines” on a case-by-case basis, Judith instructed. 

Judith commented that she had wondered whether she should even teach abut Shabbat because 

now everyone seemed quite worried about how they’d manage labor with the added emotional 

and logistical labor of laboring on Shabbat. “What are the chances these things come up,” she 

said to calm the room. “One in seven! That’s pretty high!” someone exclaimed. These were the 
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sexed experiences of religious observance in a so-called secular age, which turned out to be 

especially other every one out of seven days. 

We moved on. Now we were back on the question of niddah, and practically speaking, 

when during labor a woman was no longer allowed to have physical contact with her husband. 

Like with issues of Shabbat, the definition rested on the question of the womb’s opening, and the 

legal answer had to do with seeing blood. The British woman recalled from experience, “You 

might not see the blood. You might not have any idea that you’re bleeding.” “Which might be a 

good idea. Don’t look,” Judith replied. “Is that what is suggested?” the woman asked. “It’s 

suggested don’t look up to a certain extent. Let’s start bit by bit,” Judith replied, taking us 

through the texts she had prepared, and the variety of acceptable ways to remain out of niddah as 

long as possible. The British woman added a note of reassurance that at least “in this country” 

they know the operative halachic questions, so each time the midwife came to check her dilation 

she also reassured her she had not seen blood and thus was not in niddah.  

The lesson turned to an element of pregnant physiology that I had never heard of, which 

upon reflection, unlike the Ḥaredi young man who my friend Dina stopped on the street, I had 

never given much thought to the question of how the baby stayed in and what happened to allow 

the baby out. The particular biological entity was the mucus plug, the “cap” of the cervix, that 

comes out early in labor. It does not render a woman niddah, or rather, it should not if it is 

observed correctly by an informed (responsibilized) woman. To avoid the question of whether 

this is uterine blood or cervical blood, there are several strategies: wear colored underwear, sleep 

on colored sheets, and don’t look in the toilet for a few seconds when you urinate. These are 

familiar strategies for women who menstruate and follow the laws of taharat hamishpaḥa, in 

which women need to be vigilant for certain kinds of stains (ketemim) and knowledgeable about 
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the way of exploiting leniencies so as to not needlessly be rendered niddah:77 the colored fabric 

raises a level of doubt. Or, wear a panty liner, a material that many, including the authorities that 

the YH’s training institution, Nishmat, follows,78 do not consider capable of transmitting 

impurity. The toilet one raised a series of questions for people.  

A woman asked for clarification: “So you’re saying don’t really look at the mucus plug in 

the toilet?” Judith understood the mixture of curiosity about this strange new process, and the 

information it provides as an indicator that the baby is coming soon, make it a tough thing not to 

look for: “What I would say is, you want to know what’s going on. So when you pee, wait 30 

seconds, and then look. Everyone wants to know. Especially at the end, you want to know what’s 

going on in your body. You want to know, so wait your 30 seconds, and then look.”  

While I had been mostly an observer rather than a participant—I wasn’t even pregnant!—

I was so confused by this that I broke my silence to ask for clarification, curious how she Judith 

would explain this as anything other than a ruse, a wink at God. What did the small amount of 

added time do to the visual evidence’s ability to change your status? “The Gemara [Talmud] has 

one opinion that says if you urinate and then see blood afterwards, it’s as if you’ve had a 

hargasha [a flow], like a feeling that they felt the blood, but they didn’t realize it because they 

were peeing. So therefore, if it comes after those 30 seconds, so it means it came afterwards. But 

if it’s right away, it’s difficult, it’s more complicated.” If you don’t look right away, there’s no 

way to know whether it came with the urine or afterwards. 

Judith went on to explain a major question that arises from this: how you distinguish 

between a flow and a stain. “They usually say that a flow makes you want to put on a tampon, 

makes you want to put on a pad….you feel it coming out. But a stain is like a little bit. Even if 

it’s a big stain, it’s a little bit,” she explained. Who were these “they”? I wondered. The 
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experiential logic had to have come from someone who had experienced a period, so was this the 

female interpretation of a halachic descriptive prescription? At some point, a female voice had 

entered into the evidence of the regulatory system. 

She continued, revealing the complexity of the system in which the standards of 

experience were changed to visual evidence but in which Rabbinic innovations always carried 

less weight than the biblical law. “Remember, that the Torah only made you in niddah based on 

your period. Mi-derabanan [according to the Rabbis], we’re going to be nervous about stains, 

but the Torah said your period, which is a flow of blood. And we all know what the flow of 

blood is like of your period. So a stain, it has to be larger than a certain size, so you have to 

realize, that if it’s a stain, even if it’s large, as long as it wasn’t a flow, then you’re not in niddah 

based on that.” 

It felt like I needed to do mental gymnastics to track the differential power to determine 

how to produce knowledge about a woman’s body today: first read back through the Torah and 

Talmud, summersault through the temporal layers of an legal system, choose which authority 

you follow in terms of the practical law, and then decide when and how to observe yourself. If 

objectivity was an impulse to remove the judgment of the self, I was beginning to understand 

how appealing removing that burden would be. But in this supposedly objectivized system, a 

woman had to manipulate her observations with temporal and material tricks to know what is 

going on physically, and not know to affect what is going on metaphysically.  

It was hardly an objective system that could circumvent the untrustworthy witnessing 

woman and operate solely through the sage. In practice, it relied on a trustworthy and disciplined 

subjects, who sometimes called on experts, who knew how to know and what and when not to 

know in order to navigate the hybrid system.79 If Soloveitchik was right that the modern practical 
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halakhic machine had emerged in response to a mechanistic nature and religious peoples’ health 

practices should be understood as an example of how “the material environment has been 

controlled by neutral technology,”80 then the meaning of the word neutral is calling out to be 

gendered.   

 

Affective Economies of Niddah: Male Desire and Female Needs 

In the spirit of what Haym Soloveitchik discussed as objectification and ritualization of 

twentieth century Orthodoxy in response to the upheavals of the Holocaust and the 

disenchantment caused by the ascendency of modern science,81 legal decisors added a 

quantitative specification to the question of when a woman was considered in niddah. The 

question became “ayzeh godel petiḥa?...what size of opening do you have?,” or, in more 

common medical language, how many centimeters dilated, to which the answer was given in a 

number of centimeters. To assure the women that their husbands could help them physically 

before it was time to go to the hospital and on the way, Judith explained how halakhic manuals 

state that a woman is not in niddah until there’s blood or the midwife reports there is a certain 

size opening, though different authorities name different numbers and other conditions like not 

being able to walk or seeing blood. Anxiety ensues.  

What if this happens and you are still not at the hospital under the care of a midwife? Can 

you just rely on seeing blood, the “fear of lightening” woman asks, since she had done so in her 

previous labor? Again, the answer rested on a judgment call, but one that Judith also suggested 

had some universal answers tipping the scale. She led women through the logical decision tree. 

You need to know you’re in niddah because of the question of sexual temptation: “You’re not 

having sex with your husband. That should be clear, across the board…So now the question is 
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the level of what’s going on there.”82 According to Rambam, it’s “asur me-doreita [forbidden 

according to the Torah] to hug, kiss, or touch.” So, a couple must decide what the temptation is 

in the labor room, and balance it with the purpose of the husband’s mode of support.  

All this discussion was to solve a modern problem, that husbands now attended births. 

“So Reb Moshe came out with an innovative teshuvah [rabbinic response], that the ba‘al, that the 

husband, is allowed to be in the labor room.” Feinstein stepped in to converge halacha with 

modern custom: “I think even people used to tell the story that in Shaaray Tzedek [a religious 

hospital] they had villonot [curtained off areas, so] that the husbands didn’t come in to make sure 

that they weren’t present.” Now, Judith explained, it is generally accepted that a man can be in 

the room as long as he does not watch the baby emerge from inside the woman.  

There were religious rules about modesty that make it forbidden for a man to look 

directly at “her makom erva,”83 which is translated as nakedness or the place of her indecency.84 

Judith did not explain the textual roots but tried to justify the rule with a sex-positive and 

scientifically rooted explanation. First, she mentioned studies that showed many men could not 

look at their wives in the same way sexually after viewing her birthing. When a woman asked 

why she herself would even want to see that, and Judith explained that to be able to see it happen, 

when someone held up a mirror, was “an amazing thing, like the Kaddish Barchu,” meaning it 

was like witnessing a miracle from God. Second, she explained that a man is never allowed to 

“look directly up the vagina itself” even during oral sex. “He doesn’t want to!” one of the women 

exclaimed, to which Judith replied, “every man is allowed to decide what’s good for them.” 

Third, when a woman is in niddah, he cannot look at her “with sexual intent,” a rule they all 

knew from menstruation during their married lives. “So, the same thing here. You know, if she’s 

sitting there on the table and she’s there…” Judith began to explain, but then interrupted herself, 
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taking on a lower and quicker tone to make a verbal apposition of another discourse all together, 

“even though she shouldn’t be lying there on the table to give birth, there are all new positions 

on how to give birth…” She continued back to her halakhic point, “He can’t stare directly at her, 

that’s what he’s talking about.” And she closed with an apologetic ode to progress and a warning 

not to push it too far: “And that was a huge ḥidush, [innovation] him even being in the room was 

a huge, huge ḥidush,” and everyone agrees that as soon as she is in active labor, he cannot touch 

her at all because of niddah.  

It was an emotionally charged realization: a yoledet had to bring the child into the world 

without any physical support from her partner. One woman, in particular, sounded distressed and  

asked if there is any leeway in his position about a husband and wife touching during labor, 

having hoped he could hold her hand through contractions. The answer was definitive: "It’s clear, 

I mean he’s [Moshe Feinstein’s] allowing him in the labor room, but it was clear across the board, 

like you don’t even have a teshuvah that says you are not allowed to touch, it’s clear: she’s in 

niddah, you can’t touch her. Clear. You say goodbye, ze’u [that’s it], there’s no holding 

hands….[at] either four centimeters, six centimeters, the blood coming out, whatever you poskin 

[legal decision you follow]... from that point on, you can’t touch. All of the harkhakot [additional 

restrictions] have to be followed…That is clear across the board.” Judith added that she had even 

checked a lot of sources to confirm that every major halachic adjudicator agreed. Once a woman 

is in niddah—though you have to decide what opinion about what renders you niddah—that’s it 

for physical contact. The desire for care didn’t sit well with the scrupulous halachic code, though 

there was choice about whose rule to follow. Such were the paradoxes this circle of women 

faced: they were engaged in a knowledge process of consciousness raising and halachic 

disciplining. 



 366 

What struck me most throughout this explanation was just how many voices Judith took 

on, how many discourse she tried to include, how many hybrid forms of knowledge and sets of 

values came together: the rules about modesty that trace back to Genesis, scientific studies on 

male sexuality; the feminist sex positivity, holding up of a mirror to see the vagina, and 

commentary on the proper position to birth in; and a deep deference to halakhic authority that 

landed on a clear red line. But then, after all that, when it seemed impossible, it became clear that 

when there’s a will, there’s a halakhic way to choose care.  

The answer came from the Talmudic passage with which we began, about defining a 

yoledet, in which the sages talked about the comfort measures that could be done for her. Some 

recent rabbinic opinions have used this precedent to argue that if she needs her husband for the 

sake of her “riguyah naphshit, her spiritual calmness,” he can hold her hand. The work-around is 

for the husband to wear a thin glove so he can be felt but not directly touched. Rav Benny Lau, 

the husband of Nishmat’s director Noa Lau and nephew of Israel’s former Chief Ashekenazi 

Rabbi Israel Meir Lau, took it one step further. A woman they knew had written to Rav Benny to 

ask if her husband could act as her doula, and he wrote a reply by email, which Judith had 

obtained from Noa, that allowed it, even without a glove, in the spirit of co-parenting and with 

the understanding that the purpose was not for sexual. It was a glance into an individual step in 

the regulatory objectivity of modern halakha. 

Emotionally laden curiosity swept the small group: can you have your husband and a 

doula? What if you don’t need him there medically but you want him there because you love 

him? “How are you supposed to make that judgment call?” one woman asked. The next week, 

that woman came back to class to report that she had spoken with Noa to ask her to further 

explain her husband’s personal responsa and get their blessing to follow it herself. He was even 
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laxer than in the written form, she reported triumphantly: “[Noa] said that you can do what you 

need for medical or for relaxation purposes. And she said he’ll tell you if you need him to hold 

your hand and it doesn’t seem like its a medical purpose, like you just need to squeeze his hand, 

that’s fine.” What a relief, if you and your husband agreed that you were comfortable placing 

your place in the world to come in this particular Rabbi.85  

This was what Nechama referred to as the double edge of women’s halakhic 

responsibility. In the Talmud, there are several stories that give women some choice and 

authority over their own niddah status. Some people celebrate these as examples of women’s 

empowerment, while others find it terrifying. In the latter case, the cost of authority is 

responsibility in the context of “the big stick of karet,” the idea that what you choose determines 

the place for you in the world to come. A gendered history of the changes in Orthodoxy would 

not only recognize increasingly scrupulous standards attributable to modern science, but also the 

terrifying feeling of halakhic responsibilizing.  

Nechama celebrated technological innovation and educational solutions that provided 

women access to information and the tools to take on a new role in the halachic system of 

regulatory objectivity, that of self-experts who knew enough to make most of their own decisions 

but who knew where to turn to find help. She explained, “I try very hard when I teach, and I’m 

not alone in this, is to get the women to understand that you don’t really need someone holding 

your hand throughout this. You need to take the authority back for yourself. If you understand 

the system, then you’ll understand you don’t need to ask so many questions.” One of Nishmat’s 

strategies was to use technology to “to get the women to stop asking so many questions” by 

making information accessible online. It is not a full embrace of feminist “self help”: “there’s a 

certain caution, so some of the bigger leniencies, if you will, are alluded to but not outright stated 
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so still sometimes you need to make a phone call.” Nishmat also hoped that training women as 

the people to call, the YH, who had the knowledge to push for “more lenient positions, more 

humane positions, more reasonable positions,” could potentially, over the course of generations,  

enable some women to be halakhic decisors rather than disseminators of other peoples’ positions. 

The self-help ethic, input into an Orthodoxy where authority was a value and authority figures 

revered, did not try to dethrone the expert but rather to bring women into the category of experts 

attuned to care. 

 

Conclusion 

Shifting repertoires is an arduous task, especially the expectation of modest self-witness, the 

demand to be a modest immodest witness. For Elana, the solution was to decouple sight and 

thought from knowledge. For the women in the halacha and birthing class, led by the YH, they 

took on an approach similar to what sociologists of medicine have called regulatory objectivity. 

Regulatory objectivity is itself a certain kind of modest (tsniut) approach, a middle ground where 

a person is both object and subject, informer and informed, in some ways present and in others 

removed. It is also an agnostic system: one that allows an ontological variety of participants 

without insisting on a particular metaphysics and opens up potential for answering Hartman’s 

call to balance ethical limits with scientific exploration.  

The normative approaches, ones that my interlocutors consider, pave the way for me to 

think sociologically about the challenges of epistemology and Jewish subjectivity in the modern 

world. They must not only think about, but live with, multiple, intransitive realities of 

subjectivities shaped by medical objectivity and religious modesty. They must find ways, in 

practice, to integrate systems that it would be simpler to just leave as “either-or” alternatives, 
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side by side.86 To the spatial logic, they must also add another axis, that of time and temporality, 

reminding us theorists that locality, like sexuality, is historically particular to particular places 

but also times, whether the passing of the weeks from Shabbat to Shabbat, or year to year.87 

Objectivity and modesty, in the sense that they hope to remove the self, are not only 

damaging because they erase humanity, a lesson learned through the normative arguments of 

Arendt or Hartman, but also because they are at worst impossible and at best transcendent, 

relying on obfuscation to try to achieve a sense of practical clarity. The actors, living as modern, 

western, scientific, Jewish, women are practiced at such a juggling act. People so often let the 

nature of the hybridity they navigate go unnoticed. Is it because they are less invested and 

conscious of their difference, or less comfortable? I will continue to explore the implications of 

difference and the impossibility of strict division, as an argument for the place of Jewish 

Americans, abroad and at home, in the study of Judaism as an American religion.
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upending the ability to even consider an entity as stable. As Mol argues, “This is what makes a praxiographic 
analysis so complex: that no entity can innocently stay the same throughout the story, unaltered between various 
sites. There are no invariable variables. There is interdependence and, where two or three modes of ordering, two or 
three ways of enacting a specific object meet: there is interference, too.” Ibid., 121. 
 
15 Ibid., 149. 
 
16 Ibid., 126. 
 
17 Haraway, Modest₈Witness@Second₈Millennium.Femaleman₈Meets₈Oncomouse : Feminism and Technoscience. 
 
18 Daston and Galison, Objectivity, 197. 
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19 Ken Koltun-Fromm, Material Culture and Jewish Thought in America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2010); Imagining Jewish Authenticity : Vision and Text in American Jewish Thought. 
 
20 Scripturalism is a term developed by Geertz to describe the shifts in Islamic authority he observed in his field 
work, whereby local knowledges and local expertise over customary practice give way to codified, universalized 
textual sources. As Stolow argues, “In the case of Haredism, one can identify a comparable shift [to the Islamic 
context Geertz studied] whereby a new scholarly elite has been empowered to exercise authority through its 
proclaimed monopoly over the true meaning of Jewish texts and through its assertion that these texts must take 
precedence over all other sources of religious authenticity.” Stolow, Orthodox by Design: Judaism, Print Politics, 
and the Artscroll Revolution, 52. See Clifford Geertz, Islam Observed: Religious Development in Morocco and 
Indonesia (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968). 
 
21 In the “third thesis” on religion in American prisons, Dubler notes an economy of certainty and an openness to 
exploration that arises within a chaotic, confined, life that has come about precisely because of the failure of ones 
choices, the bad ones that landed the prisoner precisely there. Dubler argues that the classic Durkheimian and 
Eliadian image of the modern, in distinction to the fantasy of the clear, certain, religious world of the primitive, 
especially plagues African Americans, for whom modernity has been particularly harsh. Dubler, Down in the Chapel 
: Religious Life in an American Prison, 157-8. Here, I plant the seeds to return to the questions, more fully in this 
section’s conclusion, about the nature of a gendered modern Judaism and what these expatriates, living in a “fully 
Jewish world” that doesn’t exist in America, have to say about American religion. 
 
22 The question of modernity, phrased in these terms, by evangelical Francis A. Schaeffer, How Should We Then 
Live? : The Rise and Decline of Western Thought and Culture (Old Tappan, N.J.: F. H. Revell Co., 1976). 
 
23 Murphy, Seizing the Means of Reproduction : Entanglements of Feminism, Health, and Technoscience. 
 
24 “[A] self help clinic was not locatable within the physical walls of a medical facility. Instead, it was a mobile set 
of practices, a mode for arranging knowledge production and health care, in other words, a protocol—a procedural 
script that strategically assembles technologies, exchange, epistemologies, subjects, and so on. Put simply, a 
protocol establishes “how to” do something, how to compose the technologies, subjects, exchanges, affects, 
processes, and so on that make up a moment of health care practice. A feminist self help clinic provided 
choreography for “how to” assemble sexed living- being, technoscience, and politics.” Rahel R. Wasserfall, Women 
and Water : Menstruation in Jewish Life and Law (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1999). 
 
25 Murphy, Seizing the Means of Reproduction : Entanglements of Feminism, Health, and Technoscience, 25-26. 
 
26 Soloveitchik, "Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy," 75-76. 
 
27 Mizrahi, Elana. “About Me.” <http://www.elanamizrahi.com/about-me.html> Accessed November 2, 2017. 
 
28 This could also be translated as “next to God.” 
 
29 “Among other things, this scripturalism has fueled what one might call a ‘Judaicization’ of knowledge, that is, an 
attempt to impose ‘Torah-true’ standards of verification upon all knowledge claims, religious and scientific, past and 
present, speculative and practical….[K]nowledge about the structure of the entire universe is based upon a 
scripturalist assertion that the Jewish canon is itself unquestionably self-authorizing, inerrant, internally consistent, 
and comprehensive.” Stolow, Orthodox by Design: Judaism, Print Politics, and the Artscroll Revolution, 52. 
 
30 Mizrahi, Elana. “About Me.” <http://www.elanamizrahi.com/about-me.html> Accessed November 2, 2017. 
 
31 Hartman was raised in the Ḥaredi world but now identifies with liberal strands of Orthodoxy, and in her 
professional life, she works as a professor in a secular institution doing research on religious women. While 
formerly a professor at Bar Ilan University, a public, religious institution, Hartman is now affiliated with Ono 
College, a private institution aimed at providing inclusive education for underrepresented minorities in Israel. I can 
only conjecture, in this stage of the project, about Hartman’s decision to leave a bastion of Orthodoxy for a private, 
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liberal institution. I keep returning to Hartman because she lives grappling with many of the critical questions I have 
asked about the hybrid forms of religious Orthodoxy and feminism. Her scholarly and activist work both query the 
possibilities for textual re-readings that could excise the real sickness, latent and explicit misogyny, while 
maintaining authentic, traditional connection to the textual tradition. Her book on Catholic and Jewish mothers and 
how they balance between competing discourses of tradition and freedom, is tellingly titled, Appropriately 
Subversive. It is a study, far from Geertz’s Islam Observed, that values listening to women’s struggles, and pays 
particular attention to the way that women choose to conceal their critiques of traditional misogyny, in the short 
term at least, for the sake of protecting their daughters. This trend speaks to the larger point of the first few sections 
of this chapter, the epistemic implications of placing value on community cohesion over individualism. 
 
32 She says, ““Whatever quality caused Eve to sin, and whatever consequence this sin exacted upon her ontology, it 
lives on in her female progeny like a dominant spiritual gene, for if the sin of Eve is not merely a historical fact of 
her but a live, present threat, in constant danger of being reenacted, then suffice it is to say that sinners must be 
covered." The evidence she brings to support her argument comes from the midrash collection B’reitshit Rabbah 
which explains the requirement for a woman to cover her hair is a result of Eve’s transgression. I am struck by the 
parallels in the logic that modest attire would minimize the foundational, fundamental threat of female sexuality 
comparison to a preventative hysterectomy or mastectomy to goad against death by genetic diseases that threaten 
Jewish women’s reproductive organs. Against the text’s presumption of the timelessness of Eve’s sinful spirit, 
Hartman invokes a scientific concept to challenge the relevance of such absurd, essentializing ideas about women in 
a world—and a tradition—that is fundamentally material and time-bound. Stolow, Orthodox by Design: Judaism, 
Print Politics, and the Artscroll Revolution, 52. In future work, I would like to think more critically about the 
constellation of female sexuality, latent reproductive illness, and treatments that remove sexual organs. 
 
33 See Gallagher and Greenblatt, Practicing New Historicism, 81. 
 
34 This is the translation that was used in Drisha’s the promotional materials for the event. There are two verses in 
Tanakh where the root tzaddi-nun-ayin appears: the prophet Micah relates it to justice, while in Proverbs 11:2, the 
link is to wisdom. In several places in the Mishnah, hatsneh is used to describe a person who observes the 
commandments, in the sense of piousness; later sources, including places in the Babylonian Talmud, solidify the 
link to sexual prohibitions and women’s modesty. Shoshanna Schechter-Shaffin, "Martyrs to Modesty," Scribe: The 
Forward's Contributor Network. <http://forward.com/scribe/376611/martyrs-to-modesty/> July 10, 2017. Accessed 
October 4, 2017. I would like to think further about the relationship between morality, knowledge, and law. For 
example, in Sukkah 49b, R. Eleazar reads Micah 6:8 as a proof text that links law and moral action in public rituals 
like funeral, then extrapolates (kal va-ḥomer) from public matters to the realm of the private. I am struck by the 
public/private distinction, also operative in secularism, and how it is transformed as it is reinterpreted in modernity. 
In addition, I would like to further theorize how this rabbinic constellation relates to Derrida’s Deconstruction and 
the Possibility of Justice, where he defines three aporia created in relating law and justice.  
 
35 The 1985 JPS translation, used by Sefaria.org, translates the word as “modestly,” reflecting how it has been 
discussed in Rabbinic sources. Chabad.org, on the other hand, uses the term “discreetly.”  
 
36 Literally kidneys, koliyot is used to mean inner life. It is used in biblical prophetic books (especially Jeremiah) and 
writings (Job, Psalms, Proverbs) to talk about emotional life and a person’s character, that which God examines. In 
Leviticus, it is used in the context of animal sacrifice, and Isaiah takes up this image in the discussions of the 
Edomites. I point to the textual sources of this colloquialism because of the way that the physical body and spiritual 
life are intertwined in the Biblical text. 
 
37 This discourse of inwardness that justifies women’s bodies be covered and women kept out of public life comes 
from Psalm 45:14, “The honor of the daughter of the king is within…” See Yosef Ahituv, "Modesty and Sexuality 
in Halakhic Literature," in Jewish Women: A Comprehensive Historical Encyclopedia 
(https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/modesty-and-sexuality-in-halakhic-literature: Jewish Women's Archive, 2009). 
 
38 The connection between the Garden and Eden and knowledge has a long, scientific life: in a post-Lapsarian world, 
the father of modern empiricism, Francis Bacon argued the mind could not be trusted and it was essential to rely on 
the senses in order to build up reliable knowledge of the world, while his opponents argued that inductive, rational 
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reasoning was most effective. Rabba Sara Hurwitz to Morethodoxy, February 7, 2012 
<morethodoxy.org/2012/02/07> Accessed October 18, 2017. 
 
39 I most associate the language of “under God” with the American National Anthem. I would like to further 
consider how the feminist theopolitics being presented is related to American nationalism, which is a familiar model 
of secularism to the women I interviewed. 
 
40 As Theodore Porter explains, “In a political culture that idealizes the rule of law, it seems bad policy to rely on 
mere judgment, however seasoned. This is why a faith in objectivity tends to be associated with political democracy, 
or at least with systems in which bureaucratic actors are highly vulnerable to outsiders.” Harrison, The Fall of Man 
and the Foundations of Science. 
 
41 I understand Hartman to be explicitly critiquing secular feminism and implicitly critiquing arguments like the one 
famously put forth by Saba Mahmood on the agentive choices of practicing piety. Porter, Trust in Numbers: The 
Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public Life, 8. 
 
42 I use the word shepherd in reference to Sullivan, who locates pastoral counseling in what Foucault discussed as 
Christian governance, noting the image of the shepherd as governing a flock not a territory. Mahmood, Politics of 
Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject. 
 
43 Hartman uses this term from bell hooks. 
 
44 Sullivan, A Ministry of Presence : Chaplaincy, Spiritual Care, and the Law, 19. 
 
45 Soloveitchik, "Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy," 71-3. 
 
46 Soloveitchik diagnoses modern science, and it’s mechanistic view of the universe, as the cause for the decline of 
Jewish spirituality and the shifting nature of Jewish ideas about health, to which I will now turn. Ibid., 97-98. 
 
47 For an overview of these laws, see ibid., 102-03. See also Nishmat, "Niddah: Basic Concepts," 
<http://www.yoatzot.org/taharat-hamishpacha/default.asp?id=556> Accessed October 4, 2017. 
 
48 They were doing this work by training women who worked as mikveh attendants in their community mikva’ot to 
recognize issues of abuse or postpartum depression, to communicate sensitively, and to respect privacy even in an 
intimate setting; create spaces for public conversations around women’s reproductive health; and although it was not 
the kind of thing they put on their publicity materials, to campaign for women’s ritual autonomy. The mikveh 
attendants, as I will discuss in Chapter 4, too often took responsibility for women’s proper fulfillment of the ritual, 
which meant that women could not set their own terms and be trusted with their own ritual purity. At the time, Eden 
had been barred by the Rabbinate from doing their mikveh-attendant education programs in the Jerusalem 
municipality because of a public comment Naomi had made about women’s rights to take responsibility over their 
own immersions. In subsequent years, the Israeli Supreme Court made a ruling that loosened the grip of the 
Rabbinate over women’s immersions, allowing women to immerse without the supervision of a mikveh attendant, 
which may have since changed the legal basis for Eden’s exclusion, though I have not followed up on this. 
 
49 Though Eden does not have its own physical office space or mikveh, its website lists nine staff members and three 
advisors, a network of experts that includes several therapists and social workers with expertise around sexuality, 
marriage, or reproduction; educators who teach brides and grooms before weddings (kallah and ḥatan teachers); 
academic and clinical experts on sexuality and Jewish law; and a rabbi and several YHs, women who are trained as 
advisors on the laws of family purity and issues related to women’s health.  
 
50 Rabbinics scholars have debated the intricacies of the Niddah system and the Rabbis’ purpose in creating it as a 
means of identity formation and cementing rabbinic authority. I will not rehash the arguments here but I will draw 
on ideas about the Rabbinic concept of the body, the body politic, and the relationship between “the science of 
women’s blood” and claims about the contours of Jewish community as I consider how these categories are at play 
in contemporary lived experience and feminist efforts to reshape communal structures through their own bodily 
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work. See Murphy, Seizing the Means of Reproduction : Entanglements of Feminism, Health, and Technoscience, 
25-26. 
 
51Balberg, Purity, Body, and Self in Early Rabbinic Literature; Boyarin, Carnal Israel : Reading Sex in Talmudic 
Culture; Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity : Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical 
Gender (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000); "Blood and Law: Uterine Fluids and Rabbinic Maps of 
Identity," Henoch 30, no. 2 (2008); Chaya T. Halberstam, Law and Truth in Biblical and Rabbinic Literature 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009); Christine Elizabeth Hayes, What's Divine About Divine Law? : 
Early Perspectives (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2015).  
 
52 Ḥazal is an acronym meaning “Our Sages of Blessed Memory,” which serves as an honorific for the collective of 
antique (~250 BCE-600 BCE) sages whose voices populate the most authoritative Rabbinic literature. 
 
53 Through references to earlier mikveh apologetics, Naomi places her work in the lineage of those who have tried to 
justify and encourage broader observation of the Laws of Family Purity. On early twentieth century mikveh 
apologetics through the language of medicine, see Michael L. Satlow, "Tradition: The Power of Constraint," in The 
Cambridge Companion to Religious Studies, ed. Robert A. Orsi (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
 
54 Beth S. Wenger, "Mitzvah and Medicine: Gender, Assimilation, and the Scientific Defense of "Family Purity","  
Jewish Social Studies 5, no. 1/2 (1998-9).  
 
55 Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, "Regulating the Human Body: Rabbinic Legal Discourse and the Making of Jewish 
Gender," in The Cambridge Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic Literature, ed. Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert 
and Martin S. Jaffee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 278. 
 
56 This is in marked contrast to the neoliberal formations of self help Murphy discusses, though as I will discuss 
below, that is a false distinction since personal responsibility was necessary, at least to some degree, in the halachic 
system governing women’s reproductive lives. "When Women Walk in the Way of Their Fathers: On Gendering the 
Rabbinic Claim for Authority," Journal of the History of Sexuality 10, no. 3/4 (2001). 
 
57 In one Facebook post, The Eden Center shared an article that argues that modesty has become a breast cancer risk 
factor in the Ḥaredi population, whose elites have interfered with public health campaigns because of the mention of 
the word breast or their direct address of women. Even modest campaigns to place information in the private, 
intimate women’s only space of the mikveh were forbidden lest fear interfere with a couple’s sexual encounter after 
the immersion. The Eden Center framed the article with its own claim to authority and justification of its mission: 
using less damning language than the article’s author, it states that having “witnessed first hand [sic] how Haredi 
women are simply uneducated about women’s health,” it promotes its educational campaign about women’s 
reproductive health. The most relevant part of the article posted is as follows: “In Israel, Haredi women rank 8th for 
life expectancy. Haredi men rank 2nd. The disparity is huge. Yet, not one haredi MK has yet attended the committee 
on women’s health in the Knesset. The Minister of Health is himself haredi.‘Kosher’ radio stations won’t say the 
words ‘breast cancer’ and events on fertility and women’s reproductive health are routinely held with no women 
presenters or women in the audience. Haredi women develop breast cancer less often than the general population, 
yet they die 30% more often. This is a fact confirmed by three medical studies in Israel. The high morbidity rate can 
be attributed to a number of factors, from poor knowledge of the disease, to the fact that it is considered immodest to 
talk about, to the intense pressure the community has to appear healthy for marriage matches, to the refusal of many 
to allow for awareness raising. All of these communal issues add up to women dying.” Murphy, Seizing the Means 
of Reproduction : Entanglements of Feminism, Health, and Technoscience, 66. See also ibid. Shoshanna Keats 
Jaskoll to Times of Israel: The Blogs, July 11, 2017. <http://blogs.timesofisrael.com/breast-cancer-behind-the-
mechitza/> Accessed October 4, 2017. 
 
58 to The Jewish Chronicle, June 26, 2017. <https://www.thejc.com/comment/columnists/dangers-of-stringent-
modesty-1.440529> Accessed October 4, 2017. 
 
59 YH Michal Roness argues that modesty can be the cause of some of women’s ignorance in matters of women’s 
health, since the impropriety of discussing matters of sexuality means women do not grow up learning about their 



 375 

                                                                                                                                                       
bodies. In addition, since women’s reproductive health is a moving target, changing drastically over the course of 
her lifetime, the YH is a particularly important resource for education that is culturally appropriate and medically 
and halakhically informed. As Michal Roness explains, “The laws of family purity can be daunting — to say the 
least — at the beginning of marriage. The laws relate to the most intimate issue of a woman’s sexual relations with 
her new husband, and often an Orthodox girl who has grown up in a modest surrounding where these issues were 
not discussed in the open may find it difficult to adapt to this new reality. Although a woman may become used to 
the laws of family purity and become more acquainted with the details through experience, each new stage of life 
brings with it more challenges in this area. Whether it be going to the mikveh after childbirth in order to be able to 
resume sexual relations after postpartum bleeding, dealing with spotting during nursing, or adapting to the new 
status of menopause, each new stage brings with it new halakhic questions and challenges.” Traditionally, a woman 
would need to ask questions that arise to her Rabbi. Roness goes on to explain that concerns over modesty 
sometimes lead women to not seek the information they need, which can tensions within the marriage, fertility 
challenges, or improper halachic practice.” Michal Roness, "The Yoetzet Halakhah: Avoiding Conflict While 
Instituting Change," in Gender, Religion, & Family Law : Theorizing Conflicts between Women's Rights and 
Cultural Traditions, ed. Lisa Fishbayn Joffe and Sylvia Neil (Waltham, Mass.: Brandeis University Press, 2013), 
243. See Fonrobert, "When Women Walk in the Way of Their Fathers: On Gendering the Rabbinic Claim for 
Authority." 
 
60 Cambrosio et al. describe “regulatory objectivity” that emerged in the postwar period with the rise of biomedicine 
which broadens the circle of experts who produce evidence in conjunction with patients and objects that are used to 
do so, all coordinated by information systems and applied to patient care. They argue that “unlike forms of 
objectivity that emerged in earlier eras—with which it now co-exists—regulatory objectivity consistently results in 
the production of entities and protocols (both tacit and explicit) that combine biology and pathology in novel ways 
and that are most often produced through concerted programs of collective action. These actions themselves 
incorporate unprecedented levels of reflexivity, in the sense that biomedical practitioners in their debates and 
discussions take into account the conventional dimension of their endeavors.” Michal Roness, "The Yoetzet Halakha 
Avoiding Conflict While Instituting Change," in Theorizing Conflicts between Women's Rights and Cultural 
Traditions, ed. Lisa Fishbayn Joffe and Sylvia Neil (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2013), 229. See 
Alberto Cambrosio et al., "Regulatory Objectivity and the Generation and 
Management of Evidence in Medicine," Social Science and Medicine 63 (2006): 190. 
 
61 Nishmat, the program that trains YH, is a cautious innovator. The program to train YH, an innovation within 
Modern Orthodoxy, began in Israel in 1997 and has since also spread to the United States. The program is under the 
auspices of Rabbanit Chana Henkin, the wife of Rabbi Yehuda Herzl Henkin and director of the Jerusalem-based 
women’s advanced Jewish education center, Nishmat. The training includes thorough education in Rabbinic 
literature and law around the laws of family purity, in addition to lectures from medical experts on many areas of 
women’s health. YH are trained in an intensive two-year course as consultants, not religious authorities. What that 
means is that women can ask them questions either in person, on Nishmat’s telephone hotline, or through their 
website about halachic issues, and they are allowed to answer questions for which there is precedence; if a case 
needs a new halachic decision, they cannot write or produce their own responsa but must consult a rabbinic 
authority. In the United States, some communities have hired a YH to serve as professional clergy, though in Israel 
there are not official positions for graduates but rather a level of training that serves as qualifications for their work 
in other realms, especially education. The program’s success is due, in part, to its blend of innovation and 
conservatism. For example, it is only open to married women because it would be immodest for unwed women to 
learn about sexuality, and the leaders of the program have distanced themselves from orthodox feminist 
organizations such as JOFA and Kolech. Though there has been resistance to women’s increased authority in 
matters of Jewish law, the position has become increasingly accepted even on the rightwing of Orthodoxy and 
among some Ultra-Orthodox. Over twenty years of the existence of the program to train YH, there has yet to be 
much written on the initiative in academic journals or books. The publications that exist deal predominantly with 
analyzing and explaining the need for the position and considering the relationship between the rise of women as 
halakhic experts and rabbinic authority.  
 
62 Shoshana Goldbaum, a birth educator, doula, and doula teacher who had been working in Jerusalem for over thirty 
years explained just how difficult the system is to navigate: “[A pregnant woman] goes to Tipat Halav for well-
woman care during her pregnancy, she goes to her doctor when she’s sick during her pregnancy; when she has a 
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problem during her pregnancy she goes to the gynecologist on her healthcare plan; when she is sent to ultrasounds in 
clinics that have nothing to do with any of the previous system; then she goes to a hospital generally to deliver and 
she’s meeting a whole new group of people in a whole new environment. There’s no continuity….it is a miracle that 
Israeli babies are born normal and women come out healthy in this country. It’s absolutely a system that functions 
only in divine hands.” 
 
63 Tova Ganzel and Deena Rachel Zimmerman, "Women as Halakhic Professionals: The Role of the Yo'atzot 
Halakhah," Nashim: A Journal of Jewish Women's Studies & Gender 22 (2011); Roness, "The Yoetzet Halakha 
Avoiding Conflict While Instituting Change." 
 
64 In an interview, when I asked Judith about the relationship between religious and medical authority, she told me 
that the objective was to “make medicine fit within halakha.” 
 
65 I am referring, in particular, to Fonrobert’s discussion of the invention of “rabbinic science” as part of a system of 
maintaining authority over women’s niddah status. I hope to shift from a discussion over authority and “hermeneutic 
sovereignty” over the female body, the focus of Fonrobert’s chapter “The Hermeneutics of Colors and Stains: The 
Rabbinic Science of Women’s Blood” to the way in which observation shapes both subjects and objects.  Fonrobert, 
"When Women Walk in the Way of Their Fathers: On Gendering the Rabbinic Claim for Authority."Taking lessons 
from the history of scientific objectivity, I will the nuances in observation and its claims to truth with an eye not 
only for the observed but for who the observers are, and what happens to them. Menstrual Purity : Rabbinic and 
Christian Reconstructions of Biblical Gender. 
 
66 See discussion in Daston and Galison, Objectivity. 
 
67 Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity : Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical Gender, 132. As I write here, I 
am asking myself, what can I offer ethnographically that is not just women rehashing what textual scholars can say 
about gendered objects and rabbi gynecologists? What can I offer to these textual scholars trying to do some kind of 
rabbinic ethnography? What can I do to say that ethnography isn’t just a derivative of what they do but can inform 
them, not that they are the fundamental discourse and everyone who comes after is just seeing how people live the 
fundamental textual stuff? If Fonrobert is talking about a Rabbinic science, it is easy to get taken up with the idea of 
science there without really thinking critically about what science is and how it functions historically. Rather than 
saying taxonomy equals science and showing the gendered nature of the science, or referring to observation as 
“objectivity” without dealing with the range of this word’s meanings, I can think about epistemic values because the 
women I talk about try to live in that system and another system at the same time. 
 
68 Judith also explained that the Talmud used a variety of words for this particular anatomical structure besides kever, 
including ma’ayan (a spring of water), m’kor (the source), and rechem, a word translated as womb whose root 
indicates compassion and deep love. 
 
69 To the contrary, as Fonrobert has argued on the related issue of when a woman is rendered niddah during 
menstruation, the text “attempts to project…a process of epistemologically separating menstrual blood from women” 
by setting up a system that requires visual inspection of bedikah cloths rather than a report of what a woman feels 
inside her to determine niddah status.  Fonrobert, Menstrual Purity : Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of 
Biblical Gender, 115.  
 
70 Balberg likens the commitment to the purity system to askesis, a mode of disciplining the self to the way of life 
structured by the law. Balberg, Purity, Body, and Self in Early Rabbinic Literature, 149-50ff. 
 
71 There was one authoritative rabbi in the early nineteenth century in Europe, the Chatam Sofer, who argued “that it 
can only open up from the inside coming out,” but rabbinic authorities today do not follow that position. 
 
72 I don’t know enough about ancient Greek and Roman science to know what their epistemic standards were in 
order to argue about the level at which Fonrobert’s analysis of a rabbinic science, and her hypothesis that they 
created a system of judging externalized evidence that could be judged more “objectively,” are anachronistic. 
Objectivity as a discourse is modern, and perhaps its manipulation is, too. A version of her argument that would be 
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more theoretically attuned to the nature of objectivity would be to explain how the “science” of indirectly 
“observing” the opening of the womb was choosing a moment of observation, the externalized blood, that allowed 
trustworthy experts to discern the physical source, and thus metaphysical status, of a woman. All of this is to say that 
I am not making an argument about the Rabbis but rather about the Jewish Studies scholar’s analysis of them, what 
Fonrobert’s analytic language reveals about modern perceptions of knowledge and knowers that are live within 
feminist Rabbinic scholarship, in the academy and in “confessional” (to borrow a Christian term) settings like 
Nishmat. To think critically about the hypothesis that the rabbis were creating a system where women largely could 
not be trusted (though there are counter-discourses, as she goes on to show with Yalta) to report on their status but 
rather in which rabbis could be the experts whose observations could be trusted begs for consideration of another 
aspect of objectivity’s rootedness in post-Lapsarian theology, the idea that sensory knowledge was tainted after Eve, 
what Christians refer to as “the Fall.” It is no coincidence that just as women are forced to be modest because of 
their threatening sexuality they are largely not trusted to discern the nature of their own bodily processes. Fonrobert, 
Menstrual Purity : Rabbinic and Christian Reconstructions of Biblical Gender; Harrison, The Fall of Man and the 
Foundations of Science. 
 
73 In the same way that Vincienne Adams describes the politics of the process by which Tibetan science is described 
as scientific or not based on its likeness to familiar versions of western science, the Rabbinic system is described as 
scientific when it resembles western science, but not when it is brought into the same context as it. No one talks 
about “rabbinic science” in the context of medical procedures. Adams, "The Sacred in the Scientific: Ambiguous 
Practices of Science in Tibetan Medicine." 
 
74 To be in a state of niddah or zavah meant the need to separate, to not be in contact with community, holy spaces 
where God resided, or intimate.  
 
75 Through the Talmudic text, we determined the answer to the question of when the womb was considered open. 
There are three opinions, practically speaking options for later adjudicators to choose from: she sits on the birthing 
stone or when blood is coming out of her body or when her friends have to carry her on their shoulders, meaning she 
can’t walk anymore. Judith explained how later rabbis decided on the most lenient interpretation. In the case of 
when it is permissible to break Shabbat, it is whichever one comes first, meaning she could send someone to get the 
midwife from the next town, or nowadays, make a phone call or drive to the hospital, earlier as opposed to later; 
light a candle to give her light; or provide other measures of care to comfort and soothe her that would be forbidden 
on Shabbat. 
 
76 Here I play with the idea of Shabbat as a time apart and Soloveitchik’s emphasis on the Jewish need to maintain 
its “critical otherness” from gentile society. Soloveitchik, "Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of 
Contemporary Orthodoxy," 77. 
 
77 See Nishmat, “Taharat HaMishpacha.” <http://www.yoatzot.org/taharat-hamishpacha/?id=522? Accessed 
November 1, 2017. 
 
78 Nishmat follows a line of authority from Ovadia Yosef, Rav Kinol, Noa Lau, the head of the program who is the 
wife of a well-known Rabbi Benny Lau, who say that "they’re not mkubal tumah.” 
 
79 Daston and Galison describe the modern expert as combination of disciplined “hero of objectivity” who removed 
the self and the sage cultivated an expertise tied to his own familiarity with ideal types. Daston and Galison, 
Objectivity. 
 
80 Blum, "Slaves, Slavery, and the Secular Age: Or, Tales of Haunted Scholars, Liberating Prisons, Exorcised 
Divinities, and Immanent Devils." 
 
81 Soloveitchik, "Rupture and Reconstruction: The Transformation of Contemporary Orthodoxy," 76. 
 
82 Nechama told me that actually, according to reports from midwives, there have been attempts to have sex during 
labor, so in some sense, this niddah might be a protective measure. 
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83 Kohenet (Chapter 8) reclaims the idea ’ervah as part of its mission to be “sex positive clergy.” 
 
84 This is a meaning derived from Genesis 9:22 when Ham looked upon his father, Noah, who was drunkenly 
unconscious and naked, for which he was cursed. 
 
85 Lau had not blown the line to shreds but rather pushed the red line back, giving the couple more time. After the 
birth, you were absolutely not allowed to touch, or even touch the same object—even the baby—for a matter of 
many weeks. The number if weeks differed depending on the sex of your child. Longer for girls, shorter for boys. 
For now, that law, which raised consternation for those who saw this as emotionally taxing for the postpartum 
period and for feminists who understood this as a devaluing of girls, remained intact. 
 
86 Mol, The Body Multiple : Ontology in Medical Practice, 119ff. 
 
87 See Adams and Pigg, Sex in Development : Science, Sexuality, and Morality in Global Perspective. 
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Concluding: An Americanist Identity Crisis 

This section demands concluding, just as it warranted its own introduction, to respond to 

a fundamental question that it begs: what does this have to do with, or say about, American 

religion? The decision to spend a year in Jerusalem, for me, that produced a large measure of 

anxiety about my own professional position: as an Americanist, would I need to put my research 

on hold to delve back into the textual tradition as it lived in Israel? I knew, in theory, that 

America and Israeli Jewish feminism were fluid constructs, and yet, in my study of it, I felt 

compelled to impose a separation because I am an Americanist. If I was demanding my material 

bend to my own expectations, I needed to consider why I felt so bounded.  

What I found in Jerusalem, to no surprise to American Jews who have spent time there, 

was a world of English-speaking people, full of Americans, who lived as Americans in Israel’s 

territory. Even if you did not want to avoid Americans, even if you wanted to immerse yourself 

in a Hebrew culture, it was a place you had to work hard to escape remnants of home, deposits 

from abroad: the sellers at the vegetable market responding to your questions in English, the 

medical system that still stood as a monument to Jewish womanhood, American medical 

practitioners with an understanding of the expectations upon service providers, or a Yeshiva 

where the language of oral instruction was English while the texts were ancient Hebrew and 

Aramaic. For these reasons, as I stated in the introduction to this section, I posited that Jerusalem 

could act as an American colony, an enclave where American Jewish women traveled and settled, 

some forever, others for just a year. And here, I want to posit that Jerusalem is also a place where 

American Jews act out American religion with Judaism as the backdrop, at a distance from the 

silent Protestantism that shaped them. 

Elana Mizrachi told me a story I keep returning to, a parable of the American Jewish 
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birth worker at home in Israel. It was early in the morning, and she was on her way, as a doula, 

to a delivery. She hailed a taxi and when it pulled over, she jumped in. In her excitement, she 

forgot the rules, and opened the door on the street side, not sidewalk. She recalls, “So [the taxi 

driver] starts to yell at me like a good Israeli taxi driver,” and she apologized profusely, excusing 

her absent-mindedness and explaining she was on her way to a birth. “He says, ‘I love women 

like you!’ He started telling me about his mother, who had 16 children in Morocco...and at the 

end of this he shows me a picture of her….we get to where he’s supposed to drop me off, he says 

to me—and he’s not religious!—‘Give me 26 shekels. Pay me 26 shekels.’ Why? Because 26 is 

the numerical value of the name of God, one of the names of God. Like, there’s nowhere…” she 

begins to talk about an Israeli exceptionalism, but then remembers another layer she forgot to 

add. “And then I told him the name of the woman and he gives a bracha [blessing] she should 

have a laydah kallah [easy birth], there’s no…that’s not going to happen in New York City! It’s 

certainly not going to happen in California. That happens to me all the time here. Like all the 

time. I’ve never been with a taxi driver that hasn’t given me a blessing like she should be a 

laydah kallah or something. People are part of it, it’s also a country of survival and a country of 

war and a country that really wants babies…there’s also a lot of pressure…there’s a lot of value 

in it and there’s also a lot of pressure of having babies and children because there’s a value, a 

very high value on life."  

She conceptualized these stories as evidence of an Israeli pronatalism, but from another 

vantage point, my admittedly non-Archimedean American point of view, it is also a story about a 

place where religion is not constrained by Protestant imaginations of where religion should be. I 

think back to Alyssa, desperate to justify a Jewish birthing center but stuck on what would make 

it Jewish, angry that discussions of female bodies in her synagogue were made to only seem 
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appropriate when they were attached to a Rabbinic dictum, and also proud and excited that her 

presence made a Shabbat meal a place where women could ask questions about their periods or 

pregnancies. The female body came into holiness that way, but in Jerusalem, it was not so 

constrained, spatially or temporally. 

Several times during the process of my research and then my writing, I was faced with 

some version of the question, how far could I stretch American religion? Or conversely, why 

does it feel like a stretch? If American Jews are comfortable acting out American religion abroad, 

is American religion geographically bounded, somehow, because of Protestantism? I find myself 

making a familiar turn, to one where the answer to my question about something American, 

whatever it is, is Protestantism. The literature on American religion has shown itself willing to 

go abroad to follow colonial agents, missionaries, or the immigrant’s diasporic imaginations of 

homelands. Historically, we are also accustomed to looking back to Europe for our origins, to 

trace American roots into a European past. Such a historical constraint on our vision, that lets us 

look outward from American soil to look back, is itself a progress narrative. What would an 

American religious history look like that dispensed with the idea that a journey to America was a 

final destination, or a journey away was a form of service? Leaving temporarily and finding a 

rich American life on other soil brought that question to life for me, another vantage point for 

querying Jewish belonging inside America and the nature of American religion alike.  

Just above, in the conclusion to the last chapter, I ended on a question. It is a question I 

wanted to pose to a version of myself, as a pregnant, American, Jewish woman moving between 

Jerusalem and New York, between places that at once claimed at-homeness and foreignness, 

differently inflected through my own bodily cycles. As I settled into a temporary new home that 

some would say was where I belong, I turned into a pregnant me, and then, upon returning home 
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in a foreign state, I was changed forever in relation to a new life.  

 I was so troubled by my anxiety of Americanness and Jewishness while writing that I 

considered whether I needed to include more American stories. I decided to interview my own 

doula, Yiska, a American Jew who I knew was active in a synagogue and Jewish life but was not 

halakhically observant. I thought I could consider the ways in a Jewish birth worker was acting 

Jewish in America, where her clientele was not all Jewish and even when she was with a Jew, it 

was not assumed that Jewishness should enter the picture. 

 I began asking her about spirituality and its relationship to her work, especially since she 

was also a masseuse and acupuncturist, wondering if she, with the experience of so many births, 

could help me thread the needle to connect the physical and metaphysical. She began telling me 

some stories of rituals or spiritual experiences she had witnessed or taken part in creating. In the 

prenatal period, for example, she had seen and facilitated so many instances where a woman’s 

inner emotional life had noticeable effects on the baby’s position or her amniotic fluid levels, and 

how imaginary dialogues, accompanied by soothing touch, could cement a connection between 

mother and baby that allayed fears about medical outcomes. She noted the way in which during 

labor, birth practitioners refer to the ways that women cope with birth as ritual, whether they are 

swaying their bodies or repeating a mantra: “Women inevitably find the thing that works for 

them and we call that a ritual, the thing that’s grounding for them…it tethers them as they go 

through the ups and downs, physically and emotionally, as the contractions go in and out.” I was 

fascinated by these examples, and how they confirmed and stretched what I usually thought 

about as religion or spirituality.  

I can hear my excitement on the tape: “Inner life usually is…an emotional not a physical 

thing, but in a way, when you are talking about it in this case, there’s a way in which the physical, 
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life inside of her, the baby, and her emotional life get mapped onto each other.” Yiska saw it less 

as a mapping, and more of a relationship: you have another being inside of you, “you lean into 

each other.” She resisted what I can now understand my assumption to be, that the inner life is 

the spiritual. This was not Schleiermacher protecting his faith, this was a mother cradling two 

lives, I want to say to myself on that recording, catching my own Protestantism.  

I ask her about to flesh out the way she understands the mother’s embodied knowing, 

which seems to be as much emotional as epistemic. “It’s not mental knowing…I feel like women 

in labor are the most intuitive and instinctive than they ever are,” she explained. There were 

countless stories of doctors telling women they could not possibly be ready to push the baby out 

since they were not nearly dilated enough, only to have the baby born a minute later while the 

woman waits in triage. "Those stories crack me up because women totally know what’s 

happening in their body even if they don’t know what’s happening,” Yiska said. I nodded 

knowingly, the memory of that time in the middle of the night when she saw me scream at a 

male first year resident who had no earthly idea how to assess my stage of labor. Her point, and 

my memory, were not framed in terms of spirituality, but I began a rambling, circular kind of 

verbal grasping at what this all might say about women’s authority over her internal world, in a 

way that moved beyond the ideas of a doctor’s authority or a rabbi’s authority in birth to 

consider some other kind of spiritual world. It was just my intuition, that something about this 

relationship of the self to the body, had something to do with spirituality, a kind of Jewish, 

relational, ineffable instinctual internal spark that was actually familiar to me, however buried 

and inarticulable. 

 Yiska explained that while she, herself, doesn’t frame the experience of birth work in 

terms of her Jewish identity, when she is at a birth of a Jewish client, it does open up possibilities 
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to connect through the framework of Judaism. She offers the example of a powerful delivery that 

she attended on Yom Kippur, where she was struck by the resonance with the liturgy of the gates 

of life opening and closing. Likewise, if a client (or an interviewer) raised spirituality, she could 

think in those terms even if they were not her own. “It’s not like I would say, ‘No, birth is not 

sacred.’ I would never say that. But I would also never be like, ‘Birth is sacred.’ Even if I can see 

that it is, I don’t think about it that way. I…have a secular everyday way of thinking of things.” 

Even when she was attending a birth where the mother was a Rabbi, where they were singing 

Hebrew songs throughout the labor, she found the Jewish connection happened more afterwards, 

with the bris or baby naming, or the network of support like her synagogue delivering meals for 

new parents. For one of her clients, however, she found herself invoking spirituality during the 

birth.  

Yiska told me the story of a woman who was very spiritual and had discussed wanting 

her birth to be a spiritual experience. When she reached the hardest, most overwhelming part of 

labor, Yiska found herself telling her that this was the spiritual moment, the time to reach into 

“another realm,” to know that the spiritual is not always easy and this was it: she had to keep 

pushing. It was exactly what the woman wanted to hear, what she needed to hear.  

“What made it spiritual,” I asked, grasping for some concrete understanding of the 

immaterial term I was trying to think differently about. “I think it’s because, it was such a 

moment where the physical aspect was so overwhelming that I thought if she could connect to 

the spirituality that she loved, it would be like the ying and the yang, it would be like the magen 

david [Star of David], the two triangles one pointing up and one pointing down…There’s this 

idea of ‘as above so below.’” She was now on very familiar ground, explaining how some people 

thought the Dead Sea was one of the holiest places because it is so low.  
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I drift back to Israel, to my repeated visits to the Israel Museum to view performance 

artist Sigalit Landau floating naked in the Dead Sea among a spiral of fleshy watermelons in the 

Dead Sea. Several times I had left the Yeshiva and waddled my pregnant body to sit and watch 

her DeadSee video installation, captivated by its repetitive spiraling, her body caught in a spool 

unwinding and then, once released it opened enough, her body flung about as her hand held on, 

still floating, still unwinding. It became a kind of meditation for me, and though it was obvious 

that I related to the pregnant shapes and free-floating naked body, I couldn’t articulate why it 

pulled me in so viscerally. 

I start talking about Barbara. I start telling Yiska about this moment, one I never even 

witnessed but only heard about, but which often circled in my mind: the bookshelf, where the 

woman’s health book hid behind the Shas set. She was putting her finger on the same polarities, 

of birth, side-by-side, low and high. "It’s all in how you relate to it…if someone was to have a 

spiritual or sacred experience with their birth, you would normally think of this as the opposite of 

physical. Birth is the most material: blood and guts, sweat and poop. It doesn’t get more physical 

than that. And yet, the two experiences can absolutely be had side by side, if you feel that’s how 

you relate to it. The person perceiving the experience is going to be involved in determining 

whether or not that is the experience. It is certainly possible.” Birth, she seemed to say, was its 

own “rich elastic text,”1 in material form. It struck me, though I had found that the body, 

especially the blood, was a religious object to halakhic Jews, no one ever mentioned the poop, 

the guts, and the sweat. Was that the stuff of this embodied American spirituality, modestly 

covered over because of its irrelevance to the laws of family purity?  

Yiska kept explaining. “I think that the spiritual experience for her was surrendering to 

the intensity she was feeling.” Yiska had used “spiritual [as] a code word for ‘let go’ and 
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‘surrender,’ it was a way of saying [to her] ‘This is that moment you wanted to have where you 

felt one with God, or whatever.” She was “so surrendered in that moment” because it was when 

she most needed another resource, she needed something to push her inside herself and transcend 

her self-doubt, Yiska explained. The spiritual moment wouldn’t happen in early labor, Yiska 

asserted, “it’s when you are crowning, it’s happening when you are about to meet your child that 

you are somehow able to connect with some force or an awareness that allows you to go through 

that without fighting,” without being taken over the idea that pain was only for the bad. 

I started telling her about Yochani bat Rotivi, the magic that was the cause of the trial and 

the relief. I noticed, aloud, how many times I was bringing my research in, connecting it to 

stories that were live for me through my interlocutors. We talk about my labor, about how, in the 

early morning hours, she told me about some people praying before pushing—or was it I who 

told her that? I ask. We couldn’t remember, but we each remembered talking about Dina, whose 

story resonated with her own. I wondered aloud why we had gone there, since neither of us was 

one to bring in the spiritual or traditional in our normal everyday lives. Except, now I did, 

because my work linked me differently to times and places where those traditions lived in the 

everyday. Wrapped up in my research, at my birth, I connected to a Jewish spiritual past. All I 

knew before this moment was of birth in the stories I heard. Before my own, theirs were mine. 

For a moment, at the precipice of an incredible transition, Yiska and I were, together, Jewish 

metaphysicals.2 

 The question of American Judaism as American religion is what I pose, in section three, 

to those working to create Jewish spiritual leadership. 

                                                
1 Dubler, Down in the Chapel : Religious Life in an American Prison, 263. 
 
2 Courtney Bender, The New Metaphysicals : Spirituality and the American Religious Imagination (Chicago ; 
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
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Part III: Full Bodied Spirituality:  
Jewish Leadership Outside the Rabbinic Paradigm 

 
 

“Women’s issues” have been some of the most divisive in twentieth century American 

Jewish life, fracturing synagogues and denominations.1 Many, but not all, of the demands of 

Jewish feminists to enfranchise women as equal citizens under religious law, as textual experts, 

and as ordained leaders have been met, if at times in halting fashion, by one denomination after 

another since the second half of the twentieth century. From the position of second-class citizens, 

or worse, reproductive beasts of burden,2 many women have wondered whether it was worth it to 

stay and remain objectified, even as citizens.3  

Neither is the story of female empowerment limited to women’s calls for access to 

previously exclusively male spaces. Some women responded by creating new rituals or formed 

separate women’s communities to explore the possibilities of an authentically “feminine” forms 

of Jewish life, either by adding or emphasizing women’s rituals or forming women’s worship 

communities.4 For others, “taking back” some of the most fraught aspects of the tradition, the 

transformation of the legally binding into the spiritually freeing, was a means to be selectively 

subversive, trimming the hedges of the proverbial tree of life.5 Each of these chapters represents 

one of these impulses more strongly, though not exclusively.  

As Riv-Ellen Prell and others have argued, Jewish feminism is a balancing act of 

radicalism and accommodation, of putting secular feminism’s Enlightenment values up against 

patriarchal Jewish authority without destabilizing the foundations of Jewish tradition.6 The 

feminists I have studied have been cautious to remain cast as all body, at the expense of having 

their thought taken seriously. Instead, they have celebrated access to text and a place in the 

intellectual and cognitive, embracing abstract labor in addition and in relation to the embodied 
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work that they do and ways that they know. The Modern Mikveh Movement (MMM) and the 

Kohenet Hebrew Priestess Institute tip the balance in this binary further toward the bodily, 

making further use of the constitutive power of negative discourses. By performing 

transformative work through the bodily “geography closest in,”7 these movements hope to 

reshape the contours of the Jewish body politic.  

As Part I and II have already shown, the political challenges mounted by prophetesses of 

the body are entangled with epistemic proposals for “doing knowledge” differently. The Jewish 

spiritual leaders in this final section build on feminist textual hermeneutics and make use of 

feminist biopolitical discourses to, consciously or unconsciously, carry out the same impulse as 

their ancestresses of Hadassah: to heal the Jewish people. In each of these movements, there is an 

implicit phenomenological impulse: to lead a renewal of the Jewish body, it is necessary to 

attune the physical and spiritual senses to recognize the femme totale rather than bifurcated 

spiritual and material individuals that threaten the integrity of the collective. In this frame, there 

is potential for even subtle bodily gestures and sensations to impress upon the tissues of the 

social body and influence its habits.8  

Against a secular liquidation—a linear movement of the market or of fate to an inevitable 

end9—the MMM and Kohenet ask participants to acknowledge fleeting moments as life’s cycles 

transpire, to re-attune to the needs of the body, and to reinforce the bonds of community through 

spiritual intimacy. Each of these movements has developed political theologies that reinvest 

value in individual human lives, which they hope will lead the Jewish community to reevaluate 

how abstract power relations embedded in the textual tradition have done violence to concrete 

lives.10 To “re-write social facts,” the body is a central though insufficient instrument for 

bringing about change; in the work of re-engineering concretized power relations, bodies labor in 
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tandem with other materials and textual techniques in growing bio- and theo- technological 

systems.11 

In Chapter 7, the participants in a network of projects that make up the MMM are 

working to reclaim the mikveh, rendering this secretive and individual ritual into a site of Jewish 

communal life that can complement institutional forms of religious life. In the waters of the 

mikveh, in the swirl of secular and religious discursive regimes, life course meets life cycles, and 

liquidation meets liquification.12 In its reflections, it is possible to make out incipient 

formulations of a Jewish feminist political tradition in “socially embedded” and embodied forms 

of spirituality.13 In this section, I will show how the mikveh becomes a concrete structure that 

gives practical shape to the re-readings of the textual tradition and other structures that have 

stymied the flow of women’s passions.14 The mikveh is also a therapeutic space where 

transformation paradoxically entails subjective reinvestment in what is, acceptance of bodies and 

stories for who and what they are, that is to say, inherently valuable.  

In Chapter 8, I will show how the Kohenet Hebrew Priestess Institute is building both a 

sisterhood and an alternative clergy that honors the divine feminine and women’s experience. 

Kohenet’s work involves recovering and inventing women’s spiritual practices, but as I will 

argue, more than an incubator for innovation, it is a cocoon where wounds of violence and 

erasure can be tended and healed. Throughout the chapter, I will foreground several technologies 

for making and transforming relationships, including digital media to invite those who feel called 

to join, altars that organize physical objects to facilitate worship of the divine, performative 

textual hermeneutics, the alchemical reactions in a queer mikveh project, the drums and songs 

that beat out and tell new stories of the Jewish past, present and future. I consider how my 

scholarly productivity and maternal reproductivity, as well as the tools and techniques like the 
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breast pump and notebook that facilitated them, became integrated into and transformed within 

the social practice of the Kohenet community.  

                                                
1 Paula E. Hyman, "Feminism and the American Jewish Community," in Imagining the American Jewish 
Community, ed. Jack Wertheimer (Waltham, MA: Brandeis University Press, 2007); Rebecca Einstein Schorr, Alysa 
Mendelson Graf, and Renee Edelman, The Sacred Calling : Four Decades of Women in the Rabbinate (New York, 
NY: Central Conference of American Rabbis (CCAR) Press, 2016); Elyse Goldstein, New Jewish Feminism: 
Probing the Past, Forging the Future (Woodstock, Vt.: Jewish Lights Pub., 2009). 
 
2 There are also precedents of this within Rabbinic tradition, for example, in one Talmudic discussion in Masekhet 
Shabbat, a birthing woman is referred to using the language of wild animal (ḥaya), an issue which I discussed in 
Chapter 3.  
 
3 The language of “staying” comes from a recent volume of religious feminists explaining why they remain within 
their religious communities, to which one of ImmerseNYC’s leaders contributed an essay. Gina Messina-Dysert, 
Jennifer Zobair, and Amy Levin, Faithfully Feminist : Jewish, Christian, & Muslim Feminists on Why We Stay 
(Ashland, Oregon: White Cloud Press, 2015). The idea of Jewish women as objects of desire and fantasy within a 
patriarchal tradition has been noted in scholarship on the Bible to American popular media. See, especially, Riv-
Ellen Prell, "Why Jewish Princesses Don't Sweat," in People of the Body: Jews and Judaism from an Embodied 
Perspective, ed. Howard Eilberg-Schwartz (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992); Amy Kalmanofsky, 
Dangerous Sisters of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2014). 
 
4 An example of this approach is Kohenet, the Hebrew Priestess Institute, which is the subject of the next chapter.  
 
5 As I will discuss below, Anita Diamant, founder of Mayyim Hayyim, described its work as an extension of Torah, 
the “tree of life” (Proverbs 3:18). 
 
6 Riv-Ellen Prell, Women Remaking American Judaism (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2007). 
 
7 Adrienne Rich, Blood, Bread, and Poetry : Selected Prose, 1979-1985, 1st ed. (New York: Norton, 1986). 
 
8 Carrie Noland, Agency and Embodiment : Performing Gestures/Producing Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2009), 20-21. 
 
9 In their Marxist account of Enlightenment, abstraction is put in the capitalist language of liquidation. Max 
Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno, and Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, Dialectic of Enlightenment : Philosophical 
Fragments, Cultural Memory in the Present (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2002), 9. 
 
10 Dorothy E. Smith, Texts, Facts, and Femininity : Exploring the Relations of Ruling (New York: Routledge, 1990). 
 
11 Mauss interested in “how a physiological given, the human body, becomes a classed, gendered body—to wit, a 
social fact—through the act of gesturing.” See Noland, Agency and Embodiment : Performing Gestures/Producing 
Culture, 19. 
 
12 By the latter term, I try to invoke a sense of change of state, the literal meaning of liquefy. 
 
13 As Courtney Bender and Omar McRoberts challenged those studying American religion and spirituality to do, this 
chapter will examine Mayyim Hayyim and ImmerseNYC as sites to consider specific formations of Jewish 
spirituality and how it is “entangled” with the politics of Jewish bodies, texts, institutions, and communities. 
Courtney Bender and Omar McRoberts, "Mapping the Field: Why and How to Study Spirituality,"  (October 2012), 
http://blogs.ssrc.org/tif/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Why-and-How-to-Study-Spirtuality.pdf.> Accessed January 6, 
2017. Unlike studies of spirituality of the mind or psyche, the mikveh is a site to explore how the body is central to 
American spiritualties. Andrew R. Heinze, Jews and the American Soul : Human Nature in the Twentieth Century 
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(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2004); Christopher G. White, Unsettled Minds Psychology and the 
American Search for Spiritual Assurance, 1830-1940, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009). 
 
14 As Asad notes, Freud translates the idea of passion into a highly rationalized form as he assumes the subject to be 
an individual. This chapter questions both of these assumptions. Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, 
Islam, Modernity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 68. 
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Chapter 7 
The Mikveh Multiple: The Modern Mikveh Movement and the Cultivation of 

Embodied Spirituality 
 

I am a practitioner of mindfulness and Jewish spiritual practice. I believe in that. I 
believe that the more compassionate we are to ourselves, the more compassionate 
we learn to be toward others. And I think that was an important part of 
immersion: to look at my body. Maybe before immersion, I had never said to 
my…I had never thought about my body, you’re just doing what you have to do. 
That’s all.  
 

Jennifer had just survived “the doozy” of her fifties in which she not only went through 

menopause but also was hit by a car and guided her mother as Alzheimer’s disease slowly 

effaced her. To mark a decade of undoings—the rapid liquidation of her mother’s gray matter as 

her own hair grayed, her skin wrinkled, and her waistline swelled—Jennifer turned to 

ImmerseNYC, a community mikveh project based in Brooklyn, New York. She was not seeking 

an awesome or life-transforming experience; she had had too much change. Rather, she was 

curious about how the Jewish ritual bath could help her to take stock of all that had happened.  

For this ocean-loving Florida native, the water itself felt comfortable, like home. The 

self-inspection (iyyun) before the immersion, however, jolted Jennifer into a reflective state. To 

prepare for the mikveh ritual, women adhere to a particular regimen of inspection to ensure that 

no barriers (ḥatsitsot), such as stray hairs, will separate the body from the mikveh’s waters. In a 

private moment of vulnerability, in front of a full length, well-lit mirror, Jennifer stood face to 

face with her body. It was this moment that Jennifer marks as the point at which she reckoned 

with all that had happened. 

Through the looking glass, in relationship to a figure that seemed oddly foreign, she 

worked to make sense of her external and internal worlds. “I stood there looking at myself and 

[asked], ‘Can you accept this?’ And then afterwards, I felt maybe a little bit more compassion for 
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my body. Like, it’s just doing what it’s hardwired into it to do. It’s not good, bad, or indifferent. 

It just is. This is what a woman’s body does as estrogen levels start to decrease.” Chemical, 

flesh, mind, and spirit: it was all part of her.  

Like her mikveh guide, who was “a model of openness and being where the person is 

[with] no judgment,” Jennifer aimed to become that for herself, and by the conclusion of our 

interview, for me. “Whatever it is your body’s doing it’s just doing! It’s certainly not doing to 

you,” she instructed me. Together we laughed in solidarity at the mismatch between her moment 

of self-acceptance and the extent to which the terrible “messages we women get” from the media 

had seeped deeply into both of us. As we ended our conversation, she reiterated, “But I’m telling 

you, that mirror in the preparation room is not for the faint of heart!” We then parted, as 

interviewer and interviewee, but also like immersee and guide.  

Since 2013, ImmerseNYC, which often describes itself as a community mikveh project, 

has been existing symbiotically, running immersions within an Orthodox mikveh on the Upper 

West Side of Manhattan. Rabbi Sara Luria, ImmerseNYC’s founder who was ordained in the 

Reform Movement, was inspired by the work of Mayyim Hayyim, a pluralistic, independent, 

free-standing mikveh and education center in Newton, MA that opened its doors in 2004 to 

“reclaim and reinvent one of Judaism’s most ancient rituals […] for contemporary spiritual use” 

by any Jew or anyone in the process of conversion to Judaism.1 ImmerseNYC has improvised 

upon Mayyim Hayyim’s model and adapted its conceptual approach2 to fulfill its own mission of 

“facilitating deep ritual experiences, particularly through use of a mikveh[,…] foster[ing] 

supportive peer communities,”3 thus re-envisioning Jewish spiritual leadership. 

The mikveh guide, a role that ImmerseNYC has adapted from Mayyim Hayyim and 

reinvented as a form of lay spiritual leadership, is charged with the task of connecting, 
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supporting, and recognizing the inherent value that resides within each person. Each person is an 

image of God.4 Like a mime, the guide’s job is “to mirror” the immersee, actively listening in 

order to match her energy and emotions. Throughout the process of co-creating a personalized 

ritual frame to meet the immersee’s individual needs, the guide tacitly communicates, “I see you, 

and you are enough,” through her words, her body language, and her attentive silences. Then, as 

they move to the living waters’5 edge, she helps the immersee remove her robe, the last 

chatzitzah (boundary) to entry into the womb of the divine. The guide raises the fabric to shield 

her eyes, a modest buffer as the immersee dissolves into the water three times: once to let go, 

once to be present, and once to set intentions for new directions.6 Like contractions in the womb 

of God, the difficult work of bodily and spiritual mimesis culminates in multiple transformations 

and the formation of intimate bonds. 

Hearing about Jennifer’s iyyun7 pushed me to contemplate how looking at one’s physical 

self in the mirror, seeing oneself reflected back through a caring other, and ritualizing renewal 

might constitute ethical and political acts.8 The Modern Mikveh Movement (MMM), a term 

coined by ImmerseNYC, is collectively reimagining the purpose, meaning, and potency of an 

ancient Jewish ritual as a mode of social critique of contemporary American Jewish life. This 

Jewish feminist movement calls on the Jewish community to recognize subjective needs and 

experiences, especially associated with embodiment, as relevant to the governance of the Jewish 

community. The mikveh can serve not only to honor or cope with the vicissitudes of individual 

human life, but also as a structure to renew the community’s commitments to its moral 

obligations by placing value on, and sharing the burdens of, even the mundane and abject aspects 

of life. 
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Though it does not claim prophetic authority in explicit terms, the MMM can be seen as 

sounding a prophetic call to remind the Jewish people that they are a community, not merely a 

polity, whose origin, however real or imagined, was a historical covenant that morally obligated 

each Jew to God, to her self, and to her fellow.9 While MMM’s political theology is articulated 

through text, it is formed and performed more centrally through practice. Its political claims, in 

turn, are predicated on an perceptual challenge: see differently. To renew the covenant, in this 

vein, they (implicitly) propose and practice new commandments: Do not observe at the expense 

of witnessing. Re-subjectify human experience. Honor the embodied labor of women.10 Find awe 

in the workings of the body, find comfort when the body doesn’t work the way it should.11 

Commit to healing the world and all its people, including the self. 

Though their missions and approaches differ, Mayyim Hayyim and ImmerseNYC have 

each repurposed and reframed an embodied ritual practice as a site for spiritual politics that 

challenge secular and religious structures of authority that govern women’s bodies. This chapter 

will trace how the language of spirituality is being mobilized within the MMM to respond to 

modern alienation,12 especially with respect to women’s roles in communal life, the fracturing of 

close-knit communities, the effects of mass-media on body-image, and experiences with modern 

medicine. At Mayyim Hayyim and ImmerseNYC, the mikveh becomes, paradoxically, a site to 

mark personal transformations while affirming a person for who and where they are. 

Mayyim Hayyim has worked to reanimate the American Jewish community by breaking 

down barriers that have alienated people from Jewish life by producing embodied ritual 

experiences to ground individuals in externalized objects, most notably through communal 

spaces and pre-written rituals. ImmerseNYC, on the other hand, works to train spiritual leaders, a 

model in which spiritual power is rooted in creative techniques that facilitate interpersonal 
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connections, re-valuing bodies and human relationships. By listening to and for the language of 

spirituality, I will use the mikveh to do my own work of seeing American spirituality, as it seeps 

and flows, or as women bore into the ground and create new structures to collect its effervescent, 

living waters.13  

 At first, the mikveh may seem like an odd site to do world-transforming spiritual work, 

stage a feminist grassroots movement, or to address alienation and detachment from American 

Judaism. It is a place where one can find so many of the entrenched binaries that structure the 

most critiqued aspects of the religious and of the secular,14 and which underlie the religion-

secularism dichotomy itself: nature-culture, clean-dirty, sacred-profane, male-female, tradition-

modernity, rational-emotional, modern-enchanted, public-private.15 Within the framework of 

binary thinking, seemingly natural associations among terms have linked female, irrational, 

private, profane, and dirty, and this has occurred not merely in the realm of language but also in 

the grammars of everyday life.16 Such “binary thinking” has been particularly effective in 

creating distortions that maintain idealized narratives of secular progress,17 leaving those who are 

alienated by secularism’s paradoxical demands in the dust.18  

Stripped down, the mikveh functions in the body of Torah to facilitate transitions:19 from 

its depths it calls for openness in its interpretive registers. The belly of the mikveh has long been 

pregnant with Jewish fantasy.20 Because of its close associations with reproduction,21 the 

mikveh, like the figure of “Jewish womanhood” and the Jewish woman’s body, is the physical 

“setting for” a community’s desires and fears.22 At the start of American Jewish life in the 

seventeenth century, a time when new-world exploration coincided with hopes for messianic 

return, Jews in the New World found added significance in the ritual through reading the prophet 

Jeremiah, who used the word “mikveh” to signify “hope.”23 Today, the prophetesses of the 
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Jewish body are using the mikveh to experiment with alternative modern enchantments borne of 

intimate relationships: among guide and immersee, human bodies and the mikveh’s waters, and 

for those who are open to it, the ritual vessel and the body of the divine. Though it cannot reverse 

the often-painful reality of inevitable aging,24 the mikveh’s waters dissolve away spiritual grime, 

nurture fluid bodies through physical processes, bolster the communal body against 

disintegration, and celebrate the hope that comes with cycles of renewal.  

To witness the mikveh’s spiritual work requires a different kind of storytelling that 

unsettles binary thinking—both secular and religious—that have focused studies of subjectivity, 

agency, and community on particular kinds of bodies and of morality on idealized and abstract 

notions of citizenship and governance.25 By moving past epistemic concerns—specifically, the 

nature of secularism, tradition, womanhood and Jewish identity —to ontological questions about 

how these categories are made and remade by discursive labor, I trace how the MMM challenges 

certain legacies of the Enlightenment as it re-inscribes others.  

Riffing on Joan Scott’s image of feminist history, a feminist ethnography must 

acknowledge that a reflection pool, one designed to minimize disruptions, is too facile an image: 

the stories people tell of themselves and the groups to which they belong are made from fantasies 

and echoes.26 Following Scott, I assemble a story of mikveh through ripples, physical 

manifestations of matter reacting to visible and invisible forces, in living water. Through the 

imperfect mimesis born in these rippled reflections, feminists perform transformative work on 

themselves and the larger bodies of which they are part: the bodies of people, communities, and 

nations.  

The bodies that have come to constitute the MMM, shaped by a variety of ways of 

performing American Judaism, have made the mikveh multiple.27 In telling its stories, I move 
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among the ripples upon living waters in Boston, New York City, Toronto, northwest 

Connecticut, Jerusalem, and Kibbutz Ḥannaton in the North of Israel. The main contours of its 

structure will come in two main waves, each one driven by the dynamics of a relationship among 

bodies: the genesis of Mayyim Hayyim as an independent liberal mikveh that challenges an 

Orthodox monopoly and provides a place for transformative, spiritual experience for Jews of all 

backgrounds; and ImmerseNYC’s mimetic vision of spiritual leadership and political activism 

that is taking place within the physical confines of an Orthodox institution. The predicament of 

this approach, like that of secularism itself, is how to meet our expectations of wholeness when 

bodies inside bodies inside bodies, always in relationship to other bodies of variable fleshiness, 

explore the limits of their subjectivity and the power within. In this text, as in the mikveh, I can 

but hope to have listened and seen, and that in my imperfect mimesis of multiple lives, I will 

reflect back something anew: alternative constructions of seeing and being Jewish.  

 

Therapeutic History and an Alternative Political Tradition 

On the second floor of Mayyim Hayyim, outside one of the upstairs staff offices, there is 

a bathroom with a bathtub, a remnant of the building’s former identity as a house. A green poster 

board, propped up on the soap stand of a bathtub, reads “Mayyim Hayyim: An Oasis for Health.” 

Whether as a gentle warning against common superstitions or as a preventative measure against 

false hope, Mayyim Hayyim’s website states: “There is no ‘cure’ in the waters of the mikveh, but 

many people do find a sense of healing and wholeness there.”28 Though the intended meaning of 

this statement relates to the use of mikveh as a counterbalance to biomedicine (Chapter 3), it 

belies another fundamental insight into the mikveh’s political work: uniting the Jewish 

community.  



 

 399 

To cure an increasingly fractured Jewish communal body and respond to the needs of its 

alienated subjects, Mayyim Hayyim has taken a common American approach: pluralism is the 

best medicine29 and spirituality is a liquid language that can dissolve and diffuse religious 

difference.30 The spiritual work of Mayyim Hayyim, however, occurs within a fixed structure 

(keva),31 that lends it authenticity. Instead of a search for “authentic experience,” which is 

ubiquitous in liberal Protestantism, the MMM has sought to create methods of practicing the 

tradition authentically.32 The MMM’s challenge, like that of other progressive movements in 

Modern Judaism, is to develop new ways of being authentic, while selectively disavowing 

elements of the tradition which ground authenticity in terms that are exclusive, particularly in 

relation to levels of textual learning.  

The stakes of this work are not merely personal but political, to paraphrase Second Wave 

Feminism’s most well known saying. In this case, this is not just a reference to individual 

subjects’ need for healing but to a national collective: the Bible imagines the origins of the 

Jewish people as a set of historical contracts with God, first with a family and then with a nation, 

the former corporeal and the latter codified in law.33 The first covenant, inscribed upon the flesh 

of Abraham’s male offspring, is an embodied marker of the connection between citizenship and 

sexual difference that is further codified through the legal tradition, initiated at Sinai.34 In 

response to an embodied and historical covenant that is fundamental to a Jewish political 

tradition that casts women as second class citizens, the mikveh is being used as a form of 

political protest through a series of correspondences: it is an embodied act, it cultivates a close 

connection to God, it is situated within the womb of God, and though I never heard it explicitly 

discussed by leaders of the MMM, there is a Talmudic tradition that immersion is the female 

parallel to circumcision.35 
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The MMM is one attempt to reposition excluded groups, most centrally women, within 

the collective “we” in stories of the Exodus and the subsequent Revelation and Covenant.36 In 

what feels like an arid, textual climate, in which most memories of ancient Jewish women’s 

practices are lost—and those that remain, like mikveh immersions, are mired in layers of 

patriarchal interpretive history37—Jewish feminists have sought to recreate a Jewish space for 

women that is not derivative of male experience. Put differently, equality is to be found not in 

permitting women to practice as men do, but in forming a feminist project that transforms 

existing communal structures and ritual practices. As one of three commandments specifically 

entrusted to women,38 and as a fully embodied ritual that is particularly appealing in the wake of 

Second Wave Feminism’s “corporeal turn,” mayyim hayyim (the living water of the mikveh) has 

become a symbol of an authentic feminine past and a salvo to vulnerability of female bodies to 

rabbinic discursive regimes.  

Mayyim Hayyim has codified its institutional social ethic in a set of seven principles. 

While the first is Jewish law (halakha), derived from obligations that were revealed by God at 

Sinai and only incumbent on certain Jews (most simply, adult men), the last word is openness.39 

The ideal of inclusivity extends well beyond gender, seeking to include all Jews, from babies to 

the elderly, those with physical or mental disabilities,40 and those who may be stigmatized due to 

race or sexual orientation.  

Given the centrality of history to Jewish tradition, it is not surprising that new enactments 

of the Jewish ritual and the new attempt at telling its history are continuous with each other: they 

are both, in some sense, therapeutic, part of a broader project of repair and renewal.41 The 

observation that the Jewish historian serves as a modern “physician of [Jewish] memory,”42 who 

steps in to patch and preserve in the face of modernity’s challenges and ruptures, is not a new 
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one. In crafting a story of Jewish wholeness across denominations, continents, and centuries, the 

Jewish historian obeys the commandment: “And thou shalt tell thy son in that day, saying: It is 

because of that which the LORD did for me when I came forth out of Egypt.”43 Jewish histories 

become “our stories” where “we,” an entire people, walked in one direction through the desert of 

time: forward together.44 The tradition’s texts, though historical, are often of dubious historicity. 

Furthermore, the normative needs of a people bleed into the historical discipline’s demands for 

objectivity, however impossible and unattainable. 

The practices of history telling are unsurprisingly inseparable from contestations over an 

“authentic” Jewish ritual practice today. In its own founding narratives and mission statement, 

Mayyim Hayyim presents itself as an alternative center for Jewish life that came into being to 

serve those who have felt alienated or even excluded from established houses of worship or of 

study, the beit knesset (synagogue) and the beit midrash (house of learning), respectively. Its 

story is of a constant balancing act between tradition and invention. Its brief public history 

reflects these tensions: “[T]he dream of a new kind of mikveh” was actualized through “a dual 

campaign to teach about the possibilities of this ancient ritual as well as to raise funds to build a 

totally unprecedented institution.”45  Mayyim Hayyim, as a physical site for embodied ritual, 

imagined itself as a new kind of Jewish bayt (home) in which modern Jews could experiment 

with elements of the ancient brit (covenant), regardless of who they were or what they knew. 

Fundamentally, it did not reject the Jewish textual tradition yet it challenges the use of texts as a 

“surrogate home” for a perpetually place-less people.46 Mayyim Hayyim uses embodied ritual to 

create a makom kavuah, a set place, for all Jews, especially those who have felt alienated or been 

excluded from the textual home.  
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In a recent essay on the history of the mikveh during modernity, intellectual historian 

Michael Meyer told the story of the mikveh as an “old vessel” that is able to hold “new 

waters.”47 In Meyer’s narrative, Mayyim Hayyim appears near the end of a longer history of 

tradition and innovation in modernity as the reawakening and remaking of an ancient ritual.48 

Nearly extinguished by the freedoms—or pressures—of America that led the majority of 

American Jews off the prescribed path,49 most communities left mikveh in the dust.50 Mayyim 

Hayyim planted the seeds of a broader revival, supported by an institutional frame, that could 

bring a nearly dead mitzvah (commandment) back to life.51 

In a history like Meyer’s, the particular approach and the subject matter are linked: the 

story of progressive Jews rejuvenating mikveh as a means to refill a hole bored in modern life by 

“intellectually and aesthetically induced vicissitudes” “attempts to fill [a] lacuna”52 in the 

historiography. Mayyim Hayyim’s life becomes abstracted, a universal site of modern Jews to 

mend breaks: between a vulgar body and elevated mind or spirit (an impulse of Reform, to make 

a proper religion out of Judaism)53 and religious practice and spiritual fulfillment (an issue felt 

within Orthodoxy, especially among women, upon whom most legal responsibilities were not 

incumbent).54 This historian’s mikveh manages—in its selection of legal and popular written 

sources, in its linearity, and in its seeming objectivity—to itself perform that with which its 

object struggles: the alienating dominance of textuality as authentic Judaism.  

 In place of a historical narrative that is incongruous with the cycles of women’s lives, 

that is based in text, and that starts with law, it is fitting that Mayyim Hayyim, the institution, 

should have a creation myth, and the pools, filled each time they are used with mayyim hayyim, 

should have a birth story. The story I will tell of Mayyim Hayyim is at once a memory of the 

unencumbered possibilities of sacred creation and a romantic fantasy of a modern spiritual 
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temple for modern American Jewry. Mayyim Hayyim, as a house of embodied worship and 

textual learning, works to integrate public and private, book and body, multiculturalism and 

Jewish authenticity, spiritual inclusivity and religious tradition, transcendent and immanent 

connections, and sacred and nonprofit.55 Through a language of spirituality, and framed by the 

explicit work of honoring the “inbetweenness”56 of life transitions, Mayyim Hayyim fuses the 

needs of individual Jews and the Jewish body politic. As a gateway to Jewish life that maintains 

the frame of Jewish tradition but lowers alienating barriers to participation, mikveh is a spiritual 

solution to religious disenfranchisement.57 Though bound to the written word and shaped by the 

historical discipline, I will try to tell a story of the MMM that is enchanted by this same spirit. 

 

Mayyim Hayyim’s Birth Story58 

The Birth and Rebirth of mayyim hayyim59 

Her life begins with a kiss (neshikah).60 The water falls onto her, jolting her to life. She opens 

wide as the living water rushes over her and into her, filling her up with its freshness. As she 

ingests the water, waves ripple through her body. She drinks and her belly swells. The purple 

light above reflects off her and makes her skin glisten as it soothes her. This solitary moment is 

time for re-collection, to be refreshed, reconnected to her roots, filled with new life, with hope. 

In the warmth and slight humidity of the room, she lies there waiting to hold new life, to nurture 

a dream.  

She is a body, alive through water flowing from the earth. She is made and remade 

through connection and love, brought to life with a vitalizing kiss. Continually renewed and 

renewing, she is like an inexhaustible womb. It often seems that her possibilities are endless, her 

wisdom timeless, her capacity for nurturing boundless, her ability to absorb indefatigable, her 
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resilience incalculable.61 She is the mother of a people, birthing new life by holding her children 

in all their pain and suffering.62 She is a woman imagined, a maternal Form.63 She is a model to 

be reproduced all over the world.64 She is the imagination of women and the dream of a 

community. 

Her body is a sacred container carved from the earth, not created but made by human 

hands and hearts, a collection of women’s labors, a recollection of women’s wisdom, a 

repository of an invisible history that stretches back to the beginning and continues to live. Just 

miles from Walden Pond, her maker celebrates the unifying nature of her being not as an over-

soul but the mirror of a hovering divine body.  

Mayyim Hayyim’s birth story is a tale of rebirth: an enchanted water cycle, a modern 

midrash on the movement of waters from Eden to the Newton Municipal supply, absorbed into 

bodies, and evaporated into the heavens. It is the addition of a symbolic splash of ‘living 

water’—such as rainwater—that transforms the municipal supply into something else: a 

religious wellspring fed by the same headwaters that flowed through Eden in the beginning, 

when God hovered over the face of the deep.65 God divided the waters below from the waters 

above and it was famously good. It is the same good water that nurtures and sustains the 

ongoing miracles of creation, from the amniotic sac, to the invisible transport of blood and 

lymph, to the powerful energies of tides and clouds feeding the planet. All of it is sacred: the 

shower, the kiss, the tear, the flow, the nearly liquid body. Every drop sacred. The womb, the 

planet, the mikveh: they are all imagined to be connected to each other by enchanting forces and 

the textual history of the Jewish people. Mayyim Hayyim is this diachronic dream, bending time 

into a circle that brings God back to the modern world. 
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The Genesis of the Modern Mikveh Movement 

According to the body of Jewish law (halakha) that the Rabbis developed, a person is 

commanded to go immerse in a mikveh for several reasons: women must go when they are in a 

state of niddah,66 a bride must visit prior to her wedding,67 and both men and women must 

immerse prior to conversion to Judaism.68 Yet, prior to the Rabbinic system, and even prior to 

the idea of covenant and commandment, in the beginning, in Genesis 1, there was mikveh. 

On the third day, God wanted land and sea, and God said: yikveh ha-mayyim, gather the 

waters. The gathering of waters, mikveh ha-mayyim, were called the seas.69 On that same day, 

with God’s word, God covered the earth with plants bearing seeds and fruits, the promise of a 

fertile future.70 Much later, in a different Biblical era, the Israelites worshipped their creator 

through a cultic system that divided the world into pure and impure. A simple gathering of water 

came to have a telos, purity. Much, much later,71 the Rabbis, in all their power invented a system 

of laws to re-order a changing world. De facto, women were regularly impure. The beauty God 

imagined had been tainted. With each passing month, women had to experience the pain of 

separation (niddah). 

The beginning of desire to discover the mikveh, a proxy for the desire for relationship 

with the divine,72 for so many other Jewish women who grew up knowing nothing of mikveh, 

was an upcoming wedding, itself the genesis of a new covenant and a modern contract. Mostly 

out of curiosity and for the purposes of her research, she confessed, Mayyim Hayyim’s founder 

Anita Diamant went before her own wedding. Her groom-to-be, Jim, had also gone before their 

wedding: to convert to Judaism. But it was at another conversion a few years later that I 

understood why that particular mikveh could not be “mine.”73 It was during the two hours set 

aside for liberal conversions every week, and there was a line out the door. A dozen men, 
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women, and children spilled down the stairs and onto the walkway. In a way, it was inspiring to 

see so many people waiting, wanting to become Jews. But it was hot in the sun, and the mikveh is 

no place for a queue. The paradox of the liberal Jewish project stung: they had enlightenment, 

but they wanted in to be let into the house of secrets, a place where the comfort of an authentic 

spiritual connection to God could be found.74 

A modern romantic prophetess,75 inspired by her own apprehension of the pain of modern 

loss, Diamant wrote a dirge to a ritual corpse, drained of its sacred vitality and spiritual 

authenticity. The mikveh is most closely associated with monthly use by married women and 

most mikva’ot are utilitarian structures built by and for the Orthodox community so that wives 

can immerse themselves according to laws that regulate sexual availability. The monthly 

immersion was one of the three sacred obligations (mitzvot) required of Jewish women, but it 

was abandoned by the vast majority of our grandmothers, who thought it demeaning or simply 

irrelevant.76 

A prior generation, Diamant explained, reacted to primitive beliefs and patriarchal power 

and had come to believe that mikveh should be forgotten; those who held the key to the 

remaining mikva’ot, the Orthodox, now had a monopoly and continued to pollute the 

groundwater with exclusionary injustice. The mikveh’s detached functionality, drained of its 

sacred energy, was now a modern time-keeper, ticking off each passing month, alerting women 

as members of a reproductive herd to fulfill their duties.77 As “our grandmothers” came into the 

modern, American, middle class, they shed a ritual tainted with old-world alterity—not to 

mention a reputation for physical filth and lack of aesthetic appeal—and spared “our mothers.” If 

the patriarchal version of God codified by the male Rabbis insisted that women immerse monthly 

after menstruation in order to be allowed to have physical contact with their husbands or any 
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holy ritual object, these women wanted to leave behind everything having to do with that 

primitive cult.78  

While the Mayyim Hayyim project, in particular, and mikveh, in general, lends itself to 

an image of wholeness—the rebirthed community or self—the “mother of all religious 

dichotomies” reigned: “us/them.”79 The fantasy that “‘they’ [had] stolen ‘our’ jouissance”80 

revealed deep tensions within the body of American Jewry. The American Jewish body had 

become sectarian. A subset of the community saw themselves as maintaining the covenant, while 

the others had gone off the path  set by halakha.81 

From the “other” perspective, Orthodoxy had dried up the spirit, treated Judaism as such 

a fragile being that it needed to set up rigid and exclusionary walls to keep out fluid and flexible 

approaches to Jewish practice.82 Put another way, Diamant’s spiritual medicine sought to heal 

Jewish bodies—individual and communal—in a secularized climate where bodies in pain were 

treated impersonally.83 Herself a product of a secularized world, Diamant’s anger at the 

injustices that caused liberal Jewish pain led her to formulate a plan for resistance:84 a mikveh of 

her own that could be personalized to the liberal Jew, spiritually nourishing, and authentically 

Jewish. It wasn’t your grandmother’s mikveh that Diamant wanted. Nor one “they” built for their 

wives, where “they” would, in parallel, control entry into her living waters, her body, and her 

people. 

Diamant was not the first one to look into the Jewish tradition and yearn for renewal. By 

the late 1970s or early 1980s, as Jewish feminists worked to bring together an embrace of the 

body’s sensuousness and liberal emancipatory desires, some began to learn about mikveh. Matia 

Angelou, for example, who would later become integral to Mayyim Hayyim’s ritual creation 

team, stumbled upon mikveh while speaking to experimental Jewish educator Cherie Koller-Fox 



 

 408 

about Jewish education for her young son. For Angelou, hearing about mikveh for the first time 

was like finding “the missing piece,” a sacred well that would allow her to access the connection 

to nature and spirituality she sought in Wiccan communities through her Jewish practice. There 

was a lot, she realized, she had never been taught in her Conservative Jewish education. She 

formed a Jewish feminist community, Nishmat HaNashim (The Soul of Women), which brought 

together women who were “really hungering to be with other women to talk about text study, 

liturgy, spirituality, and mysticism.” They experimented with healing, creative arts, and 

alternative liturgies. As Angelou described it, this was but one of the seeds they planted in the 

early spring of Jewish feminism. 

In a variety of Rosh Hodesh85 groups and other feminist circles, women began seeking 

out the jouissance of the mikveh, wading into the ocean and jumping into lakes, living waters 

that had not been forced into the container of patriarchal, Orthodox institutions. They were 

outside, autonomous subjects: they were seekers. Framed this way, a religious ritual became an 

“ambivalently secular and spiritual”86 act, emphatically outside the frame of institutionalized 

Jewish life. It was a way to heal the urbanized Jewish body and reconnect it to nature. 

Jewish feminists were also beginning to talk about “taking back” the mikveh not only 

outside institutional spaces. For example, Rabbi Elyse Goldstein, an American-born Reform 

Rabbi who was working in Toronto, wrote an article in the popular Jewish Feminist Magazine 

Lilith about her decision to “reappropriate” mikveh before her wedding: “The mikvah has been 

taken from me as a Jewish woman by sexist interpretations, by my experiences with Orthodox 

‘family purity’ committees who run communal mikvaot as Orthodox monopolies, by a history of 

male biases, fears of menstruation and superstitions. I was going to take back the water.” 87 

Others, like Rabbi Dr. Haviva Ner-David, started doing mikveh ritual invention on her own in 
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the 1990s; two decades later, she told me how this was the start of the mikveh becoming her 

“pulpit.”88 In remaking the Jewish polity into an increasingly egalitarian community, it was 

necessary to mend the effects of violence produced by the patriarchal-textualist complex, an 

insidious alliance of the modern male gaze and religious superstition against nature’s female 

creative forces.  

The mikveh was a subversive site to reinvest modern life, in general, and modern Jewish 

life, in particular with sacredness. [A]t its source, the purpose of regular mikveh visits is to link 

sex and the sacred, a startling and powerful notion in a world where sex is more commodity than 

sacrament.89 Feminist reclamation of the mikveh could at once save the ritual vessel from 

modern liquidation, spiritually buffer women’s bodies against a culture that loved to fetishize 

them,90 and mark bodies Jewishly without subjecting themselves to religious violence.91  

Diamant was part of this zeitgeist of feminists reclaiming and reinventing Jewish 

tradition. In writing The Red Tent in the 1990s, she had famously returned to the Bible in hopes 

of writing a feminist redemption: to right the patriarchal nature of such a foundational document. 

In a lesser-known story, Diamant came to know mikveh while conducting research for The New 

Jewish Wedding in the 1980s. In the book, her preferred medium for experimentation and 

expression,92 Diamant wanted to provide a template for a mikveh ritual. She reprinted a prayer 

that she described as an example of “modern tehinnot [devotional prayers], a bridge to the 

generations of women who preceded us into the water”:93  

I am now prepared to shed the impurities of my earlier life; 
to become one with another life, 
to become a creator of new life, 
to become a partner in sharing the joys of life, 
to teach and to learn the lessons of married life.94  
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It is a prayer for joining, for removing barriers to prepare for a covenant of partnership. The 

poem is also a memory of a beshert95 meeting of minds and hearts: Diamant’s relationship with 

the prayer’s authoress laid the foundation for Mayyim Hayyim, a concrete institutionalization of 

her desires.96  

We Jewish women have long since transformed ourselves into a learned, curious, and 

creative force in the world; and from this twenty-first-century vantage point, monthly mikveh use 

is a topic of study, experimentation, and spiritual exploration.97 At the dawn of the new 

millennium, to return to the pure source of mikveh, unpolluted by Orthodox illusions of power, 

Diamant prescribed a spiritual experiment, where women could find truth by immersing in 

scripture through bodily practices.98 I want a mikveh. Not a mikveh in the backyard, but a 

community mikveh that I can call my own. Mayyim Hayyim would be a place to mine the 

tradition, looking to connect to God on each individual’s terms. Her mikveh would be laboratory 

where modern people could experiment with using the material world to find real, sacred 

experience through the resources of the Jewish tradition. 

A gathering of mostly “peri- or post-menopausal” women, who had the time and 

resources for institution-building, came together to realize the dream of a free-standing, fully 

kosher99 mikveh and education center that could be open to a pluralistic community.100 They 

labored in pain, in anger, in frustration, but also in hope. For most, working to create Mayyim 

Hayyim was like taking part in a process of invention: to them, the concept of mikveh was totally 

new. For at least a couple, however, mikveh was already an intimate part of their lives. Cookie 

Rosenbaum, for example, was an Orthodox “mikveh lady,” the woman who ran the Orthodox 

mikveh in a nearby town. Cookie joined the Mayyim Hayyim project in search of inspiration for 

reinvesting Orthodox mikveh practice with sacred intention (kavanah).101 Some, like Matia 
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Angelou, had spent years going to an Orthodox mikveh with friends—mikveh buddies—who 

would not just certify proper immersion, but also serve as a witness for each other’s spiritual 

needs. Instead of a necessary part of a procedure—bleed, wait, dunk once, twice, three times, and 

then home to the husband—the mikveh could be an end in itself, a place for connection. 

The house of God’s womb that she wished to build was a world of embodied ritual 

performance. But it was also a realm of uncertainty. Who knew what a mikveh was?102 So few 

people remembered the nearly dead mitzvah, let alone wanted to build one as a spiritual home. 

One woman who I interviewed outside the context of Mayyim Hayyim, a self-described 

feminist raised in the mid-West, recounted the utter foreignness of mikveh for most Americans 

in the final decades of the twentieth century. In the early 1980s, while in Israel to study at the 

Pardes Institute, a non-denominational, co-educational text study program primarily for post-

college Americans, someone in the town she lived in just outside Jerusalem asked her if she 

wanted to work in the mikveh. She laughed: “I’m not a Yiddish sheitl wearer!” Her image of 

mikveh-goers was the old-world, wig-wearing, Ultra-Orthodox. In order to participate in the 

community, though, she trained as a balanit (mikveh attendant, colloquially known as a “mikveh 

lady”). She was surprised to find the mikveh to be a beautiful women’s space and found the work 

of supporting brides during one of the most emotionally powerful times in their lives to be 

empowering. She started to bring other students to see the mikveh. “The Magical Mikveh Tour,” 

she would call it. Everyone knew about the Beatles album, “Magical Mystery Tour,” she 

explained, “For many people from the West, coming to the mikveh was almost like a psychedelic 

adventure. I tried to debunk it, to make it real.”103  
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In the 1990s in the Boston suburbs, with some distance from the seeking sixties and the 

adventurous attitude of students visiting a foreign homeland, Diamant took a different approach 

to making the mikveh real. The first step was a concrete definition.  

Mikveh, or mikvah: (Hebrew. Collection [of water]) Pool of living water. Immersion in a mikveh 
renders ritually pure a person who has become ritually impure; immersion is also a way to 
signify a change of status, i.e.: from unmarried to married; from non-Jewish to Jewish. Also the 
building that houses such a pool.104 
 
In this carefully worded entrée into her mikveh manifesto, Diamant described ontological 

transformation in the most staid terms. Mikveh was not just real, but could be ordinary, regular, 

and accessible. As Mayyim Hayyim was actualized, Diamant and her team built an institution 

that could bring people into real Jewish experience regardless of their background and could 

make the foreign feel familiar. Mayyim Hayyim grew into an ideal Jewish woman, serving her 

community: soft, warm, comforting, welcoming, open, beautiful, dynamic, knowledgeable, 

lively, and productive.105  

Mayyim Hayyim paid particular attention to nurturing people who come to her most 

vulnerable. In her early years, every week, she hosted the “Sixth Day Group,” who came on 

Friday mornings to write a healing guide for people on a “journey” with cancer. To facilitate 

immersions of those with physical disabilities, they invested in a hydraulic lift to lower people 

into the water. Conversion rituals, when a powerful “emotional and spiritual event [is] happening 

inside [a] person” as their identity transforms into “officially Jewish,” 106 came to be almost daily 

occurrences at Mayyim Hayyim.  

  To facilitate immersions as spiritual experiences, even for total neophytes, Mayyim 

Hayyim conceived of a new role: mikveh guide.107 In my mikveh, the ‘mikveh lady’…will become 

an educator who teaches all kinds of Jews about how to enter the waters of tradition and plumb 

possibilities of meaning in them. She wanted a mikveh attendant, in the image of the matriarch 
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Rachel, who would lovingly tend her flock and uncover a well of spiritual sustenance and 

knowledge. After Mayyim Hayyim developed a curriculum for training guides, Diamant 

introduced it in lofty terms: It is a tree of life to them who hold fast to it—Proverb 3:18. [T]he 

curriculum you hold in your hands is a new fruit from that venerable tree. The living Torah was 

a tree of knowledge,108 a guide to a new kind of “sacred work.” “Guide My Steps: Mikveh Guide 

Curriculum” was a new layer of textual commentary, part of a longer Jewish political tradition of 

reinterpreting the covenant, especially around issues of communal obligation, with new 

values.109 

The community at Mayyim Hayyim formed around mikveh guides, who were 

interviewed, selected, and trained as “para-informal educators”110 or “professional volunteers.”111 

During the intensive eight-session, 18-hour, training course, guides followed a detailed 

curriculum, and an accompanying volume of readings to do at home. They learned the details of 

mikveh construction; biblical, Rabbinic, and contemporary texts that have shaped mikveh 

practice; and the basis, rules and procedures for halakhic and non-traditional immersions.112 The 

course also trained guides how to be present and witness while maintaining privacy. Guides 

learned how to hold up a towel, only lowering it when they heard each big breath of air and 

splash of water to witness the immersion without seeing a naked body uncovered by water. Most 

importantly, perhaps, guides learned to “hold soup”: not letting personal needs and feelings spill 

onto the person you are guiding. They were there, as one guide from the initial cohort explained, 

to be present and hold space, to serve as a spiritual witness. 

As one guide explained it, a mikveh guide is like a good waiter at a fancy restaurant, a 

selfless server who makes sure you have everything you need but barely being noticed. Others 

dismissed—even rebuked—the waiter metaphor, which did not acknowledge how much the 
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guide also gained spiritually from the experience and from being part of the Mayyim Hayyim 

community. Despite these disagreements, the Mayyim Hayyim guides I spoke with seemed to 

agree that being a guide was not a leadership role, but rather a mode of service. Several guides 

who were Jewish leaders in their professional lives commented that though extensively trained in 

terms of how to take a person through the mikveh ritual, guides knew far too little to be 

considered Jewish leaders. Furthermore, in an institution serving so many immersions and trying 

to survive as a non-profit, seeing the guides as leaders might be a case of too many cooks in the 

kitchen.113  

The domain of the mikveh guide, what they nicknamed “the wet side,” was only half of 

the vision for a complete home for liberal Jews. With the body there needed to be a place for 

mind, for processing the radical idea that the intimate parts of bodies, sexuality, and emotional 

and spiritual life could be discussed in a public, yet intimate, space. Diamant and her team paired 

the pools with an education center, “the dry side.” To bring liberal Jews to the mikveh, people 

needed to learn the answers to the question, “what is the mikveh,” as well as to Mayyim 

Hayyim’s vision of what it should be. On the dry side, an education director would teach other 

courses introducing mikveh to people of all ages and stages: for brides, for prospective converts, 

for children preparing for their bar and bat mitzvahs,114 or for anyone else who wanted to explore 

the spiritual potential of mikveh immersion, breaking down walls of secrecy. Learned women 

like Cookie Rosenberg would come to teach classes on niddah, providing an “authentic” 

halakhic education on the body’s cycles. The dry side was a place for trans-denominational, 

trans-generational, and interfaith public education, though only Jews (or those becoming Jews at 

their conversion) were allowed to enter mayyim hayyim, to feel it, and to know it biblically, on 
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the wet side.115 Still, visiting groups were offered tours of the mikveh and could at least stick a 

finger in the water to feel its warmth.  

Mayyim Hayyim sought to dissolve boundaries, bringing strictly guarded binaries into 

intimate proximity, and experimenting with the strength of their adhesion. The book and the 

body were now under one roof, and the dry side was a place for Jews and non-Jews, men and 

women, adults and children. Jews came to immerse to mark life transitions, of any kind, in the 

same two pools and at any time they wished, eliminating spatial and temporal hierarchies or 

distinctions.116 The “house of secrets,”117 had become a home for a community and even a place 

to welcome strangers, a refusal to endorse taboos around sexuality.118 As a public space with 

pockets of privacy, where embodied ritual practice became matters of public discussion and 

celebration, Mayyim Hayyim was unsettling long-seated religious and secular ideals that insisted 

that women, like sexuality and reproduction, should reside in private. Likewise, it was re-valuing 

embodied experience, even as an alternative to textual knowledge, as an authentic way to 

participate in Jewish life. 

A Franchise for Spiritual Enfranchisement 

Mayyim Hayyim was expanding the mikveh’s multiple mythologies: 119 the Biblical 

creation stories and Levitical laws that shaped the structures and possibilities of its meaning, the 

Orthodox configurations of power that set its modern limits, and the feminist musings that made 

it possible to believe again in its potency as a transformative experience. Access fed the hunger 

for Jewish engagement, and the living waters of the tradition seemed to carry the potential to 

transform modern Jewish life into something more whole: it was a place for people of all 

denominations and from anywhere in the world, and it explicitly welcomed Jews of any age, race, 

class, gender, sexual orientation, and mental or physical ability, regardless of where they were on 
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their Jewish path. Like most liberal religious movements, Mayyim Hayyim needed to bring unity 

and direction to such a diverse cross-section of the community and to help provide an authentic 

Jewish experience,120 Mayyim Hayyim produced prolific scribes who authored guiding texts, 

written ceremonies to be used for immersion.  

With a certain dose of unacknowledged or unintentional irony, Diamant and her team 

bought a Victorian home, located next-door to a Conservative synagogue that they would convert 

into a liberal, feminist mikveh. Dr. Deborah Issokson, a psychiatrist who had worked as a Jewish 

educator before getting her Psy.D., recounted attending some kind of adult education program in 

the newly purchased but not-yet-renovated building. There, as Diamant shared the vision of 

training people to serve as mikveh guides, Debbie was excited by the opportunity to “come back 

to the Jewish world, not quite professionally but not only as a congregant.” Because of her 

professional expertise as a therapist who worked with people through life transitions, Debbie was 

recruited to be part of a three-woman ritual creation team, made up of “a psychiatrist, a rabbi, 

and a poet.”121 Starting with informed guesses about why people might come to the mikveh, and 

growing later to meet stated needs, the team crafted language to serve as liturgy for never-before-

acknowledged life events. They wrote ceremonies people could use as “the dressing” for ritual 

immersions for halakhic and non-halakhic reasons.122 The ceremonies were compiled into a 

spiral-bound book, A New Beginning: Ceremonies for the mikveh, and made into laminated, 

waterproof cards: buffered cards for buffered selves who, usually self-directed, found themselves 

out of their element. A laminated liturgy, layers of religious and spiritual traditions and 

innovations, provided a firm structure to lean on.123  

After Mayyim Hayyim established itself as an institution within Boston, it expanded its 

mission. They wanted a movement. Mayyim Hayyim begot mikveh begot mikveh begot mikveh. 
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And so it was. Mayyim Hayyim produced a franchise for spiritual enfranchisement, holding 

conferences and making films, writing blog posts and articles in the press, and adapting the 

curriculum so mikva’ot could be made in the likeness of Mayyim Hayyim throughout the world. 

They offered consulting services to communities far and wide that wanted to build a community 

mikveh and train guides. They marketed the ceremonies and their other educational materials. 

The ceremonies were sold online: Spiral Bound ($75), Laminated Cards (“plastic stand not 

included,” $150), or a Box Set (book, cards, and Lucite holder, $200). 

To run an institution, let alone to be the center of a movement, Mayyim Hayyim needed 

economic, not merely spiritual, capital. In the midst of a Jewish “demographic crisis,” spiritual 

fulfillment was hard to measure, so mikveh was not the easiest model to sell to Jewish 

philanthropists in search of objective data on what bred connection to Israel or prevented 

intermarriage. The sacred pools could not escape secular enchantment. Next to the tab for 

“getting involved” on the website’s banner, the Mayyim Hayyim store sells merchandise to 

fundraise. Mayyim Hayyim begot ceremonies and curricula124 begot immersion gift certificates 

begot an engraved water pitcher begot a CD begot note cards. To provide space for spiritual 

enchantment, Mayyim Hayyim needed to bootstrap it to secular enchantment, the power of 

capital.125 

 

Kavanah and Keva: Spiritual Structures 

In June 2016, at the annual fundraising gala attended by upwards of 400 people, Mayyim 

Hayyim chose to honor two pairs who had contributed to, and could attest to, the transformative 

power of Mayyim Hayyim.126 One was a mother and daughter, Terry Rosenberg and Lauren 

Neill. Terry, longtime supporter of local and national Jewish institutions, including the Institute 
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for Jewish Spirituality and Mayyim Hayyim, immersed for the first time to mark her sixtieth 

birthday and later encouraged Lauren to immerse as well. The brief story that the “Meet the 

Honorees” page provides is a window into the way that Mayyim Hayyim presents the nature of 

the transformative, spiritual experiences that take place there. Lauren’s ninth-month 

immersion127 was “spiritually cleansing [and] meaningful,” like floating in “a little slice of 

heaven.” It not only helped her transition into motherhood but also “marked the beginning of a 

renewed openness to Jewish life.” Nearing the end of her second pregnancy, her mother 

accompanied her for the same ritual, in what Lauren described as “a serene celebration of 

motherhood” and a “powerful and connective” experience. The message is clear and simple: 

Mayyim Hayyim’s work fosters and celebrates transitions, creates spiritual experiences, and 

cements connections, among individuals and to Jewish identity.  

Refusing to simplify “spiritual” into just another invocation of a nondescript American 

buzzword, I ask, how does Mayyim Hayyim serve as a site for the production of spiritual 

experience?128 Is it a collective effervescence that is activated in mayyim hayyim, shaped by the 

Jewish ritual frames provided by Mayyim Hayyim?129 Or, as William James, a former neighbor 

in a different century, may have put it: are its waters “fertile wells” where belief in the 

supernatural more effectively “soak[s] through” into one’s consciousness, to endow them with a 

feeling of connectedness?130 Are people, primed to porousness through preparations, particularly 

receptive to a variety of forms of enchantment? 

 While I have heard stories of metaphysical experience in the Mayyim Hayyim mikveh, 

like Judith Rosen’s account of repeatedly meeting the souls of her unborn children in the mikveh 

as she struggled with infertility, this is not the dominant narrative of spirituality among the 

women whom I interviewed. Stacey, who came to Mayyim Hayyim nearly a decade prior, 
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articulated a much more typical story, and one informative about the meaning of spiritual 

transformation at the mikveh. In a speech she gave to her Reform congregation on the eve of the 

holiest day of the Jewish liturgical year, Yom Kippur, she proclaimed, “Mikveh isn’t a panacea-

DUNK and voila! (Snap)—Renewal!”131 So too, she implied, was the nature of Atonement, when 

the Jewish people entreat God to cover over132 and wash away the wrongdoings and infractions 

to the covenant, and renew their relationship. But what did that mean to those in attendance to a 

Reform Synagogue’s Yom Kippur service, no doubt with many “once a year Jews” among them 

whose relationship to the liturgy may have been more nostalgic than anything else?  

Stacey explained her reason for a trip to the mikveh in the most mundane of ways: she 

had received a coupon. “In all my years of coupon clipping, I had never seen anything like it. It 

was redeemable for one free trip to the mikveh. What is a mikveh, anyhow?” She rhetorically 

asked what was, as of late, the perennial question, at least among Reform Jews for whom “the 

mikveh has remained foreign” but was now, thanks to Mayyim Hayyim, “MAKING A 

COMEBACK!”  

The coupon’s approaching expiration date urged her to go. But what would her reason 

be? “I knew that they were going to ask me for a purpose for my immersion. Besides having a 

coupon, what was my purpose?” Stacey recalled. When she had immersed before her wedding, 

she did not worry about a transformation happening in the mikveh because it was part of a series 

of transformative actions, starting with dunking and coming to completion under the ḥuppah 

(marriage canopy). This time, the work was psychological and she had to do it for and on herself. 

“I knew I wanted to have a meaningful and purposeful visit. The greater my intention, the greater 

my potential experience would be. I wanted to ascribe spiritual power to my dunk. I started to 

brainstorm what my kavanah, or heart’s intention would be.” To make a physical act into a 
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spiritual exercise, Stacey turned to the concept of kavanah,133 an attunement of the heart that she 

could set her mind on leading up to, during, and after her immersion.134 Jewish tradition had an 

ancient resource for prayer, one she could use to help her with a problem that had been 

consuming her: her disappointment with and anger at her son’s educational experience at school. 

She decided that her mikveh ritual could help her mark a decision to respond differently. 

She called a friend to tell her about her decided intention. “I need to keep embracing the positive 

and resist the urge to magnify what is in the long run, insignificant. I want to be joyful, silver 

lining Stacy.  I want to connect well with myself, with others and with God.  I want to live a 

purposeful and holy life. Into the phone, I exclaimed, ‘Choose life. I want to choose life!’”135 The 

exclamation, an ordinance onto herself, was a paraphrase of a commandment upon the Israelites, 

as they approached the Promised Land, to be obedient to God’s covenant.  

On the day of the ritual, as she prepared for the immersion in the water, she made sure to 

take in the words she read off the page: “I listen to my voice as I read aloud the 7 KAVANOT for 

Mikveh preparation. #1 HINENI Here I am.” Reading the scripted language out loud, Stacey 

spoke and heard the quintessential prophetic answer to the call of God.136 Here I am, present, 

open to a new direction, ready to take on ethical project. Through the language of covenant, 

Stacey initiated a social contract with herself.137 Immersed in awareness of all her senses, “sure 

to notice everything” in the beautiful space, Stacey approached the mikveh and took in the 

sunlight on the Jerusalem stone, the green trees; after her first immersions, she reflected on her 

new “lightness of heart and soul” as she saw the pool’s purple light reflect off the waters and felt 

their warm embrace. She says nothing about her experience under the water, where some people 

have told me, the dulling of the senses makes them feel more connected to God, unencumbered 

by the work of their minds processing. With eyes wide open, with the fullest awareness of the act 
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she was undertaking, she folds a mundane matter, inspired by a discount coupon, into a sacred 

text and ancient ritual.  

Spirituality at Mayyim Hayyim is made through these acts of stitching: binding and 

rebinding to make a new liturgy for spiritual experience. In one movement, Mayyim Hayyim’s 

prefabricated products, like the “Seven Kavanot,” universalize the Biblical language as a call to 

spiritual presence, conscious intentionality, and a sense of wholeness and peace.138 At the same 

time, to the modern imagination that expects religion to be a matter of conscious choice and 

spirituality to be unrootedness, there is an “unreflexivity” to Stacey’s spiritual experience, and it 

comes from historical rootedness in textual narratives.139  

As Rabbi’s discussion in the Talmud makes clear, in a framework where they were 

obligated to perform prayer according to its set structures as the way of being in relationship to 

and maintaining the covenant with God, kavanah and keva are interdependent, inseparable 

concepts. Without kavanah, a person is just going through the motions.  

Even for the “once a year Jew” at Yom Kippur or the one-time immersee at Mayyim 

Hayyim, the yearly repetition or knowledge that “this is how it is and has always been done” is 

comforting. The keva of mikveh, the preparation of the body and immersion in the water, is 

almost always accessible, except in the most extreme cases.140 As the covenant is renewed over 

and over “throughout the Bible [such t]hat it provides the structure of mutuality…for placing self 

and other in a relationship and for conceiving the polity as a community,”141 the modern mikveh 

movement is removing ḥatsitsot (barriers) to immersion in the communal life of the Jewish 

people. In a makom kavuah (fixed place) for repetitive, accessible ritual, brit begins to bleed into 

bayt. 
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ImmerseNYC: The Making of Spiritual Leaders 

One Thursday evening, last December, Dasi, then soon-to-be ordained Orthodox female 

rabbinic figure (Maharat), was at the mikveh in her role as a guide for the ImmerseNYC mikveh 

guides, a chief chaplain of sorts.142 As I walked down the side street, I went right past the bronzy 

Hebrew “mikveh” sign, inconspicuously nuzzled between the stairwells of brownstones on New 

York’s Upper West Side.  

If, from the outside, finding the Upper West Side mikveh is like looking for an anthill in 

the dark, inside it is like a beehive: there are golden shimmering tiles on the wall and hallways 

lined with a series of preparation rooms that look like little compartments. Sitting in the 

reception area, in charge of the goings on, is the queen bee: the mikveh lady. The metaphor is 

aesthetically apt: she seems to be buzzing around, collecting fees ($30 per immersion), 

overseeing the facilities, making sure there is an efficient flow of women in and out, and as the 

mikveh’s website suggests, she is available if a woman wants her to check her body for stray 

hairs and declare a kosher immersion. At this particular mikveh, the mikveh lady is also 

responsible for coordinating a symbiotic relationship: ImmerseNYC does not yet have its own 

mikveh facility, and this Orthodox mikveh graciously allows them to do their work on their 

bottom floor, which has a pool and a row of preparation rooms that they only use when things 

are very busy upstairs.  

Gita, the lead mikveh lady, is a sturdy Hungarian lady, what some might describe as the 

quintessential Bubbe (Yiddish for grandmother).143 Though she can sometimes act like an 

irritated landlord, she is also supportive, welcoming, and protective of ImmerseNYC’s work. 

Conversely, though ImmerseNYC would like to build its own facility, they work hard to be 

respectful of the mikveh’s rules even while performing rituals that fall well outside its norms.144 
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There is perhaps no better way of describing the relationship than through the image of a 

granddaughter moving into her grandmother’s house. 

 

An Interlude: The Myth of the Dragon Lady 

At the gates of the mikveh, to use Anita Diamant’s words, there is “a nearly mythic creature 

believed to be descended from the dragon.” The griffins of the mikveh serve as “guardians or 

gatekeepers,”145 keeping others out for a variety of illiberal and discriminatory reasons, “from 

fingernail length to marital status.” 146 The creature is the quintessential fantasy, covering over 

complex and contradictory desires:147 I want a mikveh; I want it to be mine; I want it to not be 

like theirs; I want it to be a place for spiritual experimentation; I want it to be liberal; I want it to 

be considered “kosher”; I want it to be for everybody.148  

As hyperbolic as Diamant’s image may be, it speaks to a perception of the mikveh lady’s 

power. Despite the fact that it is impossible to “traif”149 the mikveh, the mikveh’s purity is 

tightly guarded. Most mikva’ot are maintained by Orthodox institutions, which have strict rules 

about who, when, and for what reason immersions can happen. For women, these rules typically 

restrict immersion to those who are cis-bodied, married, in heterosexual relationships, have 

completed their menstrual cycle, and have counted seven “clean days” since the last sign of 

menstrual blood. Many women, whether they are unmarried and sexually active or are not in a 

heterosexual relationship, have told me stories of needing to lie to get in to the mikveh to 

immerse; others who consider themselves ritually observant have ceased to go because of bad 

experiences with mikveh, such as the trauma of returning month after month when experiencing 

infertility.  
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Lore about the keeper of the mikveh has made her into a bogey woman, a mythic figure 

that is the object of many women’s anger about her role as enforcer of strict communal norms for 

the observance of the laws of family purity. To be clear, I do not mean to imply that all or most 

mikveh ladies act this way: some stories I have heard or witnessed are of selfless women serving 

the community with the best of intentions and creating meaningful or at least safe experiences. 

Nor do all women feel that having their bodies checked is invasive, or that the mikveh is some 

kind of trial by water. Rather, the myth of the dragon creates “aesthetic unity”150 to concretize 

women’s anger at the patriarchal structures that deny them equality. The narrative of a powerless 

woman finding agency by becoming “oppressor surrogates”151 in a patriarchal system that 

polices their reproductive bodies is also, unintentionally, misogynistic.  

Those on the outside are not the only ones to use the language of gatekeepers. I first 

heard this term at Drisha, a Modern Orthodox center of Jewish textual learning on the Upper 

West Side of New York, in September, 2014, when I began my ethnographic research with 

ImmerseNYC. The panel I attended was moderated by ImmerseNYC’s founder, a reform rabbi, 

Sara Luria, and included Rabbi Dr. Haviva Ner-David, who was visiting from the seat of her 

mikveh-pulpit on Kibbutz Hannaton in Israel, to promote a new book which wove stories of her 

own ritual life with legal arguments for revising rabbinic laws about niddah observance; Dasi, a 

student at the first Orthodox yeshiva with a program to train and ordain women as rabbinic 

figures; and Rabbi Jeffrey Fox, the Rosh Yeshiva (head) of that program, Yeshivat Maharat. 

I was struck as Rabbi Fox described the multiple layers of authority that stand between a 

woman and her fulfillment of her ritual obligations. In place of obstacles, ImmerseNYC, in 

partnership with Rabbinic authorities such as Rabbi Fox, works to guide women in designing 

their own ritual immersions. He went on to argue for the importance of “serious women 
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scholars” who can bring their own embodied experiences to bear on their interpretations of texts 

and for the need to remove menstruation and mikveh from the realm of the secret and taboo. 

Private, he argued, was not the same as secret. 

Secrecy denies consent and makes abuses of power invisible. A wave of fear recently 

spread among mikveh users after the arrest of Washington D.C. area Rabbi Barry Freundel, in 

the fall of 2014, for secretly videotaping women in the mikveh.152 As Ner-David wrote after the 

incident, it was “[t]he ultimate abuse of male rabbinic power, yet an unsurprising symptom of a 

patriarchal system that sexualizes and objectifies women in so many ways. A prime example is 

the exclusively ‘women’s mikveh’, where all know that women are going to immerse in the nude 

to purify themselves for sex, but where men make the rules.”153 A culture of secrecy compounds 

the insecurity of an already vulnerable experience and denies victims the possibility of healing 

from traumas created by the system itself.  

Shira, who is in her early twenties, began our interview by recounting her repeatedly 

traumatic experiences with mikveh before she encountered ImmerseNYC. During one of her first 

mikveh experiences, the mikveh lady told her that she was going to check her hands and feet. In 

a vulnerable position, Shira, who described herself as usually quite confident and out-spoken, did 

not feel “so self-possessed” so as to say no. What ensued, though she did not call it this, I will 

label as assault, a physical abuse of power. The mikveh lady, without asking, began to cut her 

cuticles and roughly scrub her toes with nail polish remover. Shira felt violated: “She was doing 

things to my body that … I didn’t want [her] to do…. I did not feel that I was in a place where I 

could say no. I felt very stuck.” Shira understood this dehumanizing behavior as a result of the 

mikveh attendant’s interpretation of halakha: “It was very much clear that she had her idea of 

what halakha was and she needed to make sure it was followed for herself and … did not care 
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about me as a human being.” So as if to justify her actions, the woman pointed to offending 

physical evidence: the red residue from her not quite removed polish was coming off onto the 

tissue.  

It is hard to avoid reading this image, red nail polish on a white cloth, as a metaphor for 

women’s loss of authority over their own uterine emissions.154 As Dasi explained, ImmerseNYC 

does not seek to dismantle rabbinic authority; indeed, as an Orthodox Jew, rabbinic authority is 

at the core of Dasi’s experience. Instead, ImmerseNYC seeks to loosen the grip of the (mostly 

male) rabbinate when it comes to women’s bodies: they approach bodies and the textual tradition 

that governs bodies with added sensitivity and an understanding of to what it feels like to “not 

want a man’s hand in your underwear.”155  

Inspection, and the disciplinary codes of the community, can easily turn into an abuse of 

power. Once Shira got into the pool, the mikveh attendant kept having her dunk over and over, 

discounting her immersions for this or that reason. She crossed the line of what was reasonable, 

and appropriate. She was not a witness but a voyeur: the attendant later commented on how 

beautiful Shira’s hair looked as it swirled around in the water. She recounted: “And then, this just 

sounds so funny, one time she told me…that my eyes were shut too tightly so I need to relax 

more. Which is absurd, I was so tense because I was on my fifth or sixth dunk, and also there’s 

literally a line in the Rambam,156 like a direct quote from the Rambam, ‘Who’s to say that her 

eyes are shut too tightly.’ He says you don’t care how tightly a woman’s eyes are shut…It was 

crazy. And I just felt so stuck. I was naked. I couldn’t be like ‘I think I’ll finish and get out of the 

water.’ I had water up my nose, I felt like I was drowning. It was very, very upsetting.”  

The authoritative voice of the Rambam couldn’t stop this abuse of power or speak up for 

her from the medieval page, nor did Shira’s own knowledge of canonical texts empower her in a 
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moment where she was consumed by her physical experience. In reflecting on the experience, 

textual authority did help her articulate the “yucky” feeling the experience and the woman gave 

her. Through a direct quote and literal, clear-as-day reading, Shira came to understand that the 

mikveh lady’s actions were an abuse of power. This happened through a process of interpretation 

and narration that stretched over a period of months. Shira first tried to change her own attitude 

and make a change in her own behavior, rather than denouncing the structure of religious 

authority or its agent. The next month she went back, this time telling the lady she didn’t want 

her hands and feet to be checked. The mikveh lady agreed only after asking, and being assured, 

that Shira’s Rav would approve.  

 

Oil in Water: The Ḥatsitsot of Patriarchy  

Shira’s story, especially her desire for text to legitimize her own feelings, cuts to the core 

of Rabbi Haym Soloveitchik’s diagnosis of the runaway textualism of Orthodoxy during the 

second half of the twentieth century. Soloveitchik described how “the very texture of religious 

life” had changed over the course of his lifetime, arguing that modern scientific culture and 

external politics, like viruses, had entered from outside and set new standards for the exact and 

precise observance of halacha.157 As I discussed in Part II, in Soloveitchik’s diagnosis, the Rosh 

Yeshiva’s dual role as the authoritative voice in matters of text and communal governance has 

led to a corruption of the spirit of Torah.  

The Orthodox mikveh has certainly changed over the twentieth century, especially 

through focus on making mikveh an aesthetically pleasant place for women to go, sometimes 

verging on spa-ification.158 It is also now also common to see instructions for breast self-

examinations, and sometimes for skin self-exams, to turn the halakhic obligation for checking 
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into an opportunity for early medical intervention for common cancers.159 Modesty and secrecy 

around mikveh make it difficult to know whether the norms for checking for ḥatsitsot (barriers) 

have changed and become more concerned with precision, as in Soloveitchik’s description of the 

kosher kitchen. Regardless, his diagnosis of scientific and political culture infiltrating and 

altering the nature of Orthodoxy reinforce the more obvious point that the Jewish tradition is 

itself porous to secularism’s discursive regimes.  

In Shira’s story, as she enters the waters of tradition, she carries with her a certain 

expectation integral to the ideals of secular citizenship: that her body is her own property and 

that she has the right to be in control of it. That she was uncertain whether her instincts about the 

propriety of the mikveh lady’s behavior were correct not only reveals tensions over authority 

within the mikveh but also underscores a broader fault line within American society regarding 

the fundamental rights it accords to its female citizens.160 “Should I stop talking, am I saying too 

much?” She interrupted her own narrative of the incident in the mikveh. She looked to me as the 

gatekeeper of the narrative space, and Shira questioned her instincts again. I reassured her that I 

wanted to keep hearing her story and to understand what brought her to ImmerseNYC. 

It started as a joke, she explained. A friend sent her an online posting about 

ImmerseNYC’s first mikveh guide training: “‘Oh ha, ha, you could be a mikveh lady!’ It was a 

total joke…like, obviously you would never want to do that because you hate mikveh ladies!” 

This absurd thought led to articulate the desire to take a political stand: Shira could take back the 

mikveh and assert a different set of values. “[I]f I could bring somebody to the mikveh and give 

them a positive experience that was about them and help them feel empowered and safe, then 

we’d be able to save somebody this awful experience that I’ve had.” The joke framed the 

possibility of reinterpreting the ritual, emphasizing human experience over halakhic hyper-
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precision. To paraphrase Jewish feminist Tamar Ross’s gloss on Robert Glover, the joke 

undercut the insistence on objectivity that obscures the subjectivity of the system.161  

The joke initiated a desire for political activism. In the language of secularism, it was a 

“discursive rupture” that led her to articulate her desire to honor the “famous liberal idea” of 

“[t]he self-owning individual.”162 Put differently, she wished to insulate women from the 

conditions of a system where they lacked political power and lived dependent on the will of the 

patriarchy. Through ImmerseNYC, to use a particularly Jewish metaphor, Shira wanted to 

prevent women from feeling the vulnerability of being exiles within their own tradition.  

This is not a novel experience for the Jewish people. We have been through this before, 

and every year, in the springtime, before we recount the Exodus from Egypt, we recite a social 

critique of exploitative politics. At an ImmerseNYC Board meeting just before Purim in 2015, 

Dasi delivered a d’var Torah (explication of a biblical text) on the Book of Esther, an outlandish 

parody of the politics of exilic life. Esther has the distinction of being one of two biblical books 

in which God does not appear, making it particularly apt as a resource for facing disenchanted 

modernity. The biblical heroine, a secretly Jewish queen whose given name was Hadassah, saves 

the Jews during the Persia exile. The story describes a Persian law that ordered concubines to 

undergo a yearlong set of preparations before being brought out of the harem to see the King, 

sexual objects good for one time use, unless they were particularly pleasing.163 The regimen 

involved daily anointing with perfumes and oils, the same ones that were used to embalm dead 

bodies. To be objectified as a sexual object was to be drained of vitality, suffocated by a double-

edged buffer. The embalming perfumes and oils of Persia, are the perfect metaphor for ḥatsitsot, 

the ultimate physical boundary that repels water from the skin.  
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ImmerseNYC is invested in extending the meaning of ḥatsitsah beyond stray hair or 

lacquered nails, the physical barriers that halakha requires women to remove before immersing. 

There are the barriers of bad body image, of ego, of abuse and trauma, of tears and the emotions 

they represent. They are the oils of patriarchy.  

 

Shy Souls and the Problem of Expertise 

For some women like Shira, participation in the MMM is part of a process of reckoning 

with anger at the power given to Rabbinic authorities and texts which have continued to limit 

women’s agency. One mikveh guide recounted her experience learning a Leviticus Rabbah, a 

Rabbinic commentary on Leviticus, in ḥevruta (partner study) with a pregnant and then nursing 

woman, laughing at the idea that menstrual blood turns into milk and commenting that from her 

years of study of Talmudic texts, she has found that most of what the Rabbis say about women’s 

bodies is “at best laughable.” Another ImmerseNYC guide recounted that a Rabbi told her that 

despite her thorough training, she couldn’t be hired to teach hilkhot niddah (the laws of 

separation during menstruation) at his Orthodox shul because she wasn’t married, to which she 

responded, “At least I have a uterus,” and they both laughed, awkwardly.164  

In defiance of the scientific spirit of progress, Greco-Roman expertise in physiology and 

medicine remains authoritative, sacralized even, because they are codified in Rabbinic literature. 

As Rabbi Sara Luria often argues, the reliance on experts, whether doctors or rabbis, at the 

expense of trusting what one knows from within, has caused immense harm. Sara’s diagnosis of 

the problem is theological: the belief that God is transcendent, a king upon a mountain, an 

omnipotent expert. If there were a paradigm shift to a more feminine model of an immanent God, 

one that resided within each person, our culture would put less stock in external expertise and 



 

 431 

authority. If God resided within, she argues, we would spend more time listening to our spiritual 

senses,165 tuning our ears to hear the voice of our souls from within. 

At the latest mikveh guide training, Sara began her lesson on inner spirit with some keva, 

the liturgy that starts each new day. “Elohay neshama senatata bi tehora hi. Oh God, this soul, 

this neshama, this spirit, that you have put inside of me is exactly what I need all of the time, is 

whole, is complete, is perfect, is unique,” she sang and then translated. Sara pointed to the 

bottom of her breastbone: “This is my thing that is perfect, that God put inside of 

me…completely pure and right and original and knows what to do….We’re asking you to call on 

that as a mikveh guide.… I want to call it an inner voice or an inner teacher. You call it whatever 

you want. Your soul, your spirit.” The shy soul, alone and afraid to enter the world, is like a little 

light that needs to be drawn out in community, she explained, using the language of a popular 

spiritual teacher, Parker Palmer.166 By melding a Quaker-based self-help tradition with the 

Jewish concept of the soul, Sara not only borrowed resources to formulate a satisfying individual 

spirituality but also built a conceptual vocabulary to articulate the work of her therapeutic 

community project.167  

Against the stereotype of narcissism, ImmerseNYC’s therapeutic culture was 

fundamentally relational, even at the metaphysical level.168 The voice, Sara explained, “is both 

completely ours and individual and also arises and is amplified from a community of people that 

we trust.”169 Sara reassured the new cohort of guides that even before the training, they already 

knew everything they needed to know within themselves, but the community was there to teach 

each person to hear the voice of his or her shy soul and to amplify its voice so it could speak its 

world-transforming message loud and clear. Instead of spiritual isolation, ImmerseNYC was 
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building a therapeutic communal endeavor predicated on mutual aid and care for their 

interwoven spirits.  

To be a mikveh guide, ImmerseNYC argues, does not require any knowledge of the 

mikveh’s construction, its textual sources, its history, or the halacha that governs it.170 The only 

necessary knowledge is a set of techniques for active listening,171 what Pippi Kessler, 

ImmerseNYC’s then Program Director, calls the “secret sauce” in creating sacred space. Pippi 

teaches a set of techniques, like asking open-ended questions that don’t assume a knowledge 

base and making “some-some” statements. Some people like to have the guide say kosher after 

each immersion, others prefer the guide say ‘immersed’ or ‘shalem,’ which means whole or 

complete. Do you have a sense of what would you like me to say? Through these techniques, a 

guide can determine multiple layers of what an immersee is communicating about what they 

need, where they are coming from, and what they want. To do so “communicates value to other 

people,” pushing back at our society’s devaluing messages: “Listening is one of the most 

powerful free gifts you have available that’s totally in your control.” Listening, she explained, 

"really works because it speaks to one of our deepest human needs which is to be seen and 

unconditionally cared for." A person who gets your authentic self, she bargained, was more 

valuable than any material thing in your life. 

Tamara, an ImmerseNYC guide who grew up Modern Orthodox but is now ambivalent 

about that affiliation, recounted her first niddah immersion with ImmerseNYC, masking a deep 

pain with a sense of humor: “The first time somebody took me they said, do you want me to say 

‘Kosher’ when you come up? And I said, "No, thank you, I want you to say anything in the 

world but kosher. [laughing] Maybe not ḥalavi, basari, or parve either.172 But anything would be 

better than kosher. Thank you for asking me that…. I think she said ‘immersed.’…And that was 
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beautiful.” The option to choose not to be certified as kosher,173 in a context where it was no 

large stretch to interpret the label literally, as “fit for use,” turning her into an object for sexual 

consumption.174 In a mikveh where she was granted the right to decide the details of her 

immersion, Tamara recognized the ritual’s potential, in a place insulated from the pejorative 

images on magazine covers, to assert new standards of value onto her body. 

When Tamara became a guide, she felt the weight of the responsibility of facilitating an 

experience that was both safe and authentically Jewish. She recalled, “I remember one of my 

first fears in taking somebody to the mikveh was I’m going to see their body naked and what if I 

am shocked?” She developed her own ritual, creating both a set ritual structure (keva) and 

intention (kavanah): “‘Let me find them beautiful, let this be a beautiful moment for them.’” Her 

blessing conjoined two desires, one for her own experience and one for how she will help her 

immersee experience the moment. To find the immersee beautiful and to help her experience 

beautiful would be to see romantically, to recognize inherent, spiritual value, and to be inspired 

by it.175  

Tamara’s blessing, she explained, was not original, but a translation of a sacred text’s 

profane message. “There’s this Talmudic saying [about how when] you see the bride you think 

she’s beautiful. And the rabbis are like, ‘What if she’s not beautiful?’” We laughed together at 

the text’s unapologetic misogyny. “Of course they do,” I say with an audible eye roll. She 

continued, “And then the rabbis say, ‘Well, every bride is beautiful to her groom,’ and I feel like 

[that applies to] every woman in the mikveh, not that I study them intensely but just in that 

moment, you’re so you and so intentional.” Reinterpreting the rabbinic dialogue about physical 

appearance to become a statement about an internal version of the self that was somehow truer, 

Tamara raised the possibility of seeing and connecting differently, of witnessing spiritually.  She 
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channeled the way that Israel’s most recognized prophet, Moses, could serve a God whose body 

he could not see clearly as God worked to shepherd his flock out of a life of pain.176  

Tamara reflected on the transformative lessons she had learned working with 

ImmerseNYC’s: “How often, as a modern orthodox Jew, was I asked to participate in serving 

God with a naked body? It feels very pagan. Kind of awesome.”177 The Rabbinic magnifying 

glass had the effect of belittling women, squelching the possibility of seeing women’s bodies, 

including her own, with awe. Turning the lens around, Tamara had come to recognize the text’s 

flaws but also its sacred possibilities.  Within an Orthodox mikveh, she learned how to facilitate 

the subjectification of people who had experienced objectification. The mikveh and her body 

could be ritual vessels and tools for combatting secular enchantment. She was hearing the call to 

join a movement of prophetesses of the body.178 It was a movement of micro-politics, enlisting 

the spiritual senses to reevaluate the epistemology and aesthetics of modern life. Against 

modernism’s aesthetics of visceral disgust and incitement to paranoia, the MMM is showing that 

independent judgment and mimesis can coexist to draw out shy souls who are yearning to 

connect.179 

 

Spiritual Leadership and Co-Creation: Revising “Everybodified” Ritual 

In January 2016, among large metal cylindrical vats instead of tiled pools and golden tiles, 

the ImmerseNYC community gathered at City Winery for an event, “Water and Wine,” a 

celebration of its first 500 immersions, and the community of guides who made it possible. Near 

the end of the evening, Dasi took the podium for a speech that can only be described as a 

combination of a triumphant toast, call to arms, and d’var Torah (sermon). “Thank you, thank 

you, thank you for holding all of those people,” she began. In the Torah portion that was read that 
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week, Dasi explained, the people of Israel became a nation as they crossed the water of the Red 

Sea into freedom. Likewise, with water and wine, Dasi exclaimed, that night, they “transformed 

individual people into a movement, the New York City mikveh movement.” The Exodus story 

framed the fight for ritual freedom and self-determination through intimate moments of spiritual 

mimesis. 

In that room, one hundred people stood together, an acknowledgement of their 

involvement in a movement for spiritual intimacy. Against a culture of public confession and the 

celebration of charismatic celebrity,180 Dasi asked the group to acknowledge the silent labor of 

caring for another person. “I’m not going to ask you to raise your hands and admit that you were 

also in a robe with one of these people but a lot of you were. So thank you so much for doing the 

work of spiritual leadership in the Jewish community.” ImmerseNYC’s mission, Dasi proclaimed, 

was to change the structures of Jewish communal life, shifting the structures of authority to be 

radically inclusive: “You know, we are a rabbinic organization. It’s run by Rabbi Sara Luria and 

I myself will be ordained by Yeshivat Maharat in June, God willing, but the point is, the point is 

Rabbis aren’t enough. We all need to step up and provide space for each other to grow and be 

seen in the Jewish community." To see each other and be seen had the potential to cause radical 

change and heal the wounds of women whose intimate lives, bodies, and personal struggles 

remained shrouded in secrecy: “There are external needs when it comes to Jewish ritual and 

some of us might be planning big Jewish events right now—shul things or shivas or bat mitzvahs 

or weddings whatever it is. We need the ḥuppa, and we need the kiddish cup, but you know what 

else we need? We need to acknowledge other things like the joy, the struggles, the transitions 

and the growth that comes with living. My friends, ImmerseNYC cares about your life, the full 

range of your life, no matter who you are, no matter what kind of Jew you are, if you look 
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around there are all flavors in this room. Every part of our lives is sacred, our bodies are sacred, 

our people are sacred.” The event was a public confession against commodification. 

 Not long after this event, at the 2016 mikveh guide training, Dasi elaborated this idea in 

her lesson on ritual co-creation, the second technique, alongside active listening, in 

ImmerseNYC’s spiritual arsenal. “It can be pretty easy to ‘everybodyfy’ ritual,” she began, “we 

do it all the time, in lots of different ways, in lots of different spaces. Raise your hand if you 

identify as a member of the clergy. Similar training, right? Part of our job is to give people ritual 

experiences that remind them of home, that almost they experience as ‘everybodyifed’ for a 

reason, it feels like I’m part of the story, it’s comforting, it reminds me of something.” Especially 

for those not trained as Jewish clergy people, Dasi noted that the tradition saw this kind of set 

structure as one important element of prayer. “That’s not always the way to go in the mikveh, or 

in ritual in general. That’s what we’re going to talk about tonight…. And we will have the 

opportunity to craft our own ritual and enter into a covenant as mikveh guides together.” With 

acknowledgement of Mayyim Hayyim’s “beautiful way of doing it” and their “rituals across the 

spectrum,” ImmerseNYC was working to do something new. They were crafting ritual technique 

that acknowledged that the ritual “work of art and its creator define each other,”181 and that these 

acts of co-creation could be the basis of a new kind of covenanted community, a network of 

creators creating with and for each other.  

The idea of ritual co-creation was not to invent something totally new and spontaneous. 

Pure kavanah could not stand on its own. Rather, ImmerseNYC was advocating its own kind of 

patchwork craft, building ritual by combining “ritual elements” and a assembling them based on 

a generalizable ritual flow shaped by the structures of mikveh preparation and immersion.  

The first step in ritual competence was to dissect well-known rituals, from Shabbat 
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candle lighting to teeth brushing, to learn the physiology of a ritual. Dasi proposed repetition, 

objects, and sequence as possible elements of ritual. Silence, texts, and posture, the group 

suggested back to her. Dasi’s second commandment was “know thyself”: “I’m a traditional text 

person. I’m a niggun (religious song) guy. I actually really love Parker Palmer poems.” In 

facilitating co-creation, a guide should build a strong ritual foundation by offering the medium 

they felt most comfortable working in. Three: crowd-source. A Facebook group, a Google Drive 

folder, and a direct line to one of ImmerseNYC’s leaders were always available to help guides 

through the inherently chaotic experience of creating on the fly. 

 

The Gates of Transition 

As a fully trained guide—an attendee and participant in the training of multiple cohorts of 

guides—I tried my hand at co-creating ritual before undertaking the task of weaving these words. 

Noa, an ImmerseNYC guide and Rabbi who usually immerses monthly for niddah, asked me to 

take her to the mikveh in preparation for a doctor’s appointment. Her mother had died of ovarian 

cancer, an eight-year process, and she had learned she was a genetic carrier. The next day, she 

was going to meet with her oncologist to decide on the date she would have her ovaries removed. 

She trusted her oncologist, but she wanted to come to a decision on her own without feeling 

bullied into one. 

We met at the mikveh at 11am. Noa brought a Machzor, the prayer book used on the 

High Holidays, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. I brought a book of women’s prayers, 

translated from vernacular German into English, as well as some candles and two pomegranates. 

We sat down in the bridal room, which doubles as a place to dry hair and put on makeup after an 

immersion, in front of a row of small mirrors, hairdryers and sheitl (wig) stands. We bobbed in 
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and out of talk about the ritual and into other chatter about friends and family, two subjects that 

were intimately related under the surface. Noa explained that she needed to have her ovaries 

removed, maybe her breasts, hopefully not her uterus, to extend her life. In a month, when she 

would turn 35, her cancer risk would skyrocket, but the surgery would mean a decision that her 

family of four was complete.  

On Yom Kippur, God seals The Book of Life, deciding “who shall live and who shall die.” 

These words of the translated liturgy haunt me from my childhood, when the thousand or so 

members of my Reform Temple, gathered together in a tent at an outdoor music venue, would 

read them in unison. Noa felt the Hebrew liturgy was the appropriate frame for a ritual 

meditation on whether future life might emerge out of her reproductive organs. El Nora Alila, a 

piyut (liturgical poem) that is recited near the conclusion of Yom Kippur, felt especially resonant. 

In the final hours of the day of awe, the promise of deliverance from the starvation of the fast 

meets the fear of God’s final decision. As Thy gates are closed this night, the refrain goes, the 

community entreated God to be merciful and forgiving and bring a good year. This devotional 

song also brought the High Priest to mind, who on Yom Kippur would enter into the holy of 

holies, a dangerous moment in an intimate cavity where God resided.  

As we planned, we looked through the women’s prayer book, Hours of Devotion, I had 

brought. There were so many parts of the Yom Kippur liturgy that felt appropriate, and so many 

others that felt out of step, especially the many moments when the language of purity appeared. 

The ambivalence was fitting, I said, we were, after all, at a mikveh. We talked over many 

different ideas about which prayers to use and which choreographies to do: did she want to focus 

on the kavanah of the prayers or to have me read them? Could I sing to her? Should we combine 

parts of Neʿilah with parts of Kol Nidre, the opening service of Yom Kippur? Which prayers 
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would go with which of the three dunks? As we labored over different books of prayer, Noa said 

she understood why ImmerseNYC claimed that the real ritual work happened before you even 

took your clothes off.  

After about an hour of talking, we decided on a ritual: we would use Neʿilah, the closing 

service, for the first and last immersions and in the middle we would go back in the sequence to 

Kol Nidre. The message of survival and excitement about the closing of the gates would be the 

bookends. Kol Nidre, the plea for life, would come in the middle.  

As Noa prepared her body, I prepared the mikveh. I put the two pomegranates in, and I 

watched them bob around. I placed candles around the mikveh, two at the entrance, two on the 

side, and one at the other end. As I tried to light them, I struggled. The air was so moist. Some 

went out a few times before I managed to sustain a flame. I worried that lighting flames might be 

against the rules and felt relieved that there was no mikveh lady on duty: we were alone in the 

hive with just one member of the cleaning staff who was there to let us in. I was also worried 

about the aesthetics, regretting not having flowers or something to make it more beautiful. 

Noa prepared quickly. As I took her from the preparation room to the pool, she came in, 

taken with the added beauty. Without her glasses, even the bits of tape on the floor that were 

holding together some loose tiles looked like flower petals. With her un-glassed eyes, she had 

transformed the blue tape, there to cover over brokenness, into something beautiful.  

She took off her robe and went down into the pool. She touched the pomegranates and 

began to sing the piyyut from Neʿilah, closing time. The first verse came out easily, then Noa 

stumbled and asked me to look in the machzor and tell her the last verse. I was taken by the 

beauty of her voice. Then she dunked. She proclaimed shalem, whole, and I repeated it. I read to 

her, the first paragraph of the same prayer translated from the women’s devotional prayer book, 
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and ended it by saying “to be continued.” She took the cue, transitioning onto the second phase, 

and began to chant Kol Nidre from the machzor that I put on top of a towel by the water’s edge. I 

sat down, closed my eyes, and listened. When she was done, I read to her the second paragraph 

of the prayer, picking up where I had left off. As I read, I edited out all mentions of “our sins,” 

translating it to more directly meet her needs as she reckoned with her physical fate. She dunked 

again. I said shalem. She came up, bursting forth and into El Nora Alila: As Thy gates are closed. 

She dunked. I said shalem. I read her the two final paragraphs from my women’s devotional 

prayer. The were about gladness, and I ended with a resounding “Amen!”  

She went over to the pomegranates and held them. The “mikvehgranates,” as she called 

them, were such a good ritual tool, she said, food for thought. She had thought of them like 

ovaries because of the seeds, but they looked like breasts, too. They also represented creation, 

not just physical reproduction, and through a tradition that pomegranates contain exactly 613 

seeds, the number of commandments, we were reminded of God’s covenant. I thought they 

looked beautiful with their flawed but radiant skin floating in the blue water. She came out. I 

helped her put her robe on and cleaned up the candles, returning the mikveh to the way it was, no 

one would ever need to know we had improvised the ritual with physical props not just 

alternative words and kavanot.  

After she dressed, we reflected. Noa told me one of her favorite parts was that I sat on the 

floor. It had felt just right, intimate, like we should do mikveh at home, she said. She told me she 

felt so much better. I feel blessed to have been able to offer a measure of shlaimut (wholeness). 

We ended by talking about a book of prayers and poems she could write reflecting our ritual. 

This could be so powerful for so many people.  

Many months later, I asked her to reflect on the experience again. She hardly 
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remembered the details, she said. She remembered the pomegranates. “Having the pomegranates 

bobbing water was an awesome tangible symbol, strangely comforting, if that makes sense.” I 

laughed: “You want me to say the statement about not making sense makes sense?” 

I reminded her we had done something related to Yom Kippur and about the liturgy she 

had chosen. It brought her back to the feelings of shame and embarrassment about not knowing 

what she wanted and needing to choose for the sake of her life. “I thought I was going to have to 

choose a surgery date,” she reflected, “but my decision was that there I had made no decision 

and the doctor moved on like it was no big deal. I guess it turned out that the gates weren’t 

closing.” That’s the power of the ImmerseNYC model: “We made something that echoed the 

focus of my concerns so much and I came out of the experience ready for the next thing, which 

didn’t even go the way I thought it would. Neʿilah is a prayer about gates and it turned out the 

gates weren’t closing.” 

She took an even bigger step back, offering her perspective on the mikveh’s purpose and 

power. “Everything, at least in my life, is not abrupt transitions, except death. But even my 

mom’s illness took eight years. In that time, she remade her life and then died. Transitions get 

murky and confusing. When you mark it with a ritual, that’s what brings kedusha (holiness) but 

also structure. For me, I like external structure because it helps me notice changes.” Her body’s 

regular cycles, and its extraordinary moments alike, were mile markers on one journey. 

Like embodied life, the mikveh eludes singularity. By definition, it is a body that flows or 

a structure constantly imbibing and releasing parts of itself, changing imperceptibly but 

fundamentally with each passing moment, sometimes more drastically and dramatically through 

moments of contact with other beings. I learned, most poignantly with Noa, that to be a mikveh 

guide is to learn to witness and accept transitions, to help mark the inevitable with flexible 
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meanings, using whatever resources you have at your disposal: a siddur, a friend, or a 

pomegranate obtained down the street at the bodega. I no longer wonder why Jewish feminists, 

invested in Jewish women’s spiritual leadership, were drawn to mikveh: it was because rather 

than in spite of its history as a place for naked inspection and post-menstrual purity. The MMM 

is a collective political theological act of inspecting the body of the tradition, asking “Can we 

accept this?,” and answering by continuing the process of iyyun.  

                                                
1 Mayyim Hayyim, "Mission,"  http://www.mayyimhayyim.org/About/Mission. Accessed January 8, 2017.  
 
2 In 2011, Sara interned at Mayyim Hayyim to decide whether she wanted to pursue her idea of starting a mikveh 
organization in New York. In 2012, supported by a small grant, Sara ran a feasibility study and began putting 
together the organization. In the fall of 2013, before having secured a mikveh to use, ImmerseNYC held its first 
training for mikveh guides and soon after began having immersions at the Upper West Side mikveh. Aliza Kline, the 
first executive director of Mayyim Hayyim, is a member of ImmerseNYC’s advisory board. As I will discuss below, 
early on, ImmerseNYC drew on Mayyim Hayyim’s mikveh guide training curriculum but later decided to develop 
its own methodology. Even as ImmerseNYC has evolved and come into its own, there are still obvious echoes of 
Mayyim Hayyim. For example, ImmerseNYC has incorporated some of Mayyim Hayyim’s spiritual intentions 
(kavanot) for the bodily preparations, some elements of Mayyim Hayyim’s sensitivity training for mikveh guides, 
and the same poolside choreography of holding up a towel to protect the immersee’s privacy. 
 
3 ImmerseNYC, "About Immersenyc,"  http://www.immersenyc.org/about-immersenyc/. Accessed January 8, 2017.  
 
4 Pippi Kessler, ImmerseNYC’s Program Director, defined mikveh guiding as spiritual leadership based on her 
belief in the theological concept of betzelem elohim, that all people are created in the image of God. In front of 
“secular audiences,” Pippi explained, she articulates this concept in terms of “inherent value, which is the idea that 
people are just valuable from the second that they’re born.”  
 
5 I use the plural because the mikveh is described as holding mayyim hayyim, living waters, which is a plural 
construction in the Hebrew.  
 
6 Here, I play with Charles Taylor’s concept of the buffered self, the modern, invulnerable, self-directing inhabitant 
of a disenchanted world. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2007). I combine this with a description of the ritual immersion in the mikveh, which requires the removal of 
all barriers between the body and the water. There are multiple strands of tradition that converge in common 
explanations of the requirement to remove all barriers: to render the immersee as close as possible to the day of her 
birth; to enable her to be reborn through the immersion; and to bring her as close as possible to God. The mikveh’s 
waters are ontologically ambiguous: to some they are, and to others they represent, the amniotic fluid within the 
womb of God. I have chosen to overlay the traditional concept of ḥatzitzot with Taylor’s language of buffering as a 
narrative strategy representative of the work of participants in the Modern Mikveh Movement, namely, to find ways 
to inhabit both the religious and secular discursive traditions that shape their lives. To speak of both at once is my 
attempt, too, to take the insights from Taylor about the way that humans can relate to the divine but to take it out of 
the teleological framework of the secularization thesis. Paraphrasing Amira Mittermaier, by overlaying traditions 
that are in constant interplay, I seek to show that neither the religious and the secular nor the Jewish scholarly and 
secular scholarly traditions are sealed from the other. Amira Mittermaier, "A Matter of Interpretation: Dreams, 
Islam, and Psychology in Islam," in After Pluralism: Reimagining Religious Engagement, ed. Courtney Bender and 
Pamela E. Klassen (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010). 
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7 ImmerseNYC teaches about iyyun, a Hebrew word meaning “study” or “inspect,” as a spiritual practice. In the 
context of mikveh, iyyun refers instead to a process of bodily inspection that one undertakes before immersing in the 
water. The word is most commonly used in the context of another sacred activity: learning Jewish texts. For 
example, the word is often used to refer to a special day of text study (yom iyyun) or a lecture that is closely focused 
on a particular text (iyyun shiur). To emphasize iyyun as a spiritual part of the mikveh ritual is to suggest that study 
of the body and of texts are both studies of sacred objects that call for continual attention and reinterpretation. 
 
8 Akeel Bilgrami describes the problem of identity in the realm of politics through the language of “subjective 
identity” and “objective identity.” Though I will not attempt to theorize the concept of identity as it is shaped 
through mikveh ritual, I find Bilgrami offers useful language to describe the way people evaluate the pieces of their 
subjectivities. Against a liberal “suspicion” of identity in the context of politics, Bilgrami points out that individuals 
identify with “social types” in the context of political processes. Subjective identity, as Bilgrami discusses it, is a 
process of “identifying with” one’s given features and attributing relative value to them. Objective identity, on the 
other hand, is shaped by what others judge your most salient traits to be. In the case of the Modern Mikveh 
Movement, traits such as Jewish, embodied, and woman “loom large” in the processes of political mobilization, but 
I am interested in using this term as a way to integrate the feminist “the personal is political” with theorizing on 
Jewish communal politics. Akeel Bilgrami, Secularism, Identity, and Enchantment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2014), 241-59. 
 
9 Bernard M. Levinson’s commentary on the political implications of revelation and the covenant to the people at 
Sinai would ring true for the leaders of the MMM. As Levinson argues, for the Biblical author, “each former slave, 
who previously lacked all sense of history and community, acquires an ‘I’ at Sinai.” The narrative structure and 
direct address implies that the reader, no less than those who heard revelation, is given the task of forming a moral 
subjectivity, with responsibility to all members of the covenant: “The covenant creates the neighbor just as it creates 
the self. Adherence to the covenant brings into being a community of moral agents. The moral agent is also a 
historical agent: the future of the nation hangs upon how I treat my neighbor. The radical argument of this text is 
that there exists neither fate nor chance: history is contingent upon moral action; there is no theology without history, 
no duties to God without duties to the neighbor, no self except one that is construed in and through relationships to 
God and neighbor, no community or polity without covenant and revelation. […] The repeated reformulations and 
renewals of the covenant throughout the Bible emphasize how central it was to ancient Israel’s political and 
religious discourse. That it provides the structure of mutuality—for placing self and other in a relationship and for 
conceiving the polity as a community—warrants the attention of modern readers.” Bernard M. Levinson, 
"Commentary. The Sinai Covenant: The Argument of Revelation," in The Jewish Political Tradition, ed. Michael 
Walzer, Menachem Lorberbaum, and Noam J. Zohar (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 26-27. 
 
10 In the context of mikveh, this is most explicitly a reference to reproductive labor, but it speaks to the discursive 
associations of reproductive and other material labors that have contributed to and reinforced the naturalness of 
associations between women, materiality, domesticity, and embodiment. Miriam Peskowitz, Spinning Fantasies: 
Rabbis, Gender, and History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997). 
 
11 Bilgrami argues that though they attributed it to different causes, both Marx and Gandhi recognized modern 
detachment as causing “the objectification of human subjectivity and of the world which it inhabited” and called for 
a reintegration of humanity and nature and a view of human subjects as ends in and of themselves. See, in particular, 
Bilgrami, Secularism, Identity, and Enchantment, 150-52. 
 
12 This chapter brings an attention to gender as part of the story of the effects of modernization. Bilgrami argues that 
Gandhi recognized that “a single alienating process that began with a desacralization and the consequent adoption of 
an objectifying attitude of detachment toward both nature and its inhabitants that owed to outlooks developing 
around the rise of modern science and which—through worldly alliances formed between scientific ideologues, 
commercial interests, and established or ‘high’ (rather than popular) religious institutions—gave rise to a form of 
political economy and of political governance that, for all the liberal pieties and high sounding ideals that 
accompanied them, were destructively exploitative of nature and of its inhabitants, and were elitist and undemocratic 
in the apparatus of rule that they set up.” Ibid., 150. Though I will not do the work of tracing the genealogy of forces 
that came to cause feelings of alienation from modern Jewish life, as denizens of the modern world, the participants 
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of the MMM are subject to these same transformative processes and, in addition, those that come from within 
Jewish law and from the presumption of masculinity in the secularist project. 
 
13 As I will discuss below, Emile Durkheim’s and William James’s writings on religious experience are filled with 
language evocative of water. Throughout this chapter, I will continually return to the question of what spirituality 
means to the MMM and how it is related to religious structures. At the mikveh, while some of the spiritual 
experiences people describe happen to people in the way that James’ and Durkheim’s watery language suggests, I 
will show how women are also working to create spirituality. A bore is the basin that collects rainwater for the 
mikveh, which is required by Jewish law to be collected from a natural source in order to be “living water.”  William 
James and Martin E. Marty, The Varieties of Religious Experience : A Study in Human Nature (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1982), 53-6; Emile Durkheim and Karen E. Fields, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (New York: Free 
Press, 1995), 218-28. 
 
14 Popular and scholarly discussions of mikveh are often laden with binary oppositions between aspects of tradition 
and modern values, specifically rigid legal codes and fluid individual needs. A particularly salient example is the 
doctoral dissertation by Naomi Marmon Grumet, founder of the Eden Center, a feminist mikveh organization in 
Israel. Strikingly, Grumet frames the question of the mikveh  in terms of these discursive tensions, thus underscoring 
the ways in which feminist activism is often structured by these binaries. Naomi Marmon Grumet, "The Intersection 
of Tradition and Modernity: An Examination of the Interface of Taharat Hamishpacha and Identity among Modern 
Orthodox Women and Men" (Bar-Ilan University, 2008), 4.  
 
15 Other operative binaries include different combinations of many of these terms. For example, Scott proposes 
reason and sex as an under-theorized binary. One could also add religion-superstition and body-mind, which will 
appear throughout this dissertation. Joan Wallach Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History, Next Wave Provocations 
(Durham N.C.: Duke University Press, 2011); Talal Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern (New York ; London: 
Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993). 
 
16 I use the word grammar here as Asad does drawing on Wittgenstein to suggest that these linked terms wash over 
contingency and structures the discursive possibilities in which women can act as agents of change. Asad, 
Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 25. As I will argue below, drawing on Bilgrami, these 
associations likewise place women in the position of commodities in a post-Enlightenment world in which the 
natural is transformed into natural resources.  
 
17 Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History; Latour, We Have Never Been Modern; Asad, Formations of the Secular: 
Christianity, Islam, Modernity. 
 
18 For many of the participants in the MMM, the attempt to “live up” to abstract notions of what an ideal citizen 
should be just produce further alienation. To gain equality in Jewish life by joining into the legal covenant and being 
bound by laws as men are leaves many women feeling that the tradition lacks much of what they need, like the 
celebration of or support around reproductive experiences. Likewise, in the enfranchisement of women as equal 
citizens within American life, women assimilate to male ideals of citizenship while also maintaining the 
responsibilities of feminine roles like child bearing and child rearing. On the paradoxes of idealized secularism, see 
Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 61. With respect to sex and gender, Joan Scott’s 
historical analysis usefully points to the tensions in the feminist project that justifies women’s equality based on 
Republican cultural imagination of abstract (male) citizens. Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History, 91-95.  
 
19 This claim is a foundational principle of ImmerseNYC. To say “it is a body of water that facilitates transitions” is 
to selectively strip it of its negative associations with impurity or disempowerment of women.  
 
20 As Joan Scott argues, fantasy is an essential part of how subjects transform the relationships that produce the 
structures of power and shape their subjectivity. Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History, 65. This chapter will 
explore the dynamics of power, relationships among subjects, and fantasies that inhabit and create the modern 
mikveh movement. 



 

 445 

                                                                                                                                                       
21 As I will explain in more detail below, within the context of Rabbinic Judaism, the mikveh has primarily been 
used in conjunction with the laws of family purity, that regulate sexual intimacy around menstruation. 
 
22 As Joan Scott describes it, drawing on Laplanche and Pontalis, fantasy “is not the object of desire, but its setting. 
[…] In the fantasized setting the fulfillment of desire and the consequences of this fulfillment are enacted.” Fantasy 
is not necessarily positive: it can serve as a site to place blame and provide simplified accounts of cause and effect 
for lost livelihood (Zizek’s jouissance), either economic or otherwise. Scott uses the example of the Jews as a 
scapegoated other to explain the dynamics of negative fantasy. Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History, 49-51. As 
Aviva Cantor has argued, Jewish men have transformed anti-Semitic fantasies into patriarchal visions. Aviva Cantor, 
Jewish Women/Jewish Men: The Legacy of Patriarchy in Jewish Life (San Francisco: Harper 1995). Likewise, Riv-
Ellen Prell demonstrates how wives and mothers became “a vessel into which Jews initially poured their concerns” 
about integration, power, and prosperity in the postwar period. Riv-Ellen Prell, Fighting to Become Americans: 
Jews, Gender, and the Anxiety of Assimilation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), 143-4. 
 
23 Jeremiah 17:13. See Laura Arnold Leibman, Messianism, Secrecy and Mysticism: A New Interpretation of Early 
American Jewish Life (Portland, Or.: Vallentine Mitchell, 2012), 33. 
 
24 As Maggie Nelson describes the “natural” changes in her pregnant body and in her partner’s now post-surgical 
body on T, she uses the language of inevitable aging. Maggie Nelson, The Argonauts (New York: Gray Wolf Press, 
2015), 83.  
 
25 Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 94-6; Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History. 
 
26 For Scott, the concept of echoes is a tool for exploring process of identity formation: filling space and time with 
its seemingly concentric circles, echoes are actually “incomplete reproductions” that can augment or interfere with 
each other, echoes can give off the impression of continuity to partial stories. Identities, of individuals and of 
groups, are built from the structure of echoes. Fantasy “condenses” fluid into bones, allowing repetitive stories to 
congeal into something solid enough to grasp. 
 
27 Annemarie Mol, The Body Multiple: Ontology in Medical Practice (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002); "Who 
Knows What a Woman Is: On the Differences and the Relations between the Sciences," Medicine Anthropology 
Theory 2, no. 1 (2015). As Mol argues in these works, woman is defined by multiple scientific fields, which 
compete to define woman but do not agree on what their object is. One of my arguments in this dissertation more 
broadly is that the study of American Judaism needs to include a broader range of American Judaisms, situated in 
alternative spaces and frames, in order to account for American Jewish women’s ways of practicing. 
 
28 Mayyim Hayyim, "Healing,"  http://www.mayyimhayyim.org/Using-the-Mikveh/Healing. 
 
29 Courtney Bender and Pamela E. Klassen, After Pluralism: Reimagining Religious Engagement (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2010). 
 
30 Bender and McRoberts, "Mapping the Field: Why and How to Study Spirituality". 
 
31 The word keva literally means “fixed” or “in place.” It is derived from the same verb one would use to describe 
hanging a mezuzah on the wall (likboah mezuzah). Very simply, keva is one of two key terms in a Rabbinic debate 
over prayer: is it the fixed structure (keva) or the intention (kavanah) behind it that matters most for fulfilling the 
obligation of prayer? The amidah, the central piece of the liturgy and what the Rabbis mean when they discuss 
prayer, must be recited three times per day, but is the obligation fulfilled if one just goes through the motions, 
performing keva without kavanah? See, especially, BT Berakhot 28b-30b. 
 
32 Leigh Eric Schmidt, "The Parameters and Problematics of American Religious Liberalism," in American 
Religious Liberalism, ed. Leigh Eric Schmidt and Sally M. Promey (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012).  
 
33 In his study of politics in the Bible, Michael Walzer argues that the Jewish political tradition begins with two 
covenants: one of the flesh, initiated with Abraham, and one of law, initiated with the people at Sinai. The job of the 
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prophet, Walzer goes on to argue, is to remind people of the covenant. Michael Walzer, In God's Shadow: Politics in 
the Hebrew Bible (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 1-13. 
 
34 Circumcision is ambiguously the covenant itself and a sign of it. The second covenant occurs with the people at 
Sinai, through Moses, and the Rabbinic tradition elaborates on the gendered nature of the covenant, as the laws are 
only fully incumbent upon men. Shaye J. D. Cohen, Why Aren't Jewish Women Circumcised? : Gender and 
Covenant in Judaism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 8-13. As Shaye Cohen argues, “[T]he 
absence of circumcision from Jewish women bespeaks their secondary, anomalous, problematic place in the rabbinic 
hierarchy. They are Jews, of course, but they are Jews who are not obligated to study the Torah or to observe all of 
its commandments. They are Jews, yet they are uncircumcised; they are like us, yet they are not like us; they are 
essential to our existence, yet they are marginal.” Ibid., xiv.  
 
35 Ibid., 93-108. 
 
36 The most famous example is a work of feminist theology, Judith Plaskow, Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from 
a Feminist Perspective (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990). 
 
37 Given that mikveh is a site that links regulation of sexual relationships and reproduction through a language of 
purity developed in the context of cultic Temple worship, the mikveh carries a lot of “discursive gunk,” a variety—
or degrees, depending on your perspective—of possible associations with backwardness for the modern American: 
cultic ritual, blood, and impurity; superstition; religion; women’s oppression. It is not surprising, given a secular 
opposition to many of these discursive regimes, that the laws of family purity (taharat hamishpaḥa) were largely 
abandoned in America until the post-war period. Michael A. Meyer, "New Waters in an Old Vessel: A History of 
Mikveh in Modern Judaism," in Between Jewish Tradition and Modernity: Rethinking an Old Opposition: Essays in 
Honor of David Ellenson, ed. Michael A. Meyer and David N. Myers (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2014). 
As Beth Wenger shows, even the quintessential secular savior—modern science—could do little to reverse the 
sociological reality of the distaste for, and disuse, of mikveh as of the early twentieth century. Beth S. Wenger, 
"Mitzvah and Medicine: Gender, Assimilation, and the Scientific Defense of "Family Purity"," Jewish Social Studies 
5, no. 1/2 (1998-9). Wenger’s history, much like this dissertation, tells a larger story of attempts to redeem religion 
by integrating scientific principles and techniques, and particularly, the ways in which Jews in the twentieth century 
tried to do so in ways that both showed belonging in modern American yet also resisted assimilation. See also Ellen 
M. Umansky, From Christian Science to Jewish Science Spiritual Healing and American Jews, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2005). 
 
38 Mikveh immersion after menstruation, baking challah, and lighting Shabbat candles are all considered “women’s 
mitzvot.” 
 
39 The seven guiding principles are: Jewish law (Halakha), Modesty (Tz’niʿut), Love of the Jewish people (Ahavat 
Yisrael), The Community of Israel (Klal Yisrael), Education (Chinuch), Beautification of the Mitzvot (Hiddur 
Mitzvah), and Openness (Petichut). "Guide My Steps: Volunteer Mikveh Guide and Volunteer Mikveh Educator 
Training Curriculum, Second Edition," ed. Mayyim Hayyim (Newton, MA), 12-13. 
 
40 During my field work, Mayyim Hayyim hosted an “unconventional bar mitzvah” ceremony, leading a boy who 
was not able to do the traditional ceremony, through an immersion witnessed by his parents and then celebrated with 
family and friends. Susan Arndt, "An Unconventional Bar Mitzvah: Every Child Deserves to Be Celebrated,"  The 
Mikveh Lady Has Left The Building (September 2, 2015), https://mayyimhayyimblog.com/2015/09/02/an-
unconventional-bar-mitzvah/. Accessed January 10, 2017. 
 
41 The term “therapeutic” here is a kind of meta-commentary on the mutually imbricated scholarly treatments of 
therapeutic culture and their objects. Therapeutic culture has become a lens through which a long line of American 
social theorists have channeled their critiques of the American body politic and obsession with the self. From the 
nineteenth century, Christian theologians dug into it for its alignment with a diluted theology while by the mid-
twentieth century social theorists, from the Frankfurt school to feminists to Foucault, took their turns. At the root of 
many of these critiques was that the therapeutic was, to use the Foucauldian language, a discursive regime to 
discipline the subject to the norms of a particular racial, gendered, and class-based bourgeois society. Other mid-
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century theorists accused the therapeutic of instilling a narcissism and individualism that was destructive “of civitas, 
the classical public sphere,” and coalescing with capitalism to create, in extreme forms, the sickness recently coined 
as “affluentia.” Recent scholarship on therapeutic culture has revealed some of the biases and embedded normative 
claims in these treatments of the therapeutic. For example, American ideals of the quest for betterment, exemplified 
by groups like AA, and the pursuit of happiness, publicly preached from Benjamin Franklin to Oprah Winfrey, are 
not declarations of independence: the therapeutic, though individualistic, also unites communities. Timothy Richard 
Aubry and Trysh Travis, Rethinking Therapeutic Culture (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 3-14. 
Courtney Bender and Omar McRoberts have made a similar argument about the entrenched distinction between 
religion and spirituality in American religious history, where religion is that which supports American civic ideals 
and spirituality is that which threatens to dissolve to dissolve the nation into atomized anarchy. Bender and 
McRoberts, "Mapping the Field: Why and How to Study Spirituality". 2.  
 
42 Yerushalmi argues that Jewish historiography and Jewish memory, even in the modern academy, are embroiled in 
the same project of Jewish preservation. I draw on Yerushalmi’s quotation from Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy. Yosef 
Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor, Jewish History and Jewish Memory (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1982), 
93. 
 
43 Exodus 13:8. Translation from the Jewish Publication Society, 1917. 
 
44 By combining the Israelite story of liberation with the secular story of progressive, liberatory time, I not only 
emphasize two discursive frames that face tensions between universalism and particularism but also point to the way 
in which Jews are instructed to continually inhabit the textual tradition within their lives. See, for example, Asad, 
Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity; Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the 
Feminist Subject. 
 
45 Mayyim Hayyim, "History,"  http://www.mayyimhayyim.org/about/history. 
 
46 Beit means home and brit means covenant. The centrality of text to the Jewish tradition may be attributed to two 
sources. The first is the idea of divine revelation of the text. The second is the history of exile and destruction. As 
Walzer, Loberbaum and Zohar argue, “The radical text-centeredness of the tradition derives only in part from the 
centrality of revelation; it has a second source in the loss of every other center, the absence for so much of Jewish 
history of a land, a shrine, and a state. The key texts, Bible and Talmud, function as a surrogate home; they are read 
as all-embracing collections of laws and stories—in constant need, however, of exegesis and refinement, as a home 
might be of refurnishing and repair.” Walzer, Lorberbaum, and Zohar, The Jewish Political Tradition, xxiv. 
 
47 Michael Meyer argues that mikveh has stepped in to fill a need in modern Jewish life but remains grounded by 
and authentic through its long history. Meyer, "New Waters in an Old Vessel: A History of Mikveh in Modern 
Judaism." See also Jewish Identity in the Modern World (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1990). 
 
48 Meyer’s modern history of mikveh, particularly among Reform Jews, responds to the curious problem of why a 
long-abandoned practice, a reflection of backwardness, was rejuvenated. This broad history, from the nineteenth 
century to the present, is centered on Reform Jews in the United States (the surprisingly traditional innovators). It 
focuses on changes in elite responsa (legal rulings) and popular depictions of mikveh immersion among American 
Jews. It also examines how the surprisingly innovative traditionalists, the Modern Orthodox, and Conservative Jews 
in America have approached mikveh. To a very limited extent, he also deals with mikveh use in Israel among 
progressive Jews. "New Waters in an Old Vessel: A History of Mikveh in Modern Judaism," 142-3. 
 
49 The term halakha is derived from the Hebrew root that means to go or to walk, so the term is literally translated as 
the path along which one walks. 
 
50 This was even true of many Orthodox Jews. For a study of mikveh use since the middle of the nineteenth century, 
see Joshua Hoffman, "The Institution of the Mikvah in America," in Total Immersion: A Mikvah Anthology, ed. 
Rivkah Slonim (Jason Aronson Inc.: Northvale, NJ, 1996). During the last third of the nineteenth century, American 
Reform communities went so far as to object to mikveh use, a position that was only revised around a century later. 
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The reason for this related to attitudes toward the body, which I will return to below. Meyer, "New Waters in an Old 
Vessel: A History of Mikveh in Modern Judaism."  
 
51 In 1966, Dov Zlotnick, a Professor of Rabbinics at the Jewish Theological Seminary at New York City, delivered 
a sermon on Rosh Hashanah that urged Jewish leaders to bring the laws of family purity, which require immersion 
in the mikveh, back into use. He roots his argument in a concept introduced in the writings of a twelfth century 
Rabbi, Judah of Regensburg, that of a dead mitzvah (met mitzvah) which one is obligated to bring out of neglect. It 
is reprinted in Dov Zlotnick, "Today's Met Mitzvah," in Total Immersion: A Mikvah Anthology, ed. Rivkah Slonim 
(Jason Aronson Inc.: Northvale, NJ, 1996). 
 
52 Specifically, Meyer writes that the lacuna is within a “considerable literature on new uses of mikveh, as well as 
the aesthetics and ethics surrounding them” that sacrifice historical depth for a focus on novel practice. The quest for 
historical depth is problematic for a number of reasons. Most simply, there are a dearth of sources about mikveh 
practices: it is a primarily women’s ritual, involving naked immersion, which is often particularly secret for issues of 
modesty. Meyer, "New Waters in an Old Vessel: A History of Mikveh in Modern Judaism," 143.  
 
53 See Leora Faye Batnitzky, How Judaism Became a Religion: An Introduction to Modern Jewish Thought 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011). 
 
54 See Tova Hartman, Feminism Encounters Traditional Judaism: Resistance and Accommodation (Waltham, MA: 
Brandeis University Press; Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 2007). 
 
55 As Laura Levitt has argued, the idea of home in American Jewish feminism is an “ambivalent” and under-
theorized. In my reading of Mayyim Hayyim, I see many of the ideas about home applied to the mikveh as an 
alternative synagogue space, in Hebrew, a house of worship. Laura Levitt, Jews and Feminism: The Ambivalent 
Search for Home (New York: Routledge, 1997). Mayyim Hayyim, like the sentimental fantasy of home as safe 
retreat in a dangerous world, is romanticized as at once home-like, public, and even otherworldly.  
 
56 Mittermaier, "A Matter of Interpretation: Dreams, Islam, and Psychology in Islam." 
 
57 As I will describe below, connectedness is the necessary component of such spiritual experiences, though whether 
the closeness is metaphysical, physical, or emotional in nature is left open. The normative aim, though, is that that 
experience leads to renewed attachment to Jewish life or for those who are already invested, new kinds of Jewish 
nurturing, comfort, and opportunities for participation. 
 
58 The extended italics that follow are quotations from Anita Diamant, "Living Water," in Pitching My Tent: On 
Marriage, Motherhood, Friendship, and Other Leaps of Faith (New York: Scribner, 2003), 215-6. In making the 
narrative choice to use Diamant’s voice, I wish to accomplish several things. First, a birth story is often told by the 
mother, and Mayyim Hayyim was an idea conceived by Diamant and carried out under her leadership. Second, I 
wish to use Diamant’s voice to show the tensions within her own discourse. As I will show, she moves between a 
transcendental language of unity and a thread of divisive binaries. 
 
59 This subsection tells the story of the individual mikveh pool, which is why I do not use the proper noun here. At 
Mayyim Hayyim, the mikveh pool is designed so that each time a person enters it, they turn a valve to let in water 
from a basin that collects rainwater. 
 
60 The mikveh is a body of water whose specifications are derived from Leviticus 11:36: “Only (ach) a spring 
(mayan) or a pit (uboor), a gathering (mikveh) of water (mayyim), shall be (yihiyeh) clean (tahor).” Here, I have 
based the translation off of the one used in Guide My Steps, the curriculum developed by Mayyim Hayyim in 
Newton, MA. I have interposed Hebrew transliteration to give a sense of the literal meanings of the words in the 
verse. As is common in the Jewish textual tradition, biblical verses and words are the basis for layers of interpretive 
work. It is common to drash, or expand upon in an interpretive commentary, using the specific words in the text. 
Here, for example, my description of the body of the mikveh draws the idea of a mikveh as a literal collection of 
water and the fact that in its noun form, mikveh, is feminine. The necessary details of the mikveh’s construction are 
also based on this verse: the mikveh at Mayyim Hayyim is not a natural spring but a pit, a man-made hole. The 
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language of “kiss” is a translation of neshikah, which is the Hebrew word used to describe the process where a pool 
of water is transformed into a ritual bath by opening a valve to let in rain water collected in an outside boor. The 
“kiss” of the living water energizes the whole body of water. There is an oft-cited tradition of the mikveh being the 
womb of God. 
 
61 These qualities correspond to various properties of the mikveh and to one possible archetype of women/mothers. 
 
62 Here I play with the idea of an enchanted body of water that it as once physical, relational and indescribable 
through the language of biomedicine. As Asad argues, biomedical explanations constitute pain as a negative 
experience of a birthing woman, while Asad suggests that we may view pain in childbirth as part of a constitutive 
act, one that produces a new relationship as much as a new life. Asad’s argument on pain and childbirth builds into 
one about reconsidering the role of the body’s materiality in epistemology and “its moral potentialities.” To interpret 
this intervention in terms of feminist language, Asad wishes to emphasize the material body as a site with its own 
“ways of knowing” and of ethical cultivation. (Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 79-
92.)  
 
63 This is a loose play on the idea of a Platonic Form as an ideal type: the mikveh as a Form of the mother, here not 
only indicates the expectations of perfection but also the kind of a-temporal, a-spatial, ambiguous relationship to 
nature that comes from a tradition that has existed for thousands of years in different forms all over the world but 
which also is imagined to have existed since there were natural bodies of water that flowed. 
 
64 Mayyim Hayyim, as an institution, is actively working to sell their model, through curriculums and trainings, to 
other communities. 
 
65 Diamant, "Living Water," 215-16. 
 
66 Niddah literally means separation, which is commanded during menstruation. 
 
67 This is technically a niddah immersion, based on the assumption that the bride has menstruated before but never 
been to the mikveh. 
 
68 As Mayyim Hayyim’s mikveh guide curriculum explains, niddah refers to “the laws related to monthly immersion 
for women following their menstrual periods.” A woman is commanded to immerse for niddah only when she is 
married, a structure that assumes that is when sexual activity will begin. Before a wedding, a woman immerses to 
begin her niddah immersions. When a person of any age or gender identity converts to Judaism, halakha also 
requires an immersion in the mikveh. 
 
69 Genesis 1:9-10. Mikveh is derived from the verb God uses in Genesis 1:9 to command the waters to be gathered 
(yikveh is an imperative verb form and mikveh is a noun). 
 
70 Genesis 1:9-13 
 
71 This refers to the Mishnaic and Talmudic Periods, which can be roughly dated from the first century CE to around 
500 CE (perhaps as late as 700CE). 
 
72 Here I draw on the title of Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg’s well-known psychoanalytically-influenced reading of 
Genesis and the origins of human desire for God. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, Genesis : The Beginning of Desire, 1st 
ed. (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1995).  
 
73 Diamant, "Living Water," 212. When she speaks of “liberal” conversions, she means non-Orthodox. 
 
74 Secrecy often surrounds the mikveh, especially for reasons of modesty. Many publications about mikveh invoke 
the language of secrecy. In 1930, for example, Rabbi David Miller published a book about the secret, little-known 
mikveh. David Miller, The Secret of the Jew, His Life -- His Family (San Francisco,1930). At a Conference held at 
Mayyim Hayyim, historian Jonathan Sarna explained that this book was often given to men studying for the 
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rabbinate to detail this secret, and often physically hidden, yet essential ritual. Rachel Barenblat, "Gathering the 
Waters: Opening Session,"  Velveteen Rabbi: Now running and playing with the real rabbis! (October 10, 2010), 
http://velveteenrabbi.blogs.com/blog/2010/10/gathering-the-waters-opening-session.html. Accessed January 5, 
2017. See also, a recent volume, Varda Polak-Sahm, The House of Secrets : The Hidden World of the Mikveh 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 2009). Here, I use the idea of secrets differently: the mikveh is a place to locate the 
mysteries of God. The precariousness of secular life for the liberal Jew is not a confusion about what is real (de 
Man) or a lack of sincerity between people (Benjamin) but rather the separation between self and God that can be 
found inside the mikveh. Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 63-4.  
 
75 This is a reference to Asad’s discussion of Coleridge’s Romanticism. Asad describes a modern sense of 
“inspiration” in the context of Romantic art that had shifted the mystery of God, a telos, to one of art’s origins, 
which made it accessible regardless of belief in the supernatural. In particular, I am juxtaposing Diamant with a 
romantic idea of a prophet as a poet with a profound spiritual idea capable of shifting “ordinary perception.” The 
prophet’s vision is not predictive but “a vision of their community's past-the past both as a renewal of the present 
and as a promise for the future.” The renewal, according to Henri Hubert, was “a participation in mythic time,” 
which I suggest is what the mikveh’s embodied poetry allows. The heart of the secular for the romantic was a shift 
from telos to origins, from a self that was “a precondition” rather than a “product” “of transcendent (poetic or 
religious) experience. I want to suggest that an origin story is a precondition of the mikveh. Formations of the 
Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 37-52.  
 
76 Diamant, "Living Water," 213-4. 
 
77 Here, I echo Diamant’s critique of Orthodoxy. The way she imagines the Orthodox Jewish body in sexual 
relationships is reminiscent of how Asad and others have described the effects of modern medicine on secular views 
of the body. With pain secularized, Asad argues, medicine became a detached pursuit to understand the body as an 
abstract system; like the progressive time of secular history, secularized medicine was predicated on ontological 
changes in how the body was understood. Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 48. See 
also Annemarie Mol, The Body Multiple : Ontology in Medical Practice (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002); 
Barbara Duden, Disembodying Women: Perspectives on Pregnancy and the Unborn (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1993).  
 
78 As Meyer explains, by the end of the nineteenth century, “Classical Reform Judaism rejected body-related 
observances as distractions from the true purpose of religion, which was exaltation of the spirit through prayer and 
commitment to moral deeds.” While the Reform Movement had discouraged mikveh use and denied that it was a 
necessary part of a conversion, this changed around the turn of the twentieth century, immersion was becoming 
increasingly popular (though not required) for conversion. Meyer, "New Waters in an Old Vessel: A History of 
Mikveh in Modern Judaism," 145. 
 
79 Robert A. Orsi, "Snakes Alive," in Between Heaven and Earth: The Religious Worlds People Make and the 
Scholars Who Study Them (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
 
80 To add to the discussion above, jouissance refers to an ineffable pleasurable sensation that provides a fleeting 
sense of satisfaction: “[T]he desire is ultimately unsatisfiable since it seeks to restore an imagined wholeness and 
coherence, the end of the alienation associated with the acquisition of individual selfhood.” Scott, The Fantasy of 
Feminist History, 50. 
 
81 Halakha is derived from the same root as the verb “to walk.” On sectarianism in Israelite politics, see Walzer, In 
God's Shadow: Politics in the Hebrew Bible, 14-15. 
 
82 As Leigh Schmidt explains, “The struggle at the heart of liberal spirituality…was over the firmness and fragility 
of religious identity in the modern world.” Leigh Eric Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of American Spirituality, 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012). 
 
83 I play with Asad’s genealogy of pain, applying his discussion of secularized medicine not to an individual body 
but to the body of a people. Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 48. 
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84 I echo Asad’s critique of a secular assumption that agency comes with resistance to the cause of pain, which is 
something external to the self. Ibid., 71. 
 
85 Rosh Hodesh is the new lunar month, is associated with women and menstruation. Jody Myers, "Phasing In: Rosh 
Hodesh Ceremonies in American Jewish Life," in Women Remaking American Judaism, ed. Riv-Ellen Prell (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 2007).  
 
86 This is a paraphrase from Schmidt, "The Parameters and Problematics of American Religious Liberalism," 11. 
 
87 Elyse M. Goldstein, "Take Back the Waters: A Feminist Re-Appropriation of Mikvah," Lilith Summer 1986. 
 
88 The mikva’ot in Israel, with the exception of the one Ner-David operates on a Kibbutz in the North of Israel, are 
public institutions run by the state and overseen by the Israeli Rabbinate. Her work around mikveh has included the 
completion of a doctoral dissertation on niddah, the operation of a mikveh open to anyone for any purpose, and 
writing and public lectures in Israel an the United States, including at Mayyim Hayyim. 
 
89 Diamant, "Living Water," 213-4. 
 
90 Joan Scott argues that citizenship, anonymity and reason came to be linked in opposition to the sexualized 
woman’s body, whether the wife in the home or the sexual deviant. Scott, The Fantasy of Feminist History, 17. 
 
91 On the tensions between American spirituality and feminism, or more broadly, between devotion and autonomy, 
see, for example, Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of American Spirituality. 224-5; Prell, "Feminism and the  
Remaking of American Judaism."  
 
92 As Aliza Kline recalled, Diamant would often say when they first started working to make Mayyim Hayyim a 
reality, “‘I’m a writer, I’m a recluse, I don’t like committees.’ And here she was the president of this organization. 
And it was partly someone saying, you know, if you say something people will listen.”  
 
93 Tehinnot are Yiddish devotional prayers written by Jewish women. See Chava Weissler, Voices of the Matriarchs: 
Listening to the Prayers of Early Modern Jewish Women (Boston: Beacon Press, 1998).  
 
94 Anita Diamant, The New Jewish Wedding (New York: Summit Books, 1985), 157. Barbara Penzner had written 
an immersion ceremony before her wedding while she was a Rabbinical student at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical 
College (RRC) in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
 
95 Beshert is a Yiddish term literally meaning destiny. It is used most often about romantic partners, in the sense of 
soul mate.  
 
96 This description is drawn from an interview with Mayyim Hayyim’s first executive director, Aliza Kline, who 
explained how Diamant met Rabbi Barbara Penzner. “[Barbara] wrote a bridal immersion ceremony for herself. …I 
think within the year, Anita was writing The New Jewish Wedding. And while she was writing that, she was looking 
for... immersion was one of the sections, one of the ways that traditionally a bride gets ready, and she was looking 
for ceremonies, and that’s how she met Barbara…. They became very good friends and really built this place 
together, and we actually built our, the immersion ceremony was built on the gut of the ceremony that Barbara had 
written twenty years earlier.”  
 
97 Diamant, "Living Water," 214. 
 
98 Asad argues that the sacred can only be understood in terms of constructions of power that discipline individuals. 
The distinction between sacred and profane is inseparable from epistemic claims about what is real and what is not. 
Since the modern period, it was possible for the experiment to be a means to epistemic claims only when language 
was “de-ontologized.” Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 36-8. For a history of the 
rise of modern experimental culture based on a radical change in how the Bible was read, see Peter Harrison, The 
Bible, Protestantism, and the Rise of Natural Science (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998).  
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99 For a mikveh to be “kosher,” it must be constructed and filled according to the specifications set out in Jewish 
law. This is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for many Orthodox Rabbis, who require an institutional 
mikveh to be overseen (solely) by an Orthodox rabbinic authority. For example, mikvah.org, an affiliate of Chabad’s 
social services movement, Machne Israel, has a “find a mikveh” feature, including a world map showing mikva’ot 
on six continents. Mayyim Hayyim is not shown on the map. 
 
100 Mayyim Hayyim as an institution has a mission, principles, and a limited number of redlines, especially that only 
Jews are allowed in the pools. By turning the authority over the rituals done in it over to a range of rabbis from 
across the denominational spectrum, it creates the possibility of pluralistic use of the facility.  
 
101 This paragraph is mainly based on an interview with Aliza Kline. There are many parallels in Cookie 
Rosenbaum’s story to the women that Saba Mahmood describes in her study of the Women’s Mosque Movement in 
Cairo. The Hebrew kavanah closely parallels the Arabic idea of niya. Mahmood, Politics of Piety: The Islamic 
Revival and the Feminist Subject. I will discuss this concept in depth below. 
 
102 Annemarie Mol, "Who Knows What a Woman Is...On the Differences and the Relations between the Sciences," 
Medicine Anthropology Theory 2, no. 1 (2015). This article, originally published in Dutch in 1985, asks the question 
about what a woman is to disrupt the idea that “woman” is a stable entity. While each of many sciences claims to 
know what a woman is through its own—but not unique—categories, Mol rejects the idea that the answer is some 
kind of combination among different branches of science making truth claims. Instead, she explores the 
controversies and interferences among them as a strategy of feminist disruption. I use Mol’s terms not because I see 
Mayyim Hayyim, the first large-scale, institutional reclamation of mikveh, using a similarly disruptive strategy. 
Rather, I understand Mayyim Hayyim to be working within a paradigm that centers knowledge. To redirect Mol’s 
critique, Mayyim Hayyim’s framework presents multiple definitions and tries to constitute its object through them, a 
venture that will always be incomplete. 
 
103 For the woman I describe here, the mikveh was closely connected to her work as an educator on women’s health, 
sexuality, and halakha. From the mikveh, she explained, she learned to know that no part of the body is off-limits or 
gross, “even the internal places that emit different colors and smells.” Like the feminist women’s health center at 
Stanford, her alma mater, where she had gone to classes on women’s sexual health, the mikveh was a place to learn 
that her body need not be secret from her. In addition to an argument verging on apologetics, that Jewish law 
encourages the same kind of bodily knowledge that secular feminism had come to value, she makes the astute 
observation that secular feminism and religious Judaism both challenge the privatization of female bodies and the 
passivity of women when it comes to their own health. Like the ritualization of women’s self examination in 
communities like the Boston Women’s Heath Collective, the mobilization of religious ritual to challenge established 
structures of authority disrupts the easy alignment of female, sexual, embodied, private, and irrational. See Scott, 
The Fantasy of Feminist History, 15. 
 
104 Diamant, "Living Water," 211-16.  
 
105 According to its website, 1,500 immersions and over 110 educational programs happen at Mayyim Hayyim each 
year. Mayyim Hayyim, "About,"  http://www.mayyimhayyim.org/About. Accessed January 4, 2017. Mayyim 
Hayyim has an immense database cataloging every person who has immersed, the reasons for the immersion, and 
whatever other personal information a person provides on an intake form. At each staff or board meeting, statistics 
on immersions are shared as a metric for organizational achievement. At one staff meeting I attended, I learned they 
did 80-100 immersions each month. My understanding is that immersions have grown steadily over time, so it is not 
clear how the statistics here were generated.  
 
106 Mayyim Hayyim, Becoming Jewish: At the Water's Edge (2016). 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=shA70i74Yvo.> Accessed January 5, 2017. In an informal conversation, Lisa 
Berman, Mayyim Hayyim’s Director of Education and Immersions, explained that they prided themselves “lowering 
barriers” to encourage and facilitate conversions. 
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107 The first cohort of mikveh guides was trained before the mikveh itself was constructed. For the first training, they 
went to visit a nearby Orthodox mikveh because some of the people being trained as guides had not ever seen a 
mikveh. Training also began before there was a written guide curriculum. 
 
108 Genesis 2-3 describes a tree of knowledge of good and evil. 
 
109 Michael Fishbane, "Reading Rabbinic Texts," in The Jewish Political Tradition, ed. Michael Walzer, Menachem 
Lorberbaum, and Noam J. Zohar (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), xxxiv-lv. 
 
110 As Aliza Kline, the first Executive Director of Mayyim Hayyim, explained in an interview that this language 
combined the buzzwords in Jewish education—“paraprofessional” and “informal education”—to describe the 
volunteers who were being trained to guide experiential learning but who were not Jewish educations. 
 
111 Lisa Berman, the Mikveh and Education Director, used this language in an informal conversation about the 
expectations on guides. I was struck, too, at a staff meeting I attended when the current executive director, for 
example, decided not to have the summer interns go through guide training since it was not a good long-term 
investment. The corps of active guides, numbering around 60, usually each guide only once or twice a year, with a 
smaller number doing it more regularly. 
 
112 For reasons I will make clear below in the section “The Myth of the Dragon Lady,” one point of particular 
emphasis is that a witness’s only necessary halachic responsibility is to ensure that an immersee goes completely 
under the water.  
 
113 As one guide put it, an essential part of running Mayyim Hayyim as a nonprofit is “managing a message,” and if 
guides were seen as leaders, it could be a public relations disaster.  
 
114 This is the Hebrew plural meaning “bar and bat mitzvahs.” Bringing children to the mikveh was a redline for 
some people, for whom the association between sex and mikveh as so strong, that it felt inappropriate to use this  
ritual for this purpose. 
 
115 The one exclusionary logic that Mayyim Hayyim maintains—that one has to be Jewish—has caused some 
problems over the years. The Jewish community does not all agree on who is Jewish after the Reform Movement’s 
adoption of patrilineal descent. Mayyim Hayyim’s way of dealing with these issues is to let anyone who a 
recognized rabbi considers Jewish into the mikveh. That is representative of their larger approach to issues of 
authority: they work with local rabbis who maintain authority over halachic issues. There have been several 
instances that were more difficult cases, including the request by Jews for Jesus to use the mikveh or when a non-
Jewish parent would like to accompany a child in for a conversion. 
 
116 At Orthodox mikva’ot there is a strict temporal logic to separate the various uses: niddah immersions only happen 
at night, under the cover of darkness, for the sake of a woman’s modesty, while men’s immersions and conversions, 
which required a council of (male) rabbis to be present, happened during the day. At Mayyim Hayyim, mikveh was 
no longer necessarily linked to sex and people could go at any time of day, even for niddah immersions. 
 
117 Polak-Sahm, The House of Secrets : The Hidden World of the Mikveh. 
 
118 Modesty was one of the seven communal principles, but Mayyim Hayyim was producing a semantic change, 
shifting its meaning to something closer to privacy but without the associations with sexuality. 
 
119 As Asad argues, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, myth “was material for shaping the possibilities and 
limits of action” and did so “by feeding the desire to display the actual—a desire that became increasingly difficult 
as the experiential opportunities of modernity multiplied.” The myth, Asad goes on to explain, was a site to 
articulate oppositions and exclusions of the other. Asad, Formations of the Secular: Christianity, Islam, Modernity, 
29. 
 
120 Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of American Spirituality. 
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121 The other members were Rabbi Judith Kummer and Matia Angelou, described above, whose professional title is 
now Eshet Hazon, Mashpiah Ruchanit (A Woman of Vision, Spiritual Advisor). 
 
122 For each ceremony, the team adapted a single structure: kavenah (intentions) for the preparations, blessings for 
the immersion, and a reading for each of three or four immersions to guide people in letting go and moving into a 
new phase. They encouraged people to personalize the ceremonies by adding their own readings, if they wished.  
There is a traditional blessing for mikveh immersion, but the team also created an alternative. As Mayyim Hayyim’s 
website describes it, “The alternative blessing for immersion (Blessed are You, God, Majestic Spirit of the Universe, 
who makes us holy by embracing us in living waters) was created for people immersing for non- commanded 
reasons, who wish to omit the language that speaks of “mitzvah” (... asher kid’shanu b’mitzvotav, v’tzi’vanu al 
hat’vilah, ...who sanctifies us with Your commandments and commands us concerning immersion).” "Immersion 
Ceremonies," Mayyim Hayyim, http://www.mayyimhayyim.org/Resources/Immersion-Ceremonies. Accessed 
January 4, 2017. 
 
123 Lamination refers to a manufacturing process that combines multiple kinds of materials together into a single, 
fortified, permanent structure.  
 
124 Blessings for the Journey: A Jewish Healing Guide for Women with Cancer, which I will discuss below, is sold 
on the website but for a much smaller cost of $30 per book. 
 
125 Bilgrami, Secularism, Identity, and Enchantment. 
 
126 The first was a couple, Dr. Paula Brody (of the Paula Brody & Family Education Center, or “the dry side”) and 
her husband Merrill Hassenfeld, who were integral to the founding of the mikveh. Mayyim Hayyim, "Milestones: 
Step by Step: Meet the Honorees,"  http://www.mayyimhayyim.org/Events-Classes/Open-Waters-
Photos/Milestones-Meet-Our-Honorees. Accessed January 3, 2017. 
 
127 There is a tradition for women to immerse during the ninth month of pregnancy. Lauren frames it in terms of 
helping her to transition into motherhood but it is most often talked about in “superstitious” terms as a way to help 
infertile women: if a woman struggling with infertility immerses just after a woman in her ninth month of 
pregnancy, it will help her become pregnant. 
 
128 Bender and McRoberts, "Mapping the Field: Why and How to Study Spirituality". 
 
129 Durkheim and Fields, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 218-28. 
 
130 James and Marty, The Varieties of Religious Experience : A Study in Human Nature, 53-6. 
 
131 This speech was a document in Mayyim Hayyim’s file server, its own digital archive, in a folder of “Personal 
Accounts.” It was most likely was delivered in 2007, though it is undated. 
 
132 In Leviticus 23:27, what has become Yom Kippur is called yom hakippurim, literally the day of covering over. 
 
133 The concept of kavanah, usually translated as intention, is a Talmudic concept. In the tractate on prayer, 
Berakhot, and countless commentaries into the present day, there is a debate over the relative importance of keva, 
obligation and legally ordained structure, and kavanah, intention and focus that is rooted in the heart and the mind. 
One of the most oft-cited texts (Berakhot 30b), Rabbi Eleazar is quoted saying: “A man should always examine 
himself; if he can direct his heart (lekhaven et lebo), then let him pray, but if not, he should not pray!” (trans. from 
Sefaria, <http://www.sefaria.org/Berakhot.30b.20?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en>, accessed January 8, 2017.) In the 
discussion, the Rabbis suggest that the body’s comportment is also involved in establishing kavanah. In the Biblical 
and Rabbinic periods, the heart was understood to be “the seat of the psyche.” Julius Preuss and Fred Rosner, 
Biblical and Talmudic Medicine (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 104-5.  
 
134 Like yoga practice, which is a means to engage in bodily practice to relax and connect to the divine in a regular, 
consistent way, the Jewish tradition around prayer functions in much the same way. Prayer has a regular structure, 
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with set times, liturgy, and norms for bodily movement, direction, and comportment; it also requires kavanah in 
order to facilitate connection to the divine as opposed to rote activity. Bender, The New Metaphysicals : Spirituality 
and the American Religious Imagination, 90-112. 
 
135 Deuteronomy 30:19: I call heaven and earth to witness against you this day, that I have set before thee life and 
death, the blessing and the curse; therefore choose life, that thou mayest live, thou and thy seed. Trans. by Mechon 
Mamre. < http://www.mechon-mamre.org/p/pt/pt0530.htm> Accessed January 8, 2017.  
 
136 There are numerous examples of prophetic figures responding to God through the language of Hineni. See 
Genesis 22:1 (Abraham), Genesis 31:11 and Genesis 46:2 (Jacob), Exodus 3:4 (Moses), 1 Samuel 3:1-10 (Samuel), 
Isaiah 6:8 (Isaiah). 
 
137 Rabbinic commentators to modern political theorists have asked about the nature of the biblical covenant and its 
relationship to consent. Unlike in modern social contract theory, which requires a person’s consent, the nature of the 
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Chapter 8  
Kohenet and the Technologies of Jewish Life-Making 

 

“Do you feel like a priestess?” It was the subject line of an email four months after the Kohenet 

Hebrew Priestess Institute’s fifth ordination. Devorah had never really felt like a priestess, yet, 

she returned twice a year, always seeking, always receiving just enough to be compelled to come 

back and yet not enough to ever feel sure of why. The first retreat, when we first tried oil 

divination, some people saw a personal message from the divine in the bowl of water or on top 

of the mirror, translucent but not transcendent shapes. For Devorah it was just oil and water. “I 

don’t get it,” she’d often tell me, wondering why it “worked” for other people, always provoking 

me to ask what “working” means: did it need to be a metaphysical experience, or could it be 

enough to see it all as a modality of meditation, an object to focus on for the sake of personal 

reflection? In the spirit of Durkheim, I was always ready to provide a social explanation for the 

metaphysical. 

But then, there was that one time that she lay on her back on Lake Miriam, the lake at the 

Isabella Freedman Jewish Retreat Center. It was the first retreat, and Devorah went to the lake 

for a little reprieve from all of it. Maybe it was the day of the midwifery incident, when a mock 

birth demonstration brought us face to face with past lives and mortality fears. I can’t remember. 

She was floating and looking up at the sky when she saw something in the clouds. It was Hebrew 

letters: chet and nun. There was also a mem in front. The root was for compassion or grace. It 

was that phenomenal experience that spoke to her, re-inflating her with hope that there was 

magic to be found here. It was there just for fifteen seconds or so, but it was there, saying what 

she needed to hear. Swimming reminded her of her childhood. At 59, after raising two daughters 

by herself, she had hardly expected to be pulled back to Long Island, a place she never felt she 
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really belonged, so shortly after she had made aliya to Israel to start her life. Her mother, who 

was already not the easiest person to be with, was diagnosed with dementia and she needed full-

time care. The twice-a-year week-long retreats were a chance to get little pieces of the life she 

had hoped to find in Israel, a spiritual life. She was also moved toward the idea of sisterhood. 

She had lost her own sister as a teenager, and I imagine that caring for her aging mother alone 

made that all the more visceral. Devorah had never really felt like a priestess, and she often felt 

left out of the group, which perhaps represented two sides of the same coin. Despite the huge 

investment of time and money with mixed pay-off, she kept going back, and in the end, in July 

2017, she was ordained as a Kohenet, a Hebrew Priestess. Because of my positionality, the 

expectations of what my place as scholar should be, I feel the need to confess: I, too, was 

ordained, ambivalently. 

Devorah emailed me after she had recently run into another ordinee, Keshira, at a 

workshop on how to “die wise,” delivered by the author of the recent book by that title, Stephen 

Jenkinson.1 When other participants asked how they knew each other, Devorah struggled to 

explain what this whole “Hebrew Priestess thing” was about. “That’s because you were a 

priestess already!” Keshira responded. Devorah had spent years caring for children and then an 

aging parent, training as a social worker then a chaplain. If she wasn’t a priestess, who was? 

That’s what I can imagine Keshira saying. It’s more than an imagination, really, since we’d all 

already been through all of this before, many times. Even Keshira, the one who always seemed 

the most priestess-y, for whom finding Kohenet was like finding her tribe and partners for her 

spiritual mission, felt these doubts. Devorah and I, however, had bonded over the years over 

conversations over being a little more outside: I was the millennial ethnographer, but Devorah 

was the baby boomer, spiritual community-seeking social worker and chaplain. She felt a mix of 



 

 461 

frustration, doubt, loneliness, even a sense of failure at how hard it was to succeed in the quest 

for meaning and connection.2 In her email, though, she was trying on a new explanation of why 

she did not feel herself transformed: maybe priestess was just a descriptor of who she always 

was, albeit one that was foreign, forgotten, repressed, strange, maybe even shameful because of 

the power it claimed. “Maybe being a PhD wise woman makes you already a priestess 

too…Hmmm….” Reading her words on the screen, my internal voice echoed hers, “hmmm.”  

Opening my inbox to see “do you feel like a priestess?” staring at me, one might say, felt 

like a kind of digital bibliomancy. I was in the midst of framing where Kohenet fit in the story of 

my dissertation, itself a project of querying the nature of American Judaism at the margins. Do 

you feel like a priestess? That was the question, plain as day, which I needed to unpack: what 

does it mean to be ordaining Hebrew priestesses? Is Kohenet American Judaism, or a group of 

Jewish-identifying, woman-identifying (mostly) Americans inventing a New Religious 

Movement and a new Jewish identity? Is this identity voluntary, or ascribed?3 I am still not sure 

of the answer to that last question, or whether there is an answer. Either way, whether it was a 

matter of coming to recognize yourself as a Kohenet or becoming one, there were transformative, 

community-making technologies at work. 

In this chapter, to sort through these issues, I will move through three years of 

ethnographic data to assemble an account of the system, or in Kohenet parlance, the journey, that 

made a cohort of 13 priestesses. Kohenet meets at the Isabella Friedman Jewish Retreat Center in 

northwestern Connecticut.4 At a former site for a Jewish working girls vacation society, 

incorporated in 1892 as a reprieve for factory girls threatened by urban pathology,5 women come 

together to escape other threatening forms of violence, most explicitly patriarchal, rational 
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Jewish worship that have taken a wrecking ball to women’s embodied spirituality and the divine 

feminine.  

The Hebrew Priestess Training Institute has its own time, which has shaped but not 

determined how I have come to understand my integration into the group and our joint 

acceptance of the priestess title bestowed upon us. The program is scaffolded by weeklong 

retreats, from Monday to Sunday, twice a year, summer and winter. Between retreats, segments 

of the community can come together at the “Virtual Temple,” where there are online courses, 

message boards, and a “dream basket” for unloading the subconscious. At the end of the fifth 

retreat, there is an initiation ritual, when the “seekers” (dorshot), who have been studying 

traditional modes of Jewish women’s leadership, become “shrine keepers” (tzovot), and the 

curriculum shifts to preparing to lead prayer services and lifecycle rituals. One year later, at the 

end of the summer retreat, ordination occurs. 

In the pages that follow, I have divided the story into three phases before the ordination, 

and I move chronologically, even as some of the material actively disrupts that kind of order. 

Each section is focused on a set of technologies that emerged as the most salient tools in the 

friction-filled formation of a community of sister-priestesses under the guidance and authority of 

three Ravot, teachers.6 As you have likely come to expect, the technologies include images, 

sounds, texts, materials, and bodily fluids. The substances of the body emerged as the most 

salient markers of, and tools for, the formation of a social body: from blood and disgust, I move 

to kinship formed through milk, which leads, in the end, to the transformative power of water.  

 

The Anatomy of a Hebrew Priestess Training Program 
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Kohenet is an effort to reclaim authentic forms of Jewish women’s spiritual leadership that its 

co-founders Rabbi Dr. Jill Hammer and Taya Shere argue were destroyed in the transition from a 

cultic to a text-based system. Like many feminist groups working to “remake American Judaism,” 

Kohenet wrestles with the paradoxical relationship between radicalism and accommodation as it 

works to level Rabbinic power structures while remaining within the Jewish tradition.7 

Kohenet’s post-rabbinic vision of Jewish life resists a textualist approach to religious authority 

that disenfranchised those who were never taught or not allowed to learn. It does not seek to 

erase what has happened since the destruction of the Temple, namely two thousand years of 

Rabbinic tradition; instead, Kohenet attempts to integrate cultic practice with the now normative 

forms of text study, prayer, and ritual that elevate embodied knowledge and practice. Kohenet’s 

ritualized practice leaps off the page and the pews, animating worship and study with physical 

movement and metaphysical power.  

Jill had decided to become a Rabbi during the time she was working on her PhD in 

psychology, and went on to be ordained in the Conservative Movement. In Kohenet, Jill has 

combined her interest in Jungian psychology, textual and liturgical training, and fascination with 

myth and magic. She brings her skills a scholar to research and teach evidence-based classes 

about the history and archaeology of women’s spirituality, as liturgist to write a new Siddur 

(prayer book) in which the Hebrew and Aramaic are translated into the feminine, and as a 

ritualist to craft dramatic new ways of marking life transitions that Jewish tradition has let go 

unnoticed.  

Taya, on the other hand, is a drumming, dancing, singing, body-focused priestess. After a 

Reform upbringing, Taya spent many years exploring radical feminist and neo-pagan goddess 

communities, doing graduate work in ritual studies, and learning from Candomblé priestesses 
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who worshipped the goddess Oxum in Brazil. Eventually, she had come back to organized 

Jewish life, served as the Rabbi (though she had never been ordained in a seminary) of a non-

denominational congregation in suburban Maryland, and now identifies most closely with the 

Jewish Renewal movement. 

In many ways, Kohenet is a classic case of American spiritual syncretism, a Jewish 

subculture of the “Republic of Mind and Spirit,”8 and a response to the plight of the lonely man 

in the city, disconnected and dislocated. It meets in the woods and honors nature, but retains the 

feel of the places from which its participants travel: eclectic urban syncretism and political 

progressivism of counter-cultural Berkeley, California, mixed with and inspired by the inward-

turned Jewish worship that grew up in places like New York’s congregation Benei Jeshrun as a 

spiritual salve in the context of “late capitalism.”9 Kohenet adapts elements from its members’ 

journeys through the feminist neo-paganism of Starhawk’s Reclaiming Community,10 priestesses 

from the matriarchal Brazilian Afro-Caribbean Candoblé tradition, Second Wave Jewish feminist 

efforts to create “useable pasts” for inventing Jewish ritual,11 and Jewish Renewal, which Shaul 

Magid has labeled “American post-Judaism.”12 Many of Kohenet’s members are affiliated with 

Renewal and consider themselves disciples of Renewal’s founder, the late Rabbi Zalman 

Schachter-Shalomi, who was also influential for Bonna Haberman and Haviva Ner-David 

(Chapter 3).13 It is therefore no surprise that many elements of Renewal have been carried into 

Kohenet: Kohenet challenges normative Jewish tradition, loosening the grip of Rabbinic 

authority and halakha, adapting a “soft monotheism,”14 and rebelling against a rationalist and 

particularist approach to Judaism, so long clung to nostalgically and romantically in the midst of 

anxiety over authenticity.  
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Renewal inspired Kohenet, or perhaps gave it permission, to build itself up from Jewish 

texts and liturgy, Ancient Israelite culture, Jewish practices from all around the globe across 

time. At the most basic level, Kohenet is a community of women working to recover lost 

women’s wisdom and worship the divine feminine. In a kind of textual archaeology, Kohenet’s 

leaders have pulled archetypes of powerful women out of Jewish texts,15 from the Bible to 

Kabbalistic literature; studied the material remnants of the Ancient Near East and the prayers of 

Early Modern Ashkenaz, Spain, and the Middle East; connected energetically to their ancestral 

lines to heal past trauma and seek guidance; and borrowed spiritual traditions liberally from other 

cultures.  

The story Kohenet tells is more painful yearning than romantic. Kohenet is not only a 

clergy-training program but also a sisterhood that responds to the sociological realities of the 

embodied, material challenges of sexual and gendered alienation. Though it was not necessarily 

the spoken stuff of the day-to-day, minute-to-minute life on retreat, immersion in women’s 

spiritual community where the expectation was soul-bearing, bare openness meant wading into 

the internalized shame of abuse, assault, insulting, othering, and various other forms of violence. 

In many ways, Kohenet’s spiritual technologies were meant as an antidote to these “social 

technologies through which human lives become unmade.”16 Being in Kohenet made me acutely 

aware of the strange position of western women as colonizer and colonized, of people who feel 

the nostalgia but must dig in the dirt and in the margins, for the forgotten, destroyed, and 

censored over hundreds and thousands of years.  

Kohenet’s project is an experiment in other forms of sociality, one that seeks to build an 

inclusive, just City of Goddess in our broken world, using physical tools and imperfect bodies to 

perform sacred work of resisting violent forms of commodification, capitalism, and colonialism. 
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The language of building should not be taken too metaphorically: they are invested in re-valuing 

material and its relationship to the spiritual, using “ritual technologies,” and “medicines” for 

healing the ills and easing the pains of modern life. Taking the language of technology seriously, 

and putting meat on the bones of the “soul of religion” to make it more than an idea of society, 

this chapter will attempt to write a religious history of Kohenet’s material, religiospiritual 

technoscience.17 The altar, the dream, the Torah reading, the curtains of the Tabernacle, the 

metaphorical vacuum cleaner, the mikveh, the pen, the breast pump, the bag of nails, the milk, 

the blood, and the tears: these are all technologies that will build this narrative.  

Parallel to Kohenet’s position in this dissertation, where I have used questions about the 

status of Kohenet in and as American Judaism as a tool to shed light on normative structuring 

assumptions, I have come to think of my own outsider-insider status in the sisterhood was a 

leitmotif that ran throughout my three years of participant observation. Tipping the scales of a 

Cartesian mind-body dualism, has not only political but also epistemic effects, ones that I felt 

viscerally. Social scientific observation, that traditionally gendered, rational gaze, became the 

object of suspicion.18 What sometimes felt like frustrating resistance, at times eliciting a sense 

threat in me that my work was under attack, in turn changed the way I could observe, letting me 

“feel into” the experience, or at least try. I had to discover that pen and paper or audio recorder 

were not the only tools I had at my disposal because some of what I needed to capture, a 

problematic metaphor itself, was non-discursive. I had to strive for a more whole kind of 

knowledge that was not limited by boundaries imposed by my discipline.19 Over time, I learned 

to move past the stilted position of hyphenated participant-observer20 to just participate, critically 

but sympathetically, self-critically but patiently with missteps and mistakes.  
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At Kohenet, I learned that ritual, like magic, is poetic: it works by mobilizing cognates of 

experience, using conceptual associations and linguistic techniques like metonym and metaphor 

to spur the creative process. Despite my own hesitations to divulge and diverge from the 

paradigms in which I have been trained –and socialized –in this chapter I seek to reflect 

Kohenet’s spirit, unencumbered by anxieties about boundary crossings. Building community out 

of strangers, inventing new paradigms to honor the discarded stuff—and people—of a tradition 

that is thousands of years old, healing individual and communal trauma to solidify a foundation 

for a better world: Experimenting is risky. It relies on bad drafts, on failure. As much as we have 

never been modern, we have also never been perfect. I write in the spirit of a community that 

puts their bodies into deliberative reimaginings that are exaggerated to do clear political work. 

To tell the story of this community, I put forth my own body and mind; my leaky materiality 

along with my subconscious; my physical form, emotion, and my (ir)receptivity to energy; the 

gestural and the choreographed; the intentional and accidental; the confortable and 

uncomfortable. 

I will first bring you with me to meet Kohenet, virtually then in the flesh, and to face my 

initial discomfort with blood and my curiosity about Jewish altar practices. From the height of 

vulnerability, anger, and fear, I move to the nurturing, maternal substance of milk and the 

embodied, ritualized ownership of an the sacred. Finally, the waters of the mikveh mark a 

transition, not into wholeness but into acceptance. Concluding at smikha (ordination), I come full 

circle, reflecting on the wisdom, the words and substances, of the women who made this 

dissertation. 
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An Experimental Transition 

Jessica, the dance therapist (Chapter 1), led us in a movement mikveh. It was a way to reset 

ourselves to enter Shabbat by immersing in the movement of our bodies and contact with the 

elements. Shoshana drummed a beat while Jessica modeled movements and called out 

instructions. Walk through space, notice the walls and the floor. Let your dance get bigger, 

move your hands. Shake them. And then your elbows, shoulders, ribs, hips, knees. Connect to 

wildness! Imagine there is a mikveh here, reach down, pull water over your body and 

breathe. Release sounds into the circle, release the noises of earth, water, air and fire. Let 

yourself be unattractive. Say yes to the movements your body wants to do.  

Shoshana, acting as our “mikveh lady,” yelled out: “Kosher!”  

It is an invitation to the reader, and permission to the writer, to go there. 

 

Revulsion and Fear: Blood and Altars 

Kohenet recently released a YouTube video, “We Are Kohenet,” as an advertisement for 

new participants.21 “The video overlays the sounds of songs and chants in worship of Shekhina 

with a tapestry of voices coming out of the montage of lips on faces on bodies presented the 

group’s mission:22 We/Are/Kohenet./We are Hebrew Priestesses. It looks like a textbook post-

ethnic vision of a new religious movement, a group that honors ancestry and tradition without 

holding anyone to a particular version of it, and a celebration of voluntarism and an invitation to 

invent.23 Women were in a circle, sitting on the floor or dancing freely, surrounded by the forest: 

young and old; black, brown and white, disrupting expectations of who “looks” Jewish and what 

creative Jewish community might look like.24 Women are dancing and singing; holding siddurim 

and drums and children; wrapped in talitot (prayer shawls); and draped in vibrantly colored silk 
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ruanas, the signature Kohenet ritual garb that was renamed kanfot, wings of the Shekhina, as an 

act of de-colonizing an indigenous garment. The women were oriented around a piece of lush 

orange and red fabric, covered in pinecones and twigs and some beautiful stones. From the trees, 

a braid of red and blue yarn hung down into the middle. Everyone, everything, was oriented 

around a central altar, organizing the chaotic and ecstatic, symbolizing and creating “unity in 

diversity”25 without anything too, too heterodox.  

If you knew enough, you might notice that in the center, there was a spherical rose quartz 

crystal. On top of this crystal, which I learned through Googling, is known for its metaphysical 

properties of unconditional love and mothering, there was a small red stone. These were signs of 

metaphysical spirituality which might attract those in the know, perhaps turning off but not 

offending, those less-inclined to that sort of thing. With the goal of marketing a movement,26 it 

was prudent not to show what I once saw in a still photograph taken from the same day: the 

huddled group reading from a sacred Torah scroll, resting on the blanket on the forest floor. That 

may have been too radical. The Torah’s holiness was usually symbolized in its lavish dress, 

adorned in fine cloths and precious metal grown and breastplate, tucked away in an arc like a 

throne, with a custom that if the Torah touched the ground, the community would need to fast. 

A montage of faces answer the question that every viewer must be thinking: What in 

Goddess’s name is a Hebrew priestess!? We celebrate the sacred/ in the body,/ the earth,/ and 

the cosmos./ We hold the world to be an embodiment of Shekhina,/ the Divine presence./ We 

reclaim the traditions of women,/ from the priestesses and prophetesses of biblical time,/ to the 

healers, dreamers, and seekers throughout Jewish tradition./ We create ritual as a 

transformative force/ in Jewish and human life./ We practice spiritual leadership/ as an act of 

holding sacred space, time, and soul./ We honor divinity,/ as she appears to us,/ in female forms,/ 
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through our traditions, imaginings,/ prayers,/ dreams,/ ancestors, and teachers./We are a clergy 

training program,/ a sisterhood,/ and a movement,/ changing the face of Jewish leadership. 

These are the contours of the subculture Kohenet seeks to create. The collective, formed around 

traditions “we” didn’t know “we” had and a desire to do transformative work, ends with an 

invitation and/or an ascription. We need you priestessing./ We need you, priestess. It fades out to 

a black screen with “Join us!” and the program’s URL, in white letters. It was an open call to a 

self-selecting group,27 “you” were invited—at least to apply. 

Like a twenty-first century Jewish exhibition, not at a World’s Fair but on the World 

Wide Web, Kohenet has made use of the “agency of display”28 to present their vision of a Jewish 

modernity that can tolerate difference. And yet, I am struck by the disjuncture between 

Devorah’s and my own struggle to form Kohenet subjectivity and the inclusive “we,” and 

implied “you” of the video. Everything in the video is a familiar sight and sound, every person a 

familiar face. But I still find myself asking, “Who, me? Are you sure you mean me?” and then, 

“Well, I guess so, maybe.” I have asked myself rhetorically on many occasions, what would it 

mean to not be part of it? What would it mean to be there that whole time, a Jewish woman, and 

be an outsider? On occasion, I even posed that challenge to others who challenged my 

authenticity as a participant.  

On the one hand, I don’t personally relate to many elements of Kohenet: I don’t think I 

would ever choose it for myself. If I am a seeker, it is an intellectual one. If I am a teacher, it is 

in a classroom. If I am interested in analyzing dreams, it is as the daughter of a psychoanalyst. I 

find the idea of dancing and singing in the light of day in public very embarrassing, and I don’t 

like to pray. If I object to sitting and reading the Torah on the floor in the woods, it is probably 

more about being inculcated as a child into an anxiety about the everywhere-lurking-Lymes-



 

 471 

disease-threatening agent, the tick, than a sense of how the Torah ought to be treated. And while 

I have now facilitated many mikveh rituals, and asked several of my friends to let me officiate 

their weddings—to no avail!—I do not feel comfortable with the label, or trained to do the 

pastoral or liturgical work, of clergy. But, then again, when I realized that the pink sphere with a 

little red stone in the center of the altar is an image of a breast, and the dangling string an 

umbilical cord, I was pretty excited by it. They were celebrating and valuing my body! It wasn’t 

just an impediment to my mind, as it had felt in my professional life; here, the reproductive body 

belonged in sacred space without needing to be authorized by a text.29 I was attracted to that 

dangling string and symbol of a breast because of my gendered experience of Jewish 

egalitarianism and embodied experience of my professional settings: Kohenet was offering a 

fantasy of a public where that part of me would not only be tolerated but also respected and 

nurtured. 

It was no coincidence that I first heard of Kohenet because of my own play at the margins 

of Jewish textual culture while I was in Jerusalem, hunting for witches in the Talmud, intrigued 

by them as a symbol of irreverence, women uncontrolled and unwilling to conform to Rabbinic 

culture. It was around that time that I met Bronwen Mullin, a rabbinical student studying at 

another Yeshiva and in my class with Bonna (Chapter 3), who was adept at inhabiting the 

margins of the inside of institutional Judaism, pursuing Conservative ordination to better serve 

an unusual and unconventional pulpit: the stage. Bronwen is a co-founder of Meta-Phys Ed., “a 

multidisciplinary performance collaborative investigating the inseparable relationship between 

spirituality and art,” and at the time we first met in 2013, she had just finished composing for 

Chalom: A Dream Opera, a psychoanalytic exploration of a Yeshiva boy’s struggles with 

spirituality and sexuality. When I told Bronwen about my sorceresses ḥevruta, she insisted that I 
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must know Rabbi Jill Hammer, who she described in the most complimentary way, as the 

woman who you might see walking around the Upper West Side resembling a female emanation 

of Tolkien’s Gandalf, staff included. Kohenet became my ethnographic dream, a redemptive 

fantasy for my often staid, immersion in Jewish textual masculinity. That said, I never wanted to 

be a priestess. Personally, I recoil at the theatrics, at standing out like that, of being too other.30 

My fear of judgment as strange and too-easily written-off was also connected to my professional 

identity. I am an academic, and I want to be read. 

The idea of having an identity you did not choose, even one you were not aware of, is not 

shocking for a person accustomed to living with Jew as an ethnic identity. Nor, is it really so 

strange in the realm of Judaism, as a religious category, for there to be ascription. There’s the 

lingering identity of the priestly caste, the Kohen (pl. Kohanim), a remnant of a cultic past, an 

inherited lineage passed from father to son in, what was recently confirmed by science, is a 

veritable genetic chain over thousands of years. Today, there are still some rules for the 

Kohanim, like not entering cemeteries, and ritual roles, like the responsibility of performing a 

special blessing over the congregation, the Birkat Ha-Kohanim. While it is a viral Internet 

phenomenon that an Ultra-Orthodox man covered himself in a plastic bag on an airplane so as to 

not be contaminated when flying over a cemetery, it is normal practice for all the Kohanim 

present at a synagogue to put a prayer shawl over their heads and hold their hands out, with 

fingers spread like Star Trek’s Spock, to bless the congregation. So why is it so odd to be a 

priestess? 

Over three and a half years of ethnographic work, I have heard a range of reactions to 

Kohenet from people I have told about it: excitement, curiosity, ambivalent intrigue, lack of 

acknowledgement, or accusations of heresy. A friend who is ordained as a Rabbi in the 
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Conservative Movement, an ardent feminist with the desire to create inclusive and exciting new 

forms of Jewish community, mentioned to me that she had found herself among like-minded 

Rabbis and Rabbinical students, mostly from the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College, at a 

Shabbat dinner, discussing the “We Are Kohenet” YouTube video. She recounted several 

responses, from “it looks sort of cultish,” that outmoded word for New Religious Movement 

unapologetically used to denigrate, to “we had to study for five or six years full-time and be 

evaluated to prove our knowledge and skills to become clergy.”31 The former, I chalk up to 

Kohenet’s unholy trinity32—too many gods, too much material, too much sexuality—that 

threatens its position in Jewish life. In the case of the latter, I don’t disagree, but is that a 

sentiment that is shaped by my own seven years of graduate education and dependence on the 

authority of my institution’s diploma? 

On our first phone call, from Jerusalem to New York, I remember Jill enthusiastically 

telling me that they had always wanted an ethnographer to be part of their community, which I 

assumed was about academic authority. When I explained my particular project, Jill told me 

about all that Kohenet had to offer. Though it was “not all, nor not even mostly about biology,” 

there were a lot of past moments she could recall where the reproductive body took center stage 

in a sacred context: a ritualized Our Bodies Ourselves kind of cervical self-exam led by a 

midwife; her own pregnancy ritual where the group attached a fetal monitor to her belly and 

listened as the fetal heartbeat intoned with her wife’s sacred drumming; ritualized enactments of 

the journey through fertility challenges; metaphorical representations of female reproductive 

bodies in Bible and Kabbalah; and a continued conversation about the definition of woman and 

eligibility for the program.  



 

 474 

A few days later, I spoke by phone with Taya. We discussed how I would show up in the 

community, and with which cohort. After explaining the details of the curriculum, we decided 

that I would join the incoming cohort, and I would treat my dissertation work as my “priestess 

project,” my specific kind of priestess work that I had to offer the world. A few days later, 

February 1, 2014, I submitted my application to the Kohenet Hebrew Priestess Institute to join 

Kohenet Hei, the fifth group (Hei being the fifth Hebrew letter). I was pretty sure, despite my 

desire for wholeness and thoroughness, that I’d be long done with my dissertation before cohort 

Hei finished training in three years. The best laid plans. The date on the pages of notes from 

these first contacts, I could not of known then, was just a couple days before I became pregnant. 

Six months later, I felt like I was unraveling. I had returned from Israel, pregnant, living 

with friends and parents for over a month until the subletter was going to vacate our apartment. 

The subletter in me made me feel that I was not at home in my own body. I was a person used to 

being in my head, and now I had to be in a body. I was just getting into the thick of my 

dissertation research, and now I was going to have to put it all on hold, knowing that nothing 

would ever be the same again. The transition in circumstance and in my hormones had left me 

vulnerable to intrusive feelings of panic. I was back in my old haunts, but nothing felt familiar, 

and I was haunted by anxiety. 

Preparing to board the train from Manhattan to the Isabella Freedman Retreat Center, I 

anticipated entering a strangely foreign yet familiar world. By email, I had received some 

readings to do on three archetypes, a guide for structuring ritual, and a packing list that made me 

feel like I was going somewhere really far away.  
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Packing List 

“An object or tool representing your priestess journey,” Wasn’t I just writing my 

dissertation? How was I going to do this, and explain myself?; “Your prayer garb (tallit, tefillin, 

head covering, or other),” I have a tallit but I just spent a year avoiding prayer in Yeshiva; “Any 

divination tools for our open divination session Saturday night,” I have no idea what that means, 

and I mostly want to make fun of how strange this is; “Drums and other instruments; Journal,” At 

least I have one of those things; “White clothes for Tu b’Av, holiday of love.  It is customary to 

wear borrowed clothes, so bring something you might be willing to lend,” Whose going to want 

to swap maternity wear?; “Sunblock, insect repellent, etc.,” check; “Comfortable clothes for 

hiking; Bathing suit for swimming,” okay, and no way; “Objects/fabrics for decorating the 

labyrinth,” another question mark. At least I was good at doing my homework, and the guide for 

framing ritual began with an epigraph from Mary Douglas’s Purity and Danger. That felt safe. 

  

Later that evening, I waddled curiously from my room toward my first opening circle. I could 

hear the drum beat from quite a distance. Du-du-bump du-du-du-bump du-du-bump du-du-du-

bump do-do do-do. Approaching the red yurt, I the chanting of what would soon become a 

familiar song. We embody Shekhina. We embody Shekhina. Dwelling in us the feminine divine. 

We honor the stories of our foremothers. And the women in our line. Sarah, Rivka, Rakhel, Leah, 

Dinah, Ruth u’ Naomi. Du-du-bump du-du-du-bump du-du-bump du-du-du-bump do-do do-do. It 

was an adaptation of a neo-pagan song, “We all Come from the Goddess” that Taya had 

“Jewified,” replacing names of different goddesses with Biblical women.  

Some returning students, from the fourth cohort, Dalet, stood at the door with burning 

bundles of sage and feathers, what I would come to know as smudging. I hope this isn’t bad for 
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the baby! Someone instructed us to remove our shoes, giving us a bowl of water to ritually wash 

our hands, bowered her head to bless those entering, and ushering us to sit on the floor in a circle 

around what seemed like some fabric with a copper bowl in the middle and some scattered ritual 

objects, including a giant shofar, and a red thread hanging down from the rafters. Women were 

dancing and singing, sometimes approaching a red string hanging down from the rafters and 

holding it to their belly buttons. When we were ready to begin, the three teachers, Jill, Taya, and 

Shoshana, sat at the head of the circle. The description sounds oxymoronic but I would come to 

realize, captures so much about the structure of the group: we were a circle of women, some of 

whom carried more weight than others.33 Over time, I’d also learn that what I found in the yurt, 

transformed into a dwelling for Shekhina, was not a hodgepodge of traditions or materials but a 

carefully orchestrated and web of allusions and symbols, all organized and mapped onto and 

around the altar. At first, though, it just seemed like chaos. 

I offer you my raw reflections, transcribed from my notebook, as a virtual first exposure.  

Reflections the next morning, Tuesday July 29th, 2014: Jill made introductory remarks, talking 
about how this was the New Moon of the Hebrew month of Av. She talked about an ancient 
practice where women would go up on the hills and light a fire to pass messages to the next 
community about what calendar day it was, before modern technology and aps like HebCal. Jill 
spoke about creating sacred space in the Red Yurt. Shoshana introduced the blond shaggy-
haired puppet, Spring Levy, doing a kind of comedy routine, introducing humor but later adding 
that Spring could speak for people when they couldn’t speak in their own voices. …We talked 
next about the importance of taking care of our bodies and our emotions. In the course of it, 
Taya added excitedly that she had forgotten to mention in our introductory icebreaker game, 
where someone would make an “I statement” and anyone for whom it applied would do jazz 
hands and in a sing song voice say “me too!,” that she was bleeding. Meaning menstruating. 
People got very excited about it. Someone asked if there was a space on site for a “red tent” to 
collectively (?) celebrate it and “offer moon blood to the earth.” Avital later shared with me that 
she just started bleeding and she saw this as a kind of release in this space. Again, later, she 
shared that during the break she had gone and laid down on the earth and bled into it.  

 

I must interject: Later that week, Sam decided that to challenge her own internalized 

misogyny that made her feel shame about menstruation, she would free bleed on a towel. So, at 
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classes, Shabbat services, and meals, Sam wore a skirt with no underwear, and would sit down 

on a towel to collect her blood. It really was just a little silver-dollar sized spot, but I imagined 

that it was now everywhere all over everything. That just felt like way too much for me. I called 

home, joking but not joking, “Call hazmat!” That first week, my unofficial motto became, “One 

woman’s healing release was another’s trigger.” 

 The most interesting part of Monday night was the creation of the altar and water ritual 
with the naming ritual. We went around in a circle and each woman took her turn pouring some 
water she brought into the central bowl. People brought water from all sorts of places, near and 
far: the rain outside, a river near their home, the pacific ocean, melted snow from Jerusalem, 
some from their homes. Jill’s water included some water from last year’s ritual collection mixed 
with water from another sacred place. Some women said they offered their tears, or the fluids of 
their bodies, or the fluids of their bodies from between lovers (they did so figuratively, often 
performatively, motioning with their arms they were wiping the body clean into the center.) 
During each woman’s turn, after pouring the water, she offered an object to the altar. Many 
returning women brought several things, sometimes commenting they wanted to place them on 
the altar to “recharge.” Rae brought a new business card, labeling her as “an evangelist at 
large” to get some of the energy from the group. Others brought natural objects, objects of loved 
ones, a hand-made goddess sculpture shaped like a vagina, instruments, etc.  

The last step of each turn was to pronounce a name—how you’d like to be called by the 
group. The name was pronounced, chanted, sung, or whispered, with a hand motion and the 
whole group echoed the motion and sound back three times, often standing up to imitate the 
same energy. Women often talked about choosing their name(s), struggling to come to a new 
name (being in transition), listing names of ancestors along with their names. Often there was a 
story about the name, the choice of the name, or how they were trying on a name, or working to 
choose between names. It was honestly a bit confusing—meeting a new group, not knowing 
names, and facing a group with fluid names or names not yet settled on. Some new members 
seemed empowered by and curious about the idea of getting to come up with a new name. It 
occurs to me to look in Robert Alter’s book on Genesis, the part about speech acts and the 
matriarchs naming children. I introduced myself as Cara and touching my belly introduced 
Poppy Girl. I placed a piece of Baba on the altar and poured some water from our family’s 
kitchen into the center.  

 
My first field notes were like what I imagined Clifford Geertz would write down: 

describe, comment, reflect, but keep it professional. Admit you were taking part, but write about 

them.34 I had no problem mentioning the strange: the blood, the public demonstrations of 

menstruation.  I didn’t write that I found the naming ritual totally embarrassing, with everyone’s 

eyes on me. I didn’t write how unsure I was about how and when to introduce myself to the 
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group, when the teachers and I could explain my dual role to the entire group. How it would go 

over? Would people accept me? Would I like them? At the Yeshiva, I had complained that I 

sometimes felt like I was showing up every day to a chapter meeting of the Jewish fraternity 

AEPi, but that felt much more normal, even if I was always outside or on the margins of its 

culture.  

I let myself deflect my discomfort onto the baby (at that time she was still called Poppy 

Girl). I was willing to be was slightly sentimental, bringing a piece of my childhood blanket, 

Baba, which took on new resonance with the impending arrival. I enacted the script I had learned 

from my disciplining in American Judaism, which was a “compromise” of religious and secular 

modes doing Judaism and being Jewish with a strong dose of  “family-based sentimentalism,”35 

and I played into the safe, well-worn narrative of Jewish womanhood in the kitchen that I would 

critique in my scholarship.36 

 

Altars as Jewish Medicine 

 The next morning, Tuesday, we had our first text class with Jill, where we were learning 

our first archetype, the shrine keeper, and her tool, the altar. Kohenet’s altar is part of a process 

of reckoning cultural ownership, religious syncretism, and epistemic pluralism. The altar is a 

ritual technology to align the goddess, the body, the community, the earth, and the cosmos for 

worship. It serves as a local point to anchor a collective in the service of the divine while 

personalizing worship to accomplish spiritual satisfaction.37 The altar sometimes produces chaos, 

eliciting “syncretistic controversies” within broader Jewish publics:38 even among other Jewish 

feminists at Standing Again at Sinai, the altar was labeled a mode of avodah zarah, idol worship, 
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that crosses a clear line of religious propriety, one essential for separating Jews from those 

threatening to absorb them.39  

Jill opened the shrine keeper class with a story from about a decade prior, just after her 

rabbinic ordination, when she became aware of how constraining normative Jewish ritual was 

and was awakened to a universe of spiritual possibilities. “Women’s leadership didn’t start in 

1973, there was ancient rock art showing it,” Jill explained. Jill began exploring spiritual 

traditions during her time at the Jewish Theological Seminary, but it wasn’t until after ordination 

that she had her transformative mystical experience that began her quest to revive ancient forms 

of women’s spiritual leadership. It was just before the High Holidays, during the holy month of 

Ellul, the time that God created the world. On a spiritual retreat, the group went to a cave with a 

vast underground river system, where  Shoshana, Jill’s now wife, drummed an primordial 

heartbeat. Jill was overwhelmed by déja vu, although it was not quite vu, but a memory of a 

feeling. The beat, the water, the echoes: it was the womb. Within the belly of the earth, the group 

threw stones into the water as a symbol of teshuvah (repentance) and did a mikveh immersion in 

the water. Jill had a sense of breaking out of a shell, the constraining norms of what being in 

ceremony was like, of what Jewish religious experience could be like. “This is it,” she thought, 

understanding new possibilities for “what being in ceremony” could be like: “we are birthing 

ourselves. I want to do this forever.” As she climbed out into the sun, she vowed that she was 

going to figure out how to do this.  

 Jill’s approach was not invention, but discovery of “archaeological truth” about ancient 

women’s practices that, though lost, could be revived.40 She set out our method: “We are going 

to shift the way we think about Ancient Israel,” she explained. It’s not well documented, so we 

have to rely on traces, snippets from the Bible and archaeological evidence about women’s work 
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as shrine keepers. Jill brought the critical, feminist, evidence-based medicine to heal Judaism’s 

narrative that had been denuded of the feminine. “Here’s the story: The Temple fell down and 

then there were rabbis.” This was not the story I had spent the year in Yeshiva learning.  “I’m 

changing the story!” Jill declared. “Here’s my story: there were shrines, sometimes they had 

buildings which were dwelling places for the divine presence. Enclosure meant sacred space.41 

There wasn’t only one Temple. Until the first exile, there were probably multiple shrines served 

by different kinds of people, like Samuel and maybe even Miriam, who were not descendants of 

Aaron.42 There’s a lot we don’t know, but here’s the bottom line: there was a diverse priesthood, 

it included women, and though it is not emphasized, this stuff is in the Bible. Part of the goal of 

Kohenet is that we should see these women, and they should not be invisible to us.” She turned 

on the projector to show us images, drawn from academic articles and books. There was 

evidence, and from it, Kohenet could claim an authentic lineage. I jotted down as many 

references as I could: “To What God?: Altars and a House Shrine from Tel Rehov Puzzle 

Archeologists” by scholars from Hebrew University43; Households and Holiness by a professor 

emeritus from Duke.44 I knew next to nothing about this stuff, but this all sounded pretty 

legitimate. Duke! Hebrew University! She was giving my kind of currency. 

 The next session, altar practices, built on the authenticating ancient foundation, 

combining familiar anthropological literature like Susan Sered’s Women as Ritual Experts, 

academic terms like material culture, feminist concepts like training intuition to hear the “inner 

voice,” and arguments that women were marginalized by calling their ritual magic and their 

prophesy divination. This last point, took me straight back to my text study with Dina, and as Jill 

took us through her typology of shrines, some of the symbols that she said were associated with 

priestess shrines stood out to me: palm trees, a body of water, fire burning something that wafts 



 

 481 

strong smells, a donkey used for travel. These were elements I had noticed over and over again 

in the sorcery stories I had read.  

I asked a Talmud instructor about repeated asssociations and he it dismissed the 

observation as banal. That one small comment had made me angry, and now, I felt a deep sense 

of sympathy, built from my minor point of empathy, for Rivka, who was moved by the lesson to 

describe elements that sounded like her Yemenite grandmother’s healing practices. In the 1930s, 

in Palestine, she attended a dying friend in the hospital and performed a ritual, using incantations 

and placing hot nails on her solar plexus, and the woman was cured. The doctors denied it was 

possible, Rivka recounted, and over time her grandmother was shamed into civilizing her 

approach to midwifery and healing to fit into an Ashkenazi-dominated society with a history of 

burning witches.  

Rivka was not the only one who connected the reclaiming of altar practices to resisting 

acts of violence. I also asked Shoshana, Jill’s wife and one of the three Kohenet faculty, about 

the altar, too. Shoshana grew up as the child of Holocaust survivors in what she describes as a 

very traditionally Orthodox family, and she now works as a full-time Jewish day school teacher. 

She was, for a long time, very hesitant and uncomfortable with the idea of being a Hebrew 

Priestess. “I’ll just be a Levite,” the class of Israelites that would support the priests, she would 

joke, accompanying the work of the Kohanot (plural of Kohenet) with her drum or caring for 

their daughter while Jill was busy teaching things like altar building. As she reflected on how 

contested the line between rational and superstitious has been in Jewish history, the solid 

distinction between right and wrong ways to worship came to seem like a gendered double-

standard. Even Maimonides, a symbol of rationalism and one of the most authoritative Rabbinic 

voices, acknowledged that an object as ubiquitous and mainstream as the mezuzah,45 has a dual 
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resonance, a reminder of halakha and a magical amulet. Her own personal logic of 

correspondences also linked her traditionalist mother with altar practice: her mother would set 

the candles off in a special place on the table and speak to her dead ancestors as she lit them each 

Shabbat. Shoshana suggested that there was some kind of magic about her traditional, Orthodox 

Holocaust survivor mother.  

Shoshana grew firm in her acceptance of the altar as she came to understand it as a 

symbol of persistence against violence. The exclusion of women from religious and public life, 

the erasure of altars—and though she did not draw the line directly, the existential threats to the 

Jewish people—operated through similarly violent logics: fear of the other. She turned to 

Biblical and Rabbinic texts to test her hypothesis that those with power who posed threats were 

eradicated. As if someone had taken a “vacuum cleaner…on the sacred documents,” there were 

traces here and there, like crumbs, that supported her intuition. She named a few examples, such 

as Miriam’s and Devorah’s special powers and the “indigenous priest,” Jethro, who was essential 

to the exodus. Then, there was Kabbalah, which was straight pantheism. It made her curious 

about physics, bodies, elements, asteroids, the paranormal: “Once you’ve tasted the spherot 

(emanations of God), of God as an energetic manifestation…once God is real rather than an idea, 

once you are not interested in the Aristotelian unmoved mover, you can be accused of all sorts of 

things!” 

Kohenet’s aim was not to promote idol worship, Shoshana explained, but to facilitate the 

worship of the feminine divine in immanent forms. Stating this quintessential metaphysical 

strategy in the terms of Jewish history, Shoshana explained that Kohenet’s project was a radical 

intellectual critique of the deuteronomic embrace of the Josianic Purge, in which King Josiah 

facilitated the burning of statues and shrines to Asherah, the mother goddess, symbolized by a 
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tree, often a palm. The palm trees and the sorceresses I found in Talmud were her traces. Just as 

Josiah consolidated worship, Shoshana understood the accusations of avodah zarah as a form of 

“Jewish battering,” an attack on people who get too close to the edges. At Benei Jeshrun, the 

congregation on the Upper West Side where she davened for years, she recounted, they were 

inclusive of LGBTQ issues and worked for social justice, but “they towed the deuteronomous 

line and bashed idolatrous nations. What gives?” There had been enough bloodshed. The 

accusation of avodah zarah leveled at Kohenet was more than a case of intolerance, it was doing 

spiritual violence. She longed for a softer monotheism, and though it was not her language, for 

heterararchy.46 

If, to adapt her metaphor, someone took a vacuum cleaner to the tradition to purge it of 

evidence of powerful women figures, goddesses, and women’s spirituality, Kohenet’s response 

flicked the switch, blowing in reverse, making it all available again. Though she had started out 

just helping out and serving as musical accompaniment on her drum, Shoshana stepped up into 

the role of leader, teaching classes, leading prayer, and writing sacred music. She composed what 

had become something of an anthem for Kohenet, and also another piece of the puzzle about the 

process of restoration of Jewish women’s spiritual leadership, titled “I Remember”: “Zacharti 

lach hesed neuraich/ ahavat kelulotaich/ I Remember your love and your kindness/When you 

waked with me/Through desert wilderness/I remember you/ Leichteich acharai bamidbar/ 

Leichteich acharai b’eretz lo z’rua/ How you walked with me/When you were young and 

free/How you walked with me/Through the sand and sea.”47 It was a midrash, a reinterpretation 

of the Prophet’s relationship with God for the sake of a new prophetic project. 

The song was birthed in Jill and Shoshana’s cramped Upper West Side apartment. 

Shoshana called out, “Jill, is there a verse in Tanakh that is entirely written in the feminine?” Jill 
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didn’t need to think about it: “Jeremiah 2:2!” She quickly replied. It is a verse from a prophetic 

text, the story of God talking to Israel, remembering Israel in its youth when it was a more 

faithful companion.48 Shoshana flipped the story: thousands of years later, her people, the 

Kohanot, were speaking to the divine feminine, Shekhina, looking back across the expanses of 

time and longing for a time when women’s spiritual power and the divine feminine were 

recognized and in sustained relationship. This memory of a prophecy would help the world 

rebuild what had been lost. 

The altar is also a manifestation of that redemptive impulse. It is part of the communal 

medicine for the violence done by dominating rational epistemic systems: it serves as a tool for 

nurturing the community and establishing balance and order. Medicine, I have learned, is a term 

that many use for anything that feels healing, and for some, the category excludes the 

biomedical. When I asked a shaman Tiana, the daughter of Holocaust survivors who attributed 

her mother’s survival to magic, about the category of medicine, she replied: “Those fucking 

pharmaceuticals!” She is a devoted healer through homeopathy, magic, and natural remedies, 

which all tap into the power of the divine, rather than the arrogance of human egos. Doctors 

aren’t deities; “God made really, really, really, really great medicine,” and it is possible to tap 

into it, and to heal whole people in body, mind, and spirit. The altar is one way of reaching the 

divine light, and a view into the “underlying structures of knowledge” that make the Kohenet 

cosmology that connects the health of humans to the divine realm.49 

Dorothy, a Jew-witch in her early 70s who had participated in Starhawk’s Reclaiming 

community, was very at home around an altar, which had organizing, orienting, and balancing 

effects. As Dorothy laid out the “referential chain” on which Kohenet’s system was built:50 

“Stones in the north, feathers and flying things in the east, fiery things in the south, cups and 



 

 485 

water vessels in the west.” The four elements map onto parts of the body and the four Kabbalistic 

worlds. As Dorothy explained how this works, she referenced one of the many communal chants 

Taya has written to honor and reinforce these associations: “Earth my body, water my blood, air 

my breath, and fire my spirit. Earth asiya [action]; water yetzirah [formation]; air briyah 

[creation], and fire atzilut [emanation].” Like the repetition of the song, the process of 

assembling and disassembling the altar at the opening and closing of each retreat week was an 

act of formation, yetzirah, and destruction. It was the bloodiness of human life. 

Ketzirah, an artisan who embroiders travel altars, has been a member of Kohenet since 

the first cohort a decade ago. She described the altar as an tool for creating “full contact 

Judaism” where it is impossible to “be a bystander [or] hide in back of the pews.” As I was 

coming to understand, making the altar was not only a way of binding the community together 

but also a part of a “vernacular science”:51 the altar was part of an alternative epistemology that 

bound physical work and the manipulation of material objects with knowledge of the divine. In 

such a system, forming and reforming material structures was part of a redemptive process.  

 

Earth my body, water my blood, air my breath, and fire my spirit. Earth asiya; water yetzirah; 

air briyah, and fire atzilut. Nurture your body, heal your heart, experience your breath, and open 

to spirit. Earth…duh duhduh duh….air…duh duhduh duh...nurture… duh duhduh duh …water… 

duh duhduh duh …fire… duh duhduh duh…heart…. duh duhduh duh…open to spirit.52 

 

Learning Spiritual Medicine 

In an interview in the spring of 2015, Taya described the altar as “a map of the embodied 

sacred” and “a portal for our conversation with spirit.” I could tell she was trying to choose her 
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words carefully, trying not to present the altar as the object of worship, but rather, that which 

gives shape to worship and displays the community’s values. In the course of her description, she 

settled on a quintessentially metaphysical language of energy and communication: “What’s on 

the altar is a communication with spirit about what it is we are activating or honoring or giving 

attention to. It’s also when we are in public space, a communication with those in our circle 

about what we’re valuing or wanting to have witnessed or have worked….And those objects that 

have been on the altar serve as an energetic link in connection to that time and space and those 

we were in circle with.” During the description, Taya shifts through many descriptive registers: a 

canvas that women populate with their sacred art, a representation of the pedagogical objectives 

of the week, a statement of intention and attention to the four directions, a form of 

communication, and finally, she landed on a kind of scientific language of energetic 

connection.53 

 “What is the energy?” I asked. She attempted an answer, describing how sacred objects 

hold energy, how chargers move between objects, how she experiences the energy of particular 

ritual objects which have been crafted with sacred intention. We fumbled back in forth to 

translate between something she knew through embodied experience and intuition and my desire 

for a concrete definition. I asked again for some kind of definition rather than an example, “What 

is the energy?” Taya started again: “I love the question. I don’t know a lot about science, so I 

don’t know, like, I know there’s [an…] equation like matter plus like…there’s a way to describe 

this that I’m not super fluent in giving voice to, it’s more something I work with on another 

level.” She started again, turning to her own embodied experience and how she can change her 

energy, and stopped herself. “No, but you’re not asking me how to change the energy. I don’t 

know actually how to answer your question, Cara. It’s so…it’s such a primary…awareness, it’s 
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kind of like the building blocks of my vocabulary and I’m trying to figure out how many layers I 

can peel back on it.” I settled for a description of how she would teach the concept.  

Taya described a process where she’d guide students through embodied practices to build 

an awareness and vocabulary around experiential knowledge of how energy felt and how it 

moved between people and objects. I thought over what she was telling me about state 

transmission and energy transfer and attunement and energetic communication between bodies.  

How very Durkheimian, I remarked. “Have you read any Durkheim? I know you did a lot of 

ritual studies stuff.” “A very long time ago…” Taya replied. I explained collective effervescence, 

and joked, “I haven’t been able to ask Durkheim about it so I figured I would ask you, since, you 

know these things.”  

Between social scientist and priestess, we were somewhat lost in translation, though we 

did share many cultural points of reference. Though her mode of experience resisted language, 

she could not but be in conversation with modern science: she sensed I was pushing for a 

scientific explanation, and she turned to reference Einstein’s equation, famous yet distant and 

unfamiliar. As she again tried to put her embodied experience into words, I turned to Durkheim, 

who had done at least some of the work to put the experience of the sacred—though a distant, 

faraway, foreign, imagined experience—into words. 

Over a year later, Taya and I drove from Philadelphia up to the August 2016 Kohenet 

retreat in Connecticut, which afforded us a long time to talk. I asked her about a course she was 

teaching on Kohenet’s online “Virtual Temple” space called “Sacred Clutter Busting.” In the 

course, she sought to lead students through a process of locating places in their homes that 

needed to be cleaned out, setting intentions for how they’d like to tackle the problem, getting rid 

of things, and checking in afterwards so everyone is accountable.  To the common American 
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problem of accumulating too much, Taya’s class is a practicum in “what gives way” in order to 

make room.  

What made it sacred? I asked. She began her explanation of the course by drawing 

attention to the correspondence she feels between her “external space” and her “internal 

landscape,” the kind of mapping that echoed the altar practice. To start the class, Taya explained, 

“we do this visualization where folks kind of [locate] what is the place of stagnancy.” “In an 

energy kind of sense?” I ask. “In an energy sense or even just, a lot of times people know, oh this 

is the pocket in my home or in my stuff life that there’s chaos or this is really draining to me or 

this is really charged and it needs to shift in some way.” Here, we had landed at the same place 

we had gotten stuck in our last interview: energy and charge.  

 “I have a really strong sense that what we have in our physical environments does 

really affect our internal state, so if that’s the case, then it matters to not let ourselves be weighed 

down by extra shit or stuff that is old or not working or broken things, that these things take 

space in our consciousness…[we need to ask,] is this thing something I actually want to be 

giving space to in my life?" I began to grasp intuitively what she meant by the idea of aligning 

the external world and internal world in a way that felt in right, and I began to realize that her 

course was a way of having people ritualize that process.  

It was not surprising to me that Taya went on, then, to perform a kind of horizontal 

integration by connect the sacred clutter busting work in the world of mundane stuff with her 

practices around the altar, a sacred place. “I feel like one of the main principles for me around 

altars is to not let them get stagnant,” Taya explained. Whether through moving things around, 

dusting them, or just “being in presence…on a regular basis,” altars need to be tended, to 

continually “support and activate” their “sacred intentions.” As for her altar items, so too for her 
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home, and for her thoughts and relationships: in each scenario, Taya explained,  “[I] focus…on 

what I love or need and let[…] everything else drop away.” 

What about memory, I asked? Don’t we keep so many things because of the memories 

we associate with them? Whether feathers representing an element of mother earth and the 

angelic wings of Shekhina, a book of Jewish women’s Hebrew devotional prayers, a partially 

burnt memorial candle for a spiritual teacher who had passed, or Devorah’s photograph of her 

sister, so much of what I had seen Kohenet members bring to the altar was a link to the past. 

Taya began with response with her high school yearbooks: “I had this idea that it mattered to 

keep these for memories because one day I would want to show my grandchildren this.” She 

realized that, for the potentiality of grandchildren she may never have, it was not worth the labor 

of preserving these books that already felt so far from who she was now. She then turned to 

Jewish memory explicitly: “I feel like there’s a way in which, and this is an overgeneralization, 

but this has also kind of just been my experience, there’s a way in which contemporary Jewish 

culture for me had become really stagnant because of the immense and intense focus on memory 

and Jewish cultural memory to the detriment of actually what is relevant now, and it has really 

taken a re-centering for me of what I choose to focus on.” Taya explained, “I feel like in a way it 

feels like a radical act, even activism, to be unwilling to be mired in those past stories. I have a 

desire to be honoring of them, but I’m not willing to let them run my Judaism or my spiritual 

practice or my choices around that.” Translating into a familiar academic language, Taya 

explained that sometimes this shift is talked about in terms of “moving from the people of the 

book to the people of the body, but it’s not about not books, it’s much more about not-

burdens…not needing to hold stories that no longer serve or [are] no longer live." It was time to 

say no to a classical theology where Jews existed to serve the tradition, as instruments of the 
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divine.54 There were a lot of wounds to heal at Kohenet, and the altar was a spatial way to 

represent order and chaos, transcendence and immanence, the fringes and the center of the 

Jewish collective. 

Since one person’s stagnant space or negative energy was another’s spiritual activation, 

to use a very “Bay Area” metaphor, tradition could be approached more like a clothing swap 

rather than a purge where discarded items went straight to the landfill. As Taya spoke, I sensed 

paradoxes in the logic of the project as far as the metaphor of “stuff” was concerned. Was 

Kohenet not built on the recover of lost practices? “Totally! And even a lot of what we’re 

rediscovering we’re rediscovering because it was lost, the material has been lost. We wish it 

hadn’t been lost. And so there’s this dual edge around it, and it feels like a dance really of right 

balance and being careful what we’re putting weight on,” Taya explained. We needed books, but 

perhaps not all the books; we needed to pair books with what we knew through intuition she 

explained, or through other sources of knowledge from another realm. This opened the way for 

what, over the course of hours, turned into a conversation about neuro-plasticity and then to one 

about working with ancestors and embodied memory to “heal up ancestral lines.” Movement, 

and flexibility, was essential for healing. 

Over the years, the altar started to look cluttered, especially as the community expanded 

and as women began to want to place multiple objects on the altar. These were the problems 

introduced by communal growth, requiring a communal act of clutter busting to keep the 

Kohenet tradition flexible and adaptable to new conditions. The Ravot decided to have the altar 

only hold its structuring items, and set up small shrines around the meeting space, each dedicated 

to a different one of the netivot (archetypal paths), and women could place their altar items on 

the shrine that felt most resonant. As women moved around the room looking at each shrine and 
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seeing themselves in one or more of them, the circumambulation realigned the dynamics of the 

sacred space, shifting perspectives, opening new portals to spirit. As they moved round and 

round, looking to models from the past to draw energy for the future, they reformulated the 

Kohenet tradition, making space for those to come. 

 

Negotiating Ownership 

The coherence of Kohenet practice rests on a sense of historical ownership and 

disenfranchisement.55 Especially for those coming out of traditional Jewish communities, women 

need to undo the disciplining to fear external practices or people, to reintegrate the divided self 

that has felt forced to pledge allegiance to Judaism over every other identity.56 From a place of 

empathy, the community is sensitive to the kind of violence that colonization can do.  

In one of our several interviews, I also asked Jill about how and why the practice of 

worshipping at an altar, which strikes so many Jews as a fundamentally—and emphatically—

“not-Jewish,” became central to Kohenet practice. “In some ways it is connection to other earth 

based traditions and goddess traditions,” Jill explained, an indication of her sympathy and 

connection to other traditions that honor the feminine and the material, “but [altar practices] are 

also really a reclaiming of a space-based Jewish ritual technology.” While sympathetic to the 

discomfort born of exile and destruction, Jill rejects the distancing from attachment to place, as 

Heschel famously did in replacing a palace in space with a palace in time. The altar, Jill 

explained, is a challenge to a Jewish communal post-traumatic stress response that made 

women’s traditions collateral damage.57 As a Rabbi, an ultimate insider who is a steward of 

Rabbinic Judaism, embracing the altar was a professional transgression and an active embrace of 

diasporic identity.58 
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While Jill was initially “freaked out and intrigued” when she first encountered altars in 

neo-pagan spaces, like Shoshana, she did research. She looked into Jewish altar practices, or 

hints of them, in canonical texts from the Bible through the Zohar, archaeology or textual 

evidence from ancient Israelite or other ancient near eastern cultures, Jewish folklore, and 

practices of non-Ashkenazi communities. Jill found evidence of the altar in the Temple and in 

ceremonies in ancient Israelite homes, as well as in Yemenite homes today. The arc and bima in 

synagogues, Jill argued, functioned in similar ways. All of this led her to accept altars as “mine 

too,”59 authentically Jewish. Historical, anthropological, and textual research had proven that the 

altar was not an import, but an exile. The altar and the woman are kindred spirits, sequestered out 

of the public eye or sometimes hidden in plain sight doing essential religious labor left 

unacknowledged.  

Kohenet lives in the tension of wanting to be authentically Jewish and wanting to end the 

violence of exclusion. So many of the women I spoke to, conditioned by lives as daughters of 

Holocaust survivors, as queer, or in “recovery” from Orthodox upbringings feared being a 

perpetrator.60 Over the years in Kohenet community, we had many conversations about a topic 

that has been called different things depending on a person’s perspective: cultural appropriation, 

colonization, borrowing, mixing, sharing, or honoring. For some people, especially those with a 

lot of experience in Renewal Judaism or those who came to Kohenet with a lot of experience in 

spiritual or neo-pagan communities, cultural borrowing was an unproblematic, even 

quintessentially human thing to do. Others were cautious and had questions about protecting 

other cultures, or their own, attuned to the vulnerability of colonized or minority communities.61 

The range of responses, and sensitivities, is illustrative of Kohenet’s affective “refracted 
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hybridity,”62 conditioned by experiences of exclusions and othering in the context of Rabbinic, 

patriarchal, white, and hetero-normative culture. 

In the winter retreat in February 2015, in a workshop on ritual practice, we discussed the 

complexities of being versus doing Jewish. “My practice life is more exciting than identity 

because it is active,” Taya offered. It was a statement that reflected Taya’s comfort in fluidity 

and penchant for testing boundaries. Keshira, whose priestess work is to be a “cultural bridge,” 

leading services that integrate yogic mantra and a mix Hebrew and Sanskrit prayers, raised her 

hand to ask a question: “Do non-Jewish practices become Jewish by virtue of me doing them?” 

Taya responded, “I don’t like to otherize and say non-Jewish.” Keshira, the daughter of an 

Ashkenazi father and non-Jewish Philippino mother, framed it differently, like a spatial map with 

overlapping and fuzzy borders. Taya, cut back in to amend her statement, realizing her attempt to 

honor the other might have come off tone deaf to power: “I don’t mean to say something 

culturally appropriative.” Reena, who would later take on the name Orev, modeled an alternative 

that reflected the de-colonizing activist work they (Orev’s preferred pronoun) did: “I think about 

it as a diplomatic role-I am smudging as a Jew, that I’ve received this practice as a Jew as a gift. 

I can represent my people and our ancient people that have been lost as an interterritorial 

ambassador. I consider it a great honor.” For Orev, this approach was a means to heal both those 

whose land had been taken and her ancestors, who unintentionally became colonizers when they 

fled violence in Eastern Europe. 

A couple years later, Orev fought to decolonize the Kohenet ritual garb. Since the first 

cohort, upon ordination women wore a silk ruana, a flowy, feminine, colorful alternative to a 

tallit. After a decade of this practice, approaching ordination, Orev worked to decolonize the 

South American native garment. For some, it seemed like a non-issue: what’s in a name? For 
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Orev, who had also taken on a new name, renaming was a technique that held particular power 

for reestablishing identity, with roots all the way back to Genesis. The ruana became the kanfot, 

wings of the Shekhina, a blessing for divine peace to heal the wounds people have inflicted on 

each other. 

 In the Temple, the Kohanim would offer sacrifices to God on the altar. As another mode 

of Kohenet medicine, Kohenet has developed its own modes of avodah, sacred service, on behalf 

of the Jewish people for expiation. One spring retreat, that fell on the Torah portion Re’eh, 

(literally, to see), Jill begged the Torah and the Earth for forgiveness on behalf of the people. The 

reading, including Deuteronomy 12, instructed the Israelites to destroy the altars and idols they 

found in the lands they conquered. Whether tree shrines or stones on a mountain top, Moses 

relayed God’s message of breaking, burning, tearing, and obliterating. Holding the Torah Scroll 

pressed up against a tree, she begged the tree for forgiveness. She took out a large knife and 

sacrificed a pomegranate, smudging its blood on a wooden doorpost used in the ritual for 

initiation. The angel of death, like the hatred of the other, had done enough damage.  

 

Mother’s Milk: Healing Wounds and Rebuilding Kinship 

Wednesday, the second full day of our first retreat, in the summer of 2014, I had silently, 

choking back tears, watching what felt like a miscarried experiment, the midwifery incident, 

which opened this dissertation. It had left me with so many questions about how to do this work, 

where my own feelings fit into the matrix, whose vulnerability should be recognized, whose 

Jewish feminist project was compatible with whose else’s. Who was in need of protection, and 

from who? Whose trauma seen? Whose voice heard? Whose privacy protected? What was lost 
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outside the confines of institutions, with institutional review boards to protect human subjects. 

Was I not one? 

 “The midwifery incident”  had been the first moment when there were questions about 

whether this whole arrangement was a good idea, how it should work. There were questions 

about whether there were things that happened that I could not write about, that were too 

shameful, too gone wrong. Could they trust me to discern? Could they see what I wrote and have 

veto power? I felt a strong sense that I represented something from which the group must be 

protected.  

A full six months later, in early February 2015, just before the winter retreat, I finally felt 

ready to talk about what had happened with Rivka. She came over to my apartment, and sitting 

on my couch, I asked her about her experience at the first retreat. First she told me about her own 

heritage, taking pride in being the great granddaughter of a healer and midwife in Yemen, who 

was also a business woman and an artist, a free spirit; she died young of a snake bite, which in 

the Talmudic semiology I had constructed from my sorcery study, that was a wound of 

patriarchy. Her daughter, Rivka’s grandmother, found a way to get to Palestine in the 1930s, and 

lived there, working as a healer and midwife. Rivka didn’t know this most of her childhood. 

When her mother was very young, in the early 1950s, her grandmother moved them to Borough 

Park. They had let themselves become civilized by Ashkenazi expectations. She lived an 

Orthodox life, married young, let her hair be chopped off, her body covered in clothing, purified 

monthly after menstruation. She had been drawn to healing work, and took a conventional path 

to become a nurse.  

Divorced, shamed, remarried to fix it, divorced, shamed. Now she had decided to explore 

and learn how to be free. A whole new world came alive, and she discovered goddesses, 
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shamanistic yogic practices, and Christ consciousness. She rediscovered God in nature, and with 

that, realized how earth-based the Jewish tradition really is: the greatest spiritual moments in the 

Bible happened in gardens, rivers, and mountains.  She started to reconnect with her roots, 

seeking out shamans to learn from. She traveled to the spiritual city of Tsfat, where she had felt 

physically compelled to a particular spot, where she was overtaken by its power and passed out. 

She could see herself sleeping, but she couldn’t move. She woke up. It was like nothing had 

happened. Since then everything was different. Back at work in the Intensive Care Unit, she 

could hear or feel her patients in coma, and when they woke up, they’d thank her for hearing 

them and healing them. She’d know and feel and see when someone was about to die. She could 

see their spirit hovering above the body. She began to remember moments like this when she was 

a child, which had been shut down because rabbis told her that only people who were men with 

gray beards who studied Torah for their whole lives and Kabbalah once they turned 40 could 

have these kinds of experiences. When all of this started happening again, she went to her 

grandmother and she asked, “When you put your hand on someone’s body does the pain go 

away?” “Yes, that’s what they say.” Her grandmother felt her hands and told her that she was 

like her mother. That’s when all the stories came out. 

I mustered the courage to broach the subject of her birthing and dying in the yurt. “I 

didn’t realize how scared I am of becoming a mother until that moment,” Rivka explained. She 

had been excited about the idea of midwifery because it made her think of her grandmother, but 

once it started, it triggered some kind of latent trauma in her: “I literally felt like I was going to 

die.” She divulged her own worst fears, that she had been married twice and pushed off having a 

baby, something she ambivalently desired. She feared that part of herself would die when she 

had to give her life over to children in order to live up to the impossible ideal of Jewish 
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motherhood. She put one her hand on her womb and the other on her heart. “I have chills,” she 

said, revisiting that vulnerable place, confronting her own shadow. She apologized to me. “It 

didn’t occur to me until it was almost over that it was triggering other women, it only occurred to 

me then that maybe it wasn’t a good thing to do in front of a woman about to give birth. But I 

didn’t realize I was screaming, that my emotional pain was manifesting in such a physical way.” 

She was grateful for the gathering of women who held her through that experience.  

Sometimes in ecstatic display, sometimes quietly in tears, I heard too many stories of 

women needing refuge, of finding Kohenet as a safe space from physical, emotional, and 

spiritual violence that women endured. Rape, battering, assault, abandonment, abuse, rejection. 

Some had tried other refuges: an Ultra-Orthodox community where they felt safer that no one 

would touch them, layers of fat to mark the body as no longer sexual, building up an outward 

appearance of perfection, and any number of emotional defenses. At Kohenet, in a woman’s 

community where they could speak their stories and face the memory of bruises on their bodies 

and shadows of their selves, there was a sense of safety, of an accepting “we,” from day one, 

meant the chance to open and re-explore spirituality, sexuality, and strength.  

“I want to be part of whatever the imperfection is that this group is forming,” Rivka said. 

“It takes extraordinary courage to start a group without all the answers yet. Moshe doubted his 

ability to lead because he had a speech impediment, and not all of Israel joined him, and he 

wasn’t perfect. Whatever this is, I want to be part of this foundation for women, so when I have 

daughters one day and she grows up and someone says, ‘What are you doing?,’ her answer will 

be accepted in mainstream Judaism. I want to have a space for us to figure out what it looks like, 

along the way.” I now had a daughter sleeping in the next room. In a few weeks, I’d leave her 

behind, in the care of my husband, for my second Kohenet Retreat. 
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February 2015: Producing Collectives and My Cyborg BioSociality63 

Du-du-bump du-du-du-bump du-du-bump du-du-du-bump do-do do-do. We embody Shechina. 

We embody Shechina. Dwelling in us the feminine divine. We honor the stories of our 

foremothers. And the women in our line. Sarah, Rivka, Rakhel, Leah, Dinah, Ruth u’ Naomi. Du-

du-bump du-du-du-bump du-du-bump du-du-du-bump do-do do-do. By my second opening 

circle, I knew the words now, and though I wasn’t one to jump up and dance with the umbilical 

cord on my tummy, I’d sing along.  

 

February 16, 2015: Reflections at bedtime after opening circle:  

In a lot of ways, it is much easier to be here the second time—a lot less shock, a lot less 
confusion about what’s going on, more familiar faces. They also seem to have learned from last 
time, perhaps from suggestions from people that they expected us to do deep work before doing 
the getting-to-know you work. So tonight, there were ice breakers to start things off. Get on this 
side of the room if you feel X, this side if you feel the opposite, and somewhere in the middle 
depending on where you fall on the continuum…. 
 Then Shoshana instructed everyone to move around the room embodying an ancestor. 
Her example was Herman Hess. The instructions were to introduce yourself to another ancestor 
once the music stops, like freeze dance turned ice breaker—pun intended. Ariel got down on her 
knees and crawled like a cat. Sarah was a priestess. I decided to embody a bacteria, to avoid the 
whole ‘how do I feel about ancestors thing.’ Dorothy was Jezebel. I asked her about the 
character—she was promiscuous, not sexually, but in terms of her worship of God. I need to 
learn more. My 100 year old grandmother, a not-so-warm and fuzzy ancestor of mine with whom 
I had always had a difficult relationship had recently asked my mom, ‘What’s the name of the 
baby again, Jezebel?’ My mother had responded: ‘It is Liora.’ 

Taya started the “me toos” by saying “I gave birth,” knowing I was the only one, though 
others chimed in and said me too. It was a lovely way to acknowledge the major transition I had 
had. Others talked about changes in jobs, relationships, etc. No talk of bleeding this time! 
Though I found a lovely bloodspot on the comforter cover in my room. EW!  

We then did calling in. Everyone brought an earth object to the altar. Most people 
brought rocks, some soil, some wheat or corn harvested, some feathers, pinecones, water from 
the Jordan River, some branches from a tree. Several people mentioned the object had come 
from their home altars. I brought the little stone from the Sinai “altar” last week, at Kohenet 
Davening at Standing Again at Sinai. It was so small and round, it reminded me of Liora….After 
opening circle was over, Jill asked me how I felt about leaving the baby. It’s good and bad, I 
miss her and there’s time for me. She said the birth ritual she planned for me would need to be 
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refocused since she had thought I’d bring the baby. I’m so curious! I wonder if I will need to 
pump in the yurt and what that will be like. 
 

 Though I had opted to act out a bacteria as an act of my discomfort with public displays 

of fitting-in, I was starting to understand the role of the altar. I had left Liora at home with my 

husband so I could come to this retreat and do my research, to be my old self after months of 

maternity leave. Of course, I was not the same. I had become a cyborg, a combination of flesh 

and tubing that allowed me to continue to produce nurture from afar. Also, now, I was holding 

on to a tiny stone. 

There was a new beat in the yurt, and now it was mine, my breast pump. In case the 

sound is not emblazoned in your mind, as it is mine, it goes something like this. <<Whump 

whump whump whump whump whump whump whump heeee hawwww heeee hawwww heeee 

hawwww heeeee hawwww heeeee hawwww….>> I plugged myself in to one of the outlets in the 

wall of the yurt and pumped. I worried I was disturbing people trying to listen to class. “Nah! It’s 

actually really quiet, and I like it!” someone remarked.  

 

Like A Woman to Her Sisters 

Our afternoon class on Tuesday was with Shoshana. “We are going to craft an aliya 

[calling up] to the Torah: the freedom, the agency, it is so exciting, in my personal story and the 

story of the Jewish people, that we are working to create an aliya in the style of Renewal, using 

ritual theory. It thrills me to no end. It is a moment of liberation.” Shoshana introduced 

Renewal’s innovation to the Torah service, adapted from a ritual theater company called 

Storahtelling, whose mission was to transform the recitation of “dry data” of law or narrative to a 

fully embodied, theatrical performance, in Hebrew and English, that was never boring and to 
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which everyone could relate.64 Kohenet’s innovation was to push past performance into the 

realm of ritual, to mobilize the Torah service as a technology for change, to intervene in the 

order of things. To translate Shoshana into theoretical language, she was proposing that we 

recognize the “techniques of the body” in and of our sacred texts, and use our own bodies to 

challenge inscriptions of patriarchy.65 To do so, we’d need to re-infuse them with the 

“nonhyphenated energy” of a technology for all Jewish subjects: when the call goes out, 

“Ta‘Amod!,” an already grammatically gendered call to the Torah, that every Jewish subject 

should consider herself interpellated.66 First we would learn to understand the Torah as a kind of 

living, (female) gendered body, and having established an empathic parity with her, to become 

part of her story in a way that precedes the inscription within her or the reading of her. Then we 

would need to bring her to life, and in doing so, to make her people one. 

As is typical of Shoshana, she rooted her explanation of the need for innovation in both 

historical and aesthetic analysis. For thousands of years, women would show up at synagogue in 

time for the Torah service because it was understood as a magical opportunity, a time that God 

would heed their prayers for protection and healing of their families. In practice, however, these 

women were merely illiterate bystanders, dropping in for supplication before returning to their 

domestic duties. Renewal saw the Torah service as an opportunity to recapture the magic, to 

push back against the rationalizing work that the Haskalah, Jewish Enlightenment, had done to 

the Jewish conception of the Torah reading.  

Renewal also worked to democratize the service, reciting the parsha (weekly Torah 

portion) in English and Hebrew, and calling whoever felt moved to come forward during each 

aliya (section of reading), rather than handing out aliyot as honors, like indulgences. “Kohenet is 

the daughter of mainstream tradition, the daughter of groups using performance for religion. 
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Theater came out of religion, and for me, it is religion,” Shoshana explained. In Kohenet, 

Storahtelling became ritual, not a representation but a covenantal act.  

Shoshana turned to an account of the Torah service, to point to the ways in which the 

choreographed movements to prepare the scroll to be read “supports yet inflects a culturally 

legible signification”67 of sexuality usually unremarked upon. “At Storahtelling, we kept 

thinking about the service in the paradigm of Sinai, a high place, which is where the idea of a 

bima [a raised platform for the Torah] came from. But the Torah talks about itself as a tree!” 

What would it mean to take her at her word? “I’ve never been happy with the phallic nature of 

Sinai that I’ve heard all my life,” Shoshana began, only a week after she had led prayer services 

at “Standing Again at Sinai.” Shoshana saw a lot of generative possibilities in reimagining the 

Torah through biological cycling that does not erase sexual difference but does not make 

male/female distinctions pronounced.68 She also personally imagined the Torah as a drum, with 

skin stretched around rounded bones whose stories could bend and stretch, age with the salt and 

oil of the skin, reverberate differently, accompany song but also speak outside language. I was 

hearing the makings of a spiritual manifesto, a play between social reality and fiction, the 

breakdown of ontological barriers, invested in the space created by iterative repetition and 

maneuvering differently.69  

Shoshana pointed to a system of logic, rooted in the language itself, that un-unmarked the 

gender. “When we take the Torah out, it is a she, since Judaism is gendered,” I have written in 

the notes I took as she spoke. Hebrew is a gendered language, and I don’t know whether 

“Judaism” was a Freudian slip of my pen or what she actually said. She continued, “She comes 

out of the aron [ark], and that is the same word for coffin [or closet]. The Torah/tree is dormant 

when she’s taken out. The pomp and circumstance, like for royalty, ensues, and she is processed 
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around with an entourage. She must have this to show who she is. Who is she? She’s dressed in 

finery, stylized in the zeitgeist of the time. She’s journeyed along a circuit. She is placed on the 

bima [stage] and then she’s undressed.” Only then is she read, an act of inculcating people into 

the communal narrative, of reproducing the people, a medicine for Jewish continuity. As she lays 

open on the lectern, except in the rationalized Reform practice, the congregation says a prayer 

for the sick. The final act, the height of ritual drama, is the hagbah: she is held high, the 

congregation crowds in close to behold her words,70 and the words of Deuteronomy 4:44 are 

recited, affirming the law given to the people by Moses at Sinai. “Who is she? Maybe,” 

Shoshana offered, “she is divinity in the form of a life cycle, and she is cycling through life from 

the birthing out of the coffin to the story inside to the prayer for the sick.” The subtext, what 

Shoshana never said explicitly, was that the Torah was the object of a sexual drama, a positive 

rite of a masculine cult. 

 

Inhabiting a New Narrative 

 The weekly Torah portion was Terumah (donation), the story of how the newly liberated 

Israelites, parked at the base of Mt. Sinai, were invited to create a Tabernacle according to a 

highly specified design. The chapter we were on, in particular, was about the tapestry. It was 

“glossy magazine stuff,” a celebration that “the slaves had graduated and they now have their 

own gold and silver,” Shoshana remarked to frame what we were reading. We opened the text 

and read Exodus 25:1-27:19, and Shoshana told us we would focus on chapter 26. The Israelites 

are called by God to bring beautiful, decorative and sensuously pleasing articles to build a 

Tabernacle for God to dwell in in the dessert, the inner chamber of which was to be created 

through woven curtains that would surround the sacred Ten Commandments tablets.71 The 
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timing of the portion was coincidental, but you couldn’t ask for a better Torah reading for a “full 

contact” or “three dimensional” Judaism. The curtains that surround the most holy place are 

described by the Torah as being “tapestries joined together like a woman to her sister” (isha l-

’akhotah). This is the kind of opportunity on which Kohenet loves to capitalize for its ritual 

innovations: a mention of women in the Torah, easily overlooked, perhaps as a figurative turn of 

phrase, which links the text to what Israelite women were likely doing to take part in the sacred 

life of the community. The Israelites were likely producing textiles in sacred community, and the 

Kohanot would be those tapestries, reclaiming those sisters. 

What would be the theme for this aliya? We brainstormed: Sisterhood, unity, wholeness, 

connection that allows for movement and difference, the concept of edginess, the blue of tzitzit 

(this reminds me of Bonna, I noted in my margins). Questions and ideas began to flow. Ideas 

burst out like popcorn: Do we do this with tying? Or bodies clasping hands? There’s network, 

coupling, weaving. An excited realization: The tapestry makers, women’s work, is what brings 

the tabernacle together! This is the container of the Holy of Holies! It’s a womb! I added, Bonna 

Haberman reads the Tabernacle as a vagina. To close, Shoshana invited us “to dream on this, I 

want to hear everyone’s prophecy:” we would come together again later in the week to translate 

our ideas into a choreography. At the end, I have scribbled a couple notes from things Shoshana 

mentioned during the class, the Hebrew phrase for “each woman to her sister” and “read Shaul 

Magid on Renewal Movement.”72  

<<Whump whump whump whump whump whump whump whump heeee hawwww heeee 

hawwww heeee hawwww heeeee hawwww heeeee hawwww….>> 

My own separations from an infant to go on retreat to Kohenet, where I learned about the 

ritualization of everyday life, were technologically facilitated. The beat of the breast pump 
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structured my ambivalent dance between mother and scholar, and as time went on, I did not 

dance alone to it. The pump became its own kind of drum with its own anthem. It was hardly 

utopian: it was a lot of labor and it meant being especially exposed, covered by plastic tubing 

where a baby should have been. It was hard where there should’ve been soft.  

I directed my inchoate maternal identity toward my project. During this retreat, anxiety 

within the group over my presence bubbled up, as it would periodically over the years. Would I 

“out” an individual as a Kohenet who wasn’t ready for anyone to know?; would I divulge 

intimate details of personal traumas that were shared within a safe space?; would my work be 

“bad press,” capitalizing on the experimental rituals or lessons gone wrong? There was also one 

exceptional case, an individual who, for reasons understandable from her particular life 

circumstances, became paranoid about my presence, who began telling people I was there to 

make money off their stories; another complained that my way of being present, writing things 

down all the time, made it feel impossible for her to delve into the spiritual. There were many 

tense talks that punctuated the time between our classes. Friction mounted.  

Would my project be sacrificed at the altar of her comfort? Damned if I was going to be 

pushed out, I thought with the fire of maternal instincts. Minimize emotional harm to subjects, 

the social scientist in me shot back.  

Wasn’t I vulnerable, too? <<Whump whump whump whump whump whump whump 

whump heeee hawwww heeee hawwww heeee hawwww heeeee hawwww heeeee hawwww….>> 

Wednesday was the day of the seeker, the doreshet. For one of our morning sessions, we 

gathered in Taya’s bedroom. We hadn’t seen her for a day and now we learned that she had gone 

to the hospital to be treated for hypothermia symptoms. The toll on her body of leading this 

group in the blizzardy winter set the tone for our discussion on the sacred practice of pilgrimage. 
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We spoke of illness as a pilgrimage, though she cautioned us against the negative frame that 

usually came with illness. One of the most meaningful things Taya had done had been “to 

priestess” a sister, from the first cohort, as she died from brain cancer, with dignity and 

surrounded by the love of the community.  

Taya began her lesson on how to craft a journey as a pilgrimage with a “we” statement, 

something I’d come to understand as part of her strategy for disciplining priestesses. I can 

remember many such statements: We are sex positive clergy. We practice reverence culture. This 

time, it was “We are artists of liminal space,” which she followed by some pedagogical we’s: 

“We create structures in place and time. When we think of making ritual, we clarify intention, set 

space, ground, and integrate. Pilgrimage maps easily onto that ritual structure, often taking place 

in space and time not just one dimension. We need to recognize how we move in the world, what 

our gifts and edges are. We reflect on our dark places of self-doubt so we don’t transfer our 

wounds onto others.”73 I tried to think myself into this we. I wrote something down, in brackets, 

to differentiate it from my other field notes, the ones for my project: [**Pregnancy and 

dissertationàgrowth opportunities, learning, co-opening]. I was going through a major life 

transition, and maybe there were some things I could learn here to ease me through it, in the 

same way that others were learning to process their own experiences of coming out, becoming a 

parent, or aging. 

Michelle shared her own postpartum story, and then linked it to our group’s experience of 

the midwifery demonstration, acknowledging that the post-retreat interview I conducted with her 

had given her some closure. My work had value for her; I was not just an interloping nuisance. 

That encouraged me to open up a bit, to share something of my own experience with postpartum 
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depression, and to consider how culture, not just hormones, may contribute to feeling a loss and 

lack of closure.  

To close the session, Taya invited everyone to reflect on our life experiences, practicing 

alternative ways of knowing them, listening to our “feeling states” as we74 placed an item on a 

journey altar, something that represented or marked the pilgrimage they were on. I put the bag of 

milk I had pumped during the session on it, and went off to lunch, onwards on my pilgrimage of 

separation, one step in front of the other, every day learning to be connected to Liora but as a 

separate being. 

 Later that day, two members of the other cohort approached me. They saw the milk on 

the altar, and they wanted to try it. They wanted to ask my permission. The intimacy of this 

request shocked me, though intrigued me. Weren’t they worried about all the potential pathogens 

that a stranger might transmit to them? Well, yes, that’s why they were asking me, they 

explained. But why did they want to drink it? They wanted to connect to the substance of 

motherhood. What kind of connection would that breed between us? Later that night, at dinner, 

we spoke more about it. One of them, Sam, had been exploring free bleeding at the last retreat. I 

told her that it had freaked me out. She liked that, that it rubbed edges. 

My Birth Ritual 
The group sat in a circle to listen and witness my story. I really told it, in all its messy detail, the 

highest points, like the triumphant feeling when I could touch Liora’s slimy head, and the lowest 

ones, like screaming at relatively uninitiated first year resident at 3 am when he claimed to have 

a clear measure of how (meagerly) dilated I was: “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!” “I’m 

sorry, friend, I didn’t catch what you said?” “I said, you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!” I told 

it all, all the pain and all the humor.  They anointed me with sweet smelling cinnamon and oils. 

Each sister blessed an iron nail, a traditional birth amulet, and placed it in a crimson velvety sack 
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for me to take home with me. The group gave me the gift of being the container for my story. 

This was my birth, not someone else’s fear. 

 

A Dream 

That night, we sat in a dimly lit yurt to do our first dream weaving circle, another technology for 

learning about the self and integrating as a community with a dream, and a spool of yarn. She 

integrated ideas from Rabbinic and Kabbalistic literature on the prophetic character of dreams, a 

Native American belief that dreams come to do healing work, and some elements of her Jungian 

psychoanalytic training. Jill invited the presence of the souls of dream interpreters to be our 

guides, invoking stories of Kabbalistic mystics in Tsfat and the biblical Jacob, the dreamer, to 

join our collective, and those of us physically present to think of a dream we had had while 

sleeping and to open ourselves to what the image could teach us. “We assume dream has 

medicine and truth for the whole community, not just the dreamer,” Jill explained. “What would 

it mean for me to have that dream? What is the medicine that this dream has for you, and for all 

of us?”  

Kohenet had developed a practice where a dreamer would speak her dream to the group 

and allow her dream to be the substrate for each woman’s imagining of herself. There was an 

established procedure. Tell the dream, repeat the story a second time, answer any clarifying 

“factual” questions about what happened. And then, the dream was in the public domain, for 

each sister to share “my dream of this dream,” what the dream means as hers. Each person is the 

authority of her own interpretation, a powerful claim in the context of a paradigm that granted a 

dream interpreter prophetic power. Each person dreaming her dream would hold the yarn, and 
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then she’d hold onto a point on the string and pass the spool across the circle to whoever felt 

moved to dream next. We wove a dream catcher, with the circle of bodies as the frame. 

A sister offered her dream. I am walking down an urban street at night with a 

heterosexual couple on either side of me. I’m in an American city. The woman is sad and 

morose. The man explains she’s depressed. We walked past a well lined with copper. She jumped 

in and disappeared. He said, “I think she’s committing suicide. It’s too hard to be a nurse.” I got 

in the position we did to connect to the water ritual with the bowl and pulled her out. She was in 

a death shroud. She couldn’t heal in the medical system. My job was to get her out.  

Tell it again. 

I was walking on an urban street. It feels like it has rained. It is night. There’s a woman on my 

left, a man on my right. She looks sad. He says, “She’s been so depressed.” We walk by a hole in 

the street, and I realize it’s actually a square well lined with copper. He says, “I think she’s 

committing suicide. It’s too hard to be a nurse.” She floats to the surface. I’m aware of 

undulating fabric and the texture it creates. I get in the position from davening [prayer]. I pull 

her and hold his hand. He says, “She has been so damaged in a healing system that doesn't 

heal.” I wasn’t saving her, but giving her a life. I held her arm, I don’t know if I pulled her out. 

Clarifying questions: What did they look like, what were they wearing? Casual jeans and a 

jacket. They were both white. He had black hair. Did you feel the water? I felt the water on my 

hand, it was body temperature. She was in a fetal position in the first telling, not the second. It 

was important that her body was in a fetal position. Her clothes opened up and became a sheet. 

Her clothes were crimson color. It reminded me of a painting. How did she get into the water? 

She dove below the water and floated up like a cork floating in a pool. Before I went to sleep, I 

had thought of Shoshana’s class on the Tabernacle. The size of the well was 5 cubits like the 
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Tabernacle. Did you see her face? Her profile was showing. I couldn’t tell if she was sleeping or 

dead. How did she enter the water? She dove in like an Olympic diver. I had a feeling it was a 

very deep dive. She floated up after he said that nursing was too hard for her. 

 

In my dream of this dream…I have reproduced what I scribbled down. Now, knowing each 

person so well, I can hear each person in her dream. I know who the dreamer is from the way 

that the dream marked the couple as heterosexual; from the struggles with sexuality; from the 

way the dream reflects the chaplain’s vocation; from the attentiveness to aesthetics; from the 

attachment to the urban; from the narrative of escape and exile; from the visual meaning of a 

mystical Hebrew letter; from so many minute details that reflect intimate details of lives that 

wove into mine. 

 

When she dove, it seemed like she was diving somewhere not like suicide. I’m not sure if she 

found something and floated up or if you, I mean I, came for her. 

 

I feel that the union or coupling of man and woman. The nurse is outpouring caring for others. 

The masculine side notices an imbalance. When the nurse dives, she does it intentionally into the 

water, to go inward, into a very deep well.  The imagery of the fetal position is the womb for 

nourishing and replenishment. I saw the connection between the hand-holding and the clasp 

connection of the curtains, and the symbolism of two women from the Tabernacle parsha we 

read. 
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I am in conflict with the female part of me and the male part of me. The female part is dying. The 

male part is becoming more dominant. I don’t want to lose the female part so I reached out to 

save her. I don't have to be afraid of who I am, I will always have that nurturing nurse part of 

me. That’s why she went into the fetal position: she let the male dominate. 

 

A woman stands and walks to the altar, touching the material. The well is an altar, it has copper 

lining, it has undulating fabric. I connected to someone who dove straight into place of healing, 

emerging in the fetal position.  

 

As I walk, part of me witnesses the masculine part and part of me is hurting and needs to plunge 

into the depths and knows the way, and can bridge that part and the part that can now walk on 

land. Crimson is my blood, vitality. 

 

I’m curious, triggered by the man’s comment, and I connect to the urban setting. Is he 

responding to the woman diving, or responding to my life? It seems logical that it was suicide to 

escape the difficulties of life, but she did it with such autonomy. I’m aware of an ancestress of a 

well in an urban setting, feeling it’s been there all along. I see the regalness of the copper and 

crimson, and my own reaction to women re-becoming looks like a painting, something so 

beautiful it could be a painting. I’m curious about the square shape of the well, and the 

elemental value of copper in story and myth. 

 

The well is the mishkan [Tabernacle]. The urban setting has pushed down the prominence of the 

mishkan. People in the city are walking towards it. I feel connectivity to the bridge woman, the 
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despair leading us to turn toward the safety of the mishkan, and the confusion of the man who 

tries to make logic of it. She isn’t dying but going for shelter and comfort. I am a bridge. It’s ok 

to go there, or to be where you are. 

 

There are straight lines everywhere, the city up, the well down, square, left-right directions. The 

straight lines are masculine. The only circle in it is the fetal position. In my dream of it, I see a 

lot of importance of geography, where things are, how relationships fit. 

 

I’m walking between male and female, I’m a piece in-between. Female needs to be healed, so I 

rebirth. The most stable part is a conduit to integrate male and female. The copper is a feminine 

color, the square is masculine. I reach down to help, to integrate, and show that now I have 

found my place, and I can take my place and be one. I’m like a vav,75 between heaven and earth.  

 

I take my turn. In my dream of this dream, I am wrestling with the spiritual and medical in 

birthing. I only wrote down the gist of my dream, having to put my pen down to speak and 

weave. 

 

The well is like a mikveh, and the woman goes for purification. Part of being a woman is being 

in service of society, and she is being made sick by being a healer. She has to go below this 

Babylon to get healing energy, to make the part of herself that lives in Babylon into a structure 

like a bridge. It will heal and transform the Babylonian paradigm that is much younger than the 

well. 

 



 

 512 

I’m being accompanied by my male and female spirit guides. They are showing me lessons on my 

fear of going deep to where my boundaries are. Part of me feels like if I do this, I will die, and 

part feels I will escape ways I’m in service. But I actually see copper at the entrance to the holy 

of holies. The beauty is of the fetus being born. I’m learning I can go there to be reborn, not just 

for self-immolation.  

 

Thank you for how you dreamed my dream. 

 

The next morning, even more bound by the fuzzy vision of our collective subconscious 

and the feel of taught string in our hands, Shoshana led another workshop to translate our 

inspirations into a choreographed design for our aliya. Shoshana opened her workshop by 

drumming and chanting her intention for planning how to ritualize the mishkan: “Walls, sacred 

places for nourishing, Kotel [Western Wall], kitchen, skyscraper…these are all walls we’ve 

experienced, as those made to feel they don’t belong in the sanctum. But womanness is at the 

center of the mishkan! If you felt left outside, this aliya is for you!”  

I noted in my notebook, this ritualization was bringing new meaning to the “living 

script,”76 the father of Jewish modernity’s term, Moses Mendelssohn deployed in a defense of 

Judaism against the powerful fusion of Christianity and nationalism. For Mendelsohn, living 

script is a contrast to the permanence of the Christian Word, worship of which easily leads to or 

is already a form of idolatry. Because of the vulnerability of Jews in Christian modernity, 

Mendelssohn disguised his message in a critique of paganism. For Kohenet, the embodied 

scriptural performance reacts to the exclusivist ethos of mainstream Judaism, which allows 

women to be Jewish “citizens” by acting in male roles. Embodied improvisation was a challenge 
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to claims to power by a discursive regime that presented a permanent, timeless Tradition.77 We 

were playing an old game of improvisation.78 

We began a discussion: What could we do as a group to symbolize the connection we 

were forming, the movement from isolation to collective unity, from rejection to inclusion? How 

could being these curtains be medicine? People threw out ideas about the specific ways to act out 

the scene: putting adjacent hands together and clasping fingers in unison, taking a collective 

breaths, directing those needing the most nurturing into the center, touching a body part in need 

of healing. We decided that we would form a circle, put our hands together, and clasp them when 

signaled. We’d then drop our hands and back up to the edges of the yurt so our circle would 

encompass everyone, to be maximally inclusive, even of those who may not have felt ready or 

able to participate. 

Judaism’s symbolic structures, its texts, ceremonial laws, and in this case, the potency of 

the dwelling of God, would be in our hands and our bodies, but we shouldn’t expect a 

transcendent performance. Shoshana ended the planning session with some wisdom and 

direction. Beating the drum, she declared, “Curtains exist and don’t exist. Please be both. God is 

that complex!” She would serve as a director79 to instruct people at the service in how to join in, 

to be our spiritual witnesses, and to contain our chaos: “My job is to see you where you are and 

bless you. I’ll use humor to cut through the terror of someone who doesn’t know what’s going 

on. It’s supposed to be awkward, it’s not a performance but healing magic! The contrast between 

my words and your body-centeredness is the power! Our bodies will talk. Shit’s going to happen. 

The ritual will happen there, in the moment. It will be for the spirits in the room. No matter how 

hard we try to choreograph, it’s ritual and not performance.”  

As we filed out of the class, one woman with a penchant for misremembering and 
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mispronouncing, was looking for a sister who she wanted to ask about our prior day’s class on 

Jewish monastics. “Where’s the Monostat lady!?” she called out, completely seriously. Many 

gentle jokes ensued. Her misstep was a perfect case in point about the power of sisterhood: even 

when you don’t get along, you have a lot of shared history. 

 

<<Whump whump whump whump whump whump whump whump heeee hawwww heeee 

hawwww heeee hawwww heeeee hawwww heeeee hawwww….>> 

Often I found all the pumping frustrating. It was so much work and it seemed to consume every 

break I had. At Kohenet, it was less disruptive than it was to my academic work, when I had to 

sequester myself. Here, at least, it could be done while listening to a class or talking. But I was 

away from my baby, and four months postpartum, it was like I was missing a limb. Thursday 

night, we had a celebration of Shoshana’s newly released album, the title track for which was her 

Kohenet anthem, “I Remember.” Shoshana passed out a song sheet so everyone could sing along 

with her. On the top margin of a page with the lyrics to her songs, to the tune of “Sun 

Halleluyah, Music by Shoshana Jedwab based on Psalm 148”), a member of Kohenet Dalet 

presented me with my own anthem, scribbled on top of the song sheet, in six verses: 

1. Pumping my boobies, Squeezing, Spurting 

2. Pumping my boobies, Milk flows for baby 

3. Pumping breast milk, Thanks to this gadget’s help 

4. Pumping breast milk, tastes better than almond silk! 

5. Pumping my boobies, Goddess flows through me 

6. Pumping my boobies, grateful to be a mommy! (Because I’m a rockstar mommy!) 
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On Shabbat morning, it was time for the third and final section of the Torah reading, Shoshana 

stepped into her director role. “We come to the third medicine from the Torah’s book of potions! 

This Temple needs walls, dedicated spaces, a Holy of Holies for quiet inner work…The curtains 

are made by brilliant weavers, gorgeous colors. This is not a dry wall job. The Torah is obsessed 

with ten panels fitting together, with loops at the edges, joining the five and five panels to make 

the temple whole. Come couple the panels, which it calls ‘a woman to its sister,’ with clasps and 

the Tabernacle will be unified! …If you were told that women don’t belong in the sacred 

sanctum, the Torah is reminding us that the whole Temple was only there because an isha was 

standing next to her sister. This medicine says you are essential. Before you come up, find places 

in your body, mind, and heart that are spinning away because they haven’t been joined to the 

whole. Be the Temple, a spiritual ecosystem that connects those who are alone together, for 

Her!” People stood. Our circle was so full that we were pressed against the perimeter of the yurt, 

our backs up to the wooden backbone of the tent. Everyone present for the service had gotten 

into the circle, some clasped their hands. We had planned that we would drop our hands and 

back up to envelop everyone, but there was no need. 

 

Closing Circle 

Du-du-bump du-du-du-bump du-du-bump du-du-du-bump do-do do-do. We embody Shekhina. 

We embody Shekhina. Dwelling in us the feminine divine. We honor the stories of our 

foremothers. And the women in our line. Sarah, Rivka, Rakhel, Leah, Dinah, Ruth u’ Naomi. Du-

du-bump du-du-du-bump du-du-bump du-du-du-bump do-do do-do.  

Sunday morning, it was time for closing circle. We would take back our altar objects, and with 

them, we’d take a gift home with us: a little wooden magic wand, to remind us of the power of 
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the week, and our own power. Then we’d say our names and do our motions and be witnessed. 

We closed out the week the same way we began it, singing our names and mirroring our 

motions. 

 I only remember one thing. The woman who was most resistant to my work, a sister with 

limited mobility, sitting on a folding chair, thrust herself out of the chair and onto her knees on 

the floor. Supplicating, weeping, she crawled to the altar to grab her objects. She declared that 

maybe, after the week of love, she was finally ready to be touched, so many years after abuse. It 

took two of us, after, to lift her back into her chair. It took all my strength to support the 

immensity of her body, one that she had grown from eating her pain and loneliness, a thick skin 

of protection. She now knew the power of spiritual warfare. Sometimes, she’d use it against us, 

against me. But she also was starting to feel, week by week, a little more love. 

 

Becoming Sisters: A Reflection of Growing Kinship Lubricated by Mother’s Milk 

I was no more invested in participating in metaphysical tradition, I had not started 

building home altars and I had no energetic experiences to report. But this all started to feel 

normal, strangers or combatants were starting to feel like family. What changed? The exchange 

of stories and lives, and the sharing of fluid, had created a kind of alternative kinship: I had come 

to realize how my participation and my scholarship were partially connected, Strathern’s more 

than one and less than many.80 Over time, my notebook thinned, as I shifted to taking fewer 

notes. Over time, she grew to accept my presence, and I grew to trust my own ethical instincts. 

We made room for each other.  

Milk became a line of connection. The idea of my nurturing, and maybe my own exposed 

and vulnerable state, tempered some of the fear of me as a trigger for vulnerability and a rupture 
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in the safety of a closed community. On the next retreat, six months later, milk had become a 

prominent feature of my experience, and I was definitely feeling more at home. 

 

Field Notes and Reflections after the August 2015 Retreat: 

Just as my pregnant body had magnetic pull for people’s emotional lives, this time my 
milk did too. Last retreat there was some fascination with my pumping and my milk. It was the 
first time many had been around pumping, and because of the schedule, I often ended up 
pumping in the yurt during sessions…This time, I think I was much more comfortable generally 
and also, milk had become my thing. I even did my calling out name as "Cara, Eshet Ḥalav, I 
mean Ḥayyil.”81 …I sat in “my” rocking chair near the desk to pump most of the time. The 
refrigerator in Keshira’s room didn’t feel very cold so I asked the meshgiach [Kashrut 
supervisor] if I could put it in the fridge with the milk in the hallway where the tea is. Unlike the 
last time I was here, this meshgiakh, a baal tshuva [newly religious man] who considered himself 
ḥaredi, decided it was fine, and wrote a note on it saying “Breast Milk, Do Not Throw Out, 
100% Kosher” and signed it. He was amused he had hekshered [kosher certified] breast milk. I 
was very amused too. I thought on the one hand that it was very funny to have a ḥaredi man 
heksher my breast milk, something he never imagined having to do. On the other hand, a man 
had hekshered my breast milk! The norms of monitoring kashrut meant that my milk needed to be 
marked as acceptable to go in the refrigerator. In this system of discipline, my milk needed 
approval. 

My pumping also attracted the interest of several people. First was a religious man who 
was here as another mashgiakh. He was very, very interested in helping me, talking to me, 
checking in with me. I knew there was a reason he was drawn to me. Over the course of the week 
he started to open up to me. He and his wife were separated, and she was preventing him from 
seeing the baby they were fostering. I learned his story in layers. He told me they had not been 
able to have a baby after 10 years of marriage. She wanted a divorce, he did not. … He wanted 
to write several articles, including one about how we don’t talk about fertility issues openly. We 
had a long talk about feminism, Kohenet, and why it is important for women to claim a place in 
Judaism. He mostly wanted to sell me apologetics, but was also interested in listening to me, 
despite his fear that hearing things he shouldn’t (like Kohenet things) would confuse him.  

The other person who was particularly drawn to my pumping was a woman from Boston. 
She was there for the weekend because she drove a Kohenet alumna. She kept coming up to me 
and speaking with me as I pumped. She had 5 children. She used to be a post-partum doula. She 
was really drawn to me, and I appreciated her company. One day toward the end of the week 
Miriam and I were walking out from the dining room and saw her across the room pacing and 
crying. We paused, not sure whether she wanted to be left alone or approached. We walked up to 
her, she explained she was in pain from her pinched nerve. I joked that she just wanted to nurse, 
ambiguous in retrospect whether that meant she wanted to drink or provide. But I knew it would 
make her laugh. And she said, yes, she did, and by that she meant she wanted milk. She asked if 
she could have some of my milk. Really? I asked. She asked again. She wanted it. Ok, I said. I 
went and squeezed some into a cup. She sat next to me and when I was done, I gave the cup to 
her. She was crying, now grateful and thankful. She blessed it and began to sip. She told me 
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about how it felt in her mouth, how it was one flavor of sweetness from start to finish across her 
whole tongue. She was a crying sloppy mess, but began to emerge now. She told me about her 
mother, who was not very attentive. She tried, but she had trouble maintaining her attention on 
her, and thus didn’t hold her in comfort in the ways she needed. This felt like a tikun to her, 
healing on multiple levels. Her neck pain that had been radiating down her hand felt better. Not 
all better, but better. She said she had been trying to learn about the archetype of the healer in 
the Bible and didn’t know where to look, but she had forgotten, the healer is the mother. I was a 
healer for her.  

By this point, I was sort of into the idea of my milk serving other purposes than feeding 
Liora. What power it had for those who found meaning in it! Michelle was leaving early, on 
Sunday, to go home. They would be closing on the land for Living Tree Alliance the next day, a 
20 year dream coming to fruition. Michelle is all about being a mother, and I went to bed on 
Saturday night thinking about giving her some milk as a libation. I was so embarrassed by the 
idea, but I also felt like she would love it. But I was also feeling like, what if she thinks this is 
totally weird, me giving something to her that is so intimate, that is of me. What if I am somehow 
putting myself onto her, pushing myself, and am unwanted. I thought about how I could frame it 
saying that if she thought it was totally weird she could say no. In the end, I pumped in the 
morning. As I did it, I drew a tree on the plastic storage bag and wrote Etz Hayyim on it in 
Hebrew, though I misspelled Etz with an Aleph. I found Michelle and told her about my offering, 
a libation for her land. She was so touched, and wanted to know if she could put it in a chalice 
and take a sip and then offer the rest to the land. She had not only accepted my gift but upped the 
intimacy. She wanted to taste it, not just offer it to the land. She was touched, and made meaning 
in that it came from my left breast, closest to my heart. And she had wanted to name the 
community Etz Hayyim but others had wanted to make it English. She said she was going to save 
it, and asked me for instructions to keep it, until their bell-raising ceremony in a week or so, 
where they’d put up a Buddhist prayer bell on the land. My milk was going to be part of that 
ceremony.  

 
 
 

Alchemy in Water: Dissolving Boundaries, Finding Room to Grow  

The altar, the Torah, and the dream, accompanied by the drum, the anthem, or the pump: 

these are technologies for building redemptive presents and divine presence. But where there’s 

life, there is water. In the context of Jewish ritual, water had the power to purify. Kohenet’s 

approach to community, on the other hand, was about openness. In this final section, I will focus 

on Kohenet’s reckoning with the question of gender, and its process of breaking down one of its 

foundational binaries. I will explore one priestess project to queer the mikveh, which became a 

spiritual offering to heal individual bodies and to propose more accepting forms of civil society. 
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The alchemical magic of a Kohenet’s spiritual leadership was making the mikveh like the altar: a 

Jewish form of work for God, to serve the needs of people.  

Kohenet was founded as a women’s community, a safe space for exploration of feminine 

spirituality. Over the years, the question arose of whether “women’s space” was a gendered form 

of exclusion or a necessary buffer for protection. These issues were particularly complex in a 

multi-generational community with different relationships to gender identity, reference points for 

feminist politics, and literacy on gender non-conforming and trans experience. One woman in 

her fifties once commented to me, for example, that she didn’t understand what all these gender 

categories we were talking about all meant: was her gender not lesbian? She asked. For others, 

especially those in a younger generation, their priestess work was to dismantle a binary view of 

gender. The group conversation about gender had started on my second retreat, and evolved over 

the years of my participation. 

February 20, 2015: Toward a Gender-Aware Priestesshood 

“I was going to start with a herstory about gender, both embodied and theological, but I want to 

start elsewhere, to open up the circle for sharing voices,” Taya opened our Shevet (Hebrew for 

sitting) Circle, an adaptation of a Native American tribal council. Sisters chimed in to share their 

excitement about the community’s willingness to question and explore communal boundaries, 

and also to initiate conversations about the ways individuals manifest multiple gender identities. 

Taya explained, “Our mission remains within and beyond gender. So far, Kohenet’s 

manifestation has been in sisterhood and women’s space but we are constantly rethinking 

inclusivity and depth, making use of the gift of being in a dance of that evolution.” Jill echoed 

her sentiment, framing historical and sociological components of this discussion and describing 

moments of tension and growth, like realizing that the embrace of embodiment, which was a 
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liberation for her, was like imprisonment for a friend who was coming out as a trans-woman. 

Taya shared how the first cohort had “priestessed” one sister another through a transition from 

female to male, which had meant preparing “her to move through the world as a man” and the 

community “to walk with the tension of having a sister who is a man.” For Shoshana, this 

discussion sparked her “curiosity about a moment in the liberation story in Exodus,” where the 

text describes a “mixed multitude” (‘erev rav) that left Egypt.82 Shoshana stated her gratitude “to 

the biblical author” that did not limit freedom to a homogenous group. She was grateful for the 

text as a resource and the community’s willingness to question, which were pushing her past the 

limits set by her 1970s childhood to consider how she, herself, was a gendered mixed multitude. 

As a community, we were now re-walking the path through the Red Sea toward another round of 

liberation from our own constricting definitions.  

 Sam, a gender queer activist, read a statement that their cohort (Dalet) had helped write 

on behalf of Kohenet, with the caveat that it should be treated as Oral Tradition rather than set in 

stone. The statement named Kohenet as “a community for people who identify as women,” 

welcoming “trans-women, cis-women, and people who are female-bodied that identify as gender 

non-conforming, gender variant, gender fluid, gender queer, with a connection to femininity.” 

Sam explained the statement through the experience of being a “multi-gender person” who “still 

needs my women’s space that my grandmother fought for.” It was the experience of bleeding 

publically that had helped Sam reach this realization: “Who knows what woman means but that’s 

who we are. I needed this circle to love my blood, and I’m not willing to lose that.” Who knows 

what a woman is, but it is, something multiple.83 

March 2016: MKV 
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“'I want the smells of imperfection, of other peoples bodies, radio waves, flickering candles, the 

big bang, salt from Palestine, sweat, blood, tears, and melting snow thawing into the ground the 

fleeting moment I invited you to my ceremony. The words are in Hebrew, heartbeats of 

loneliness, swelling tummy, breathing into the pain of broken dreams and silence. Immersed in 

time. Eyes open, in a coffin underwater. She comes alive. Come back alive.’” Orev, who goes by 

the name Radiodress in the art world, read this quotation, written by one of the 19 participants in 

a social practice art project, MKV, which was part of the Center for Incidental Activism at the 

Art Gallery of York University in Toronto.  

It was a crisp March day in 2016, and Kohenet Hei was sitting in a circle on the floor of 

the synagogue at the Isabella Freedman Center. MKV was Orev’s Priestess Project, representing 

their work as a Jewish leader. It was an experiment with queering an ancient Jewish ritual, 

immersion in the mikveh, to facilitate healing of trans and queer bodies. MKV reoriented, 

reconsidered, refashioned, and released the mikveh from institutional constraints, offering it as a 

gift from the Jewish people but for all people who needed it. Explicitly drawing on Sara 

Ahmed’s theorizing of “queer orientations,” Orev described the work as an experiment in “how 

private and public performance can shift the ways in which performers and audiences stand, sit, 

lie, and exist in space with others, including the spatial and temporal experience of being 

underwater.” As the gallery program reads, its goal is to contemplate “how erased and invisible 

knowledge(s) might inform a new era of social governance with queer and trans people at the 

forefront of this change.” To work toward a civil society that does not depend on gender binaries 

or hierarchical structure, Radiodress has developed mikveh into a boundary object,84 a mikveh 

that is not invested in maintaining coherence between social worlds as much as unsettling 

coherence and structure to show that, in fact, it might be a healthier model for civil society. 
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MKV’s mikveh is a bathtub inside a Buckminster Fuller-inspired pentagon tent where 

Orev and each participant co-create a map of a mikveh ceremony. They’d frame the immersion 

with texts, using Jewish prayer books or Arab women’s poetry; sometimes they’d use 

bibliomancy to find a text that was aligned with the ceremony. Then came the alchemy, the 

creation of a body of water using “whatever chemistry you desire”: saliva, tears, pee, menstrual 

blood, sweat, ejaculate injectable hormones, other medication, salt, and malakh shmoodi, 

translated as Angel Pussy, which a sister Kohenet brewed from mimosa flowers seeped in honey. 

The fluids were carefully placed in a vessel, each with its own story: a ceramic bowl almost 

destroyed in a breakup; and a fermentation pot decorated with holes and phalluses, made by a 

trans Jewish artist Nicki Green to solidify the connection between fermentation and transbodies, 

both perpetually in-between, matter transforming. After Radiodress would spend almost an hour 

bringing the water: 12 buckets and 3 or 4 kettles to fill the bath. It was a labor of love and 

devotion. Then, to level structures of authority, if both parties feel comfortable and consent, 

Radiodress would then facilitate and witnesses the immersion while naked, emphatically taking 

as much time as felt right. 

As Orev presented the project to the group, I raised my hand. “Wait a second.” I asked 

apologetically what I embarrassingly called my “biohazard question”: “Were these fluids their 

own?” Graciously acknowledging my concern (and knowing the socially, dare I say genetically, 

programed germaphobia and my own particular conditioning by the scientific standards of 

university research), Orev replied that though the language of “biohazard” was never invoked, 

they were grateful for the opportunity to emphasize the possibilities opened up by doing this 

work as contemporary art: “It’s like don’t ask don’t tell when you do contemporary art. I would 

say this is the only environment I would be able to take it to this extent in terms of the alchemy 
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piece.” Orev was working against my expectations of health for the sake of spiritual wholeness 

for individual and civic bodies. The gallery’s posture was “we haven’t seen that list,” Orev 

explained, adding: “I cleaned it between. I don’t know if I cleaned it to city of Toronto 

specification, but yes, biohazards were in the tub, definitely, and in the vessels.” I was both 

enamored and horrified.  

I have since let this all percolate, with the imagination of an alchemy basin cleansed say, 

with soap rather than bleach. It was clean enough, and a lot less pure. After Orev, it was my turn 

to present my priestess project. The day before, I had gone through all the conference papers I 

had written over the last couple years based on my dissertation research, and I gave myself the 

freedom to let Hadassah, Mikveh, Jerusalem, Birth, Death, the Tabernacle and Kohenet flow 

together:  

As I sat in Bonna’s living room for the first time, my eyes were drawn to a woven wicker bassinet 
that sat on a deep, Jerusalem-stone sill under the window…. There, at a panel entitled “The 

Textual is Personal,” I sat and listened as Tamar—in soft-spoken, timid yet powerful, accented-
English—describing the pain she felt when she sat down to read Mishnah and realized that the 

Rabbis valued the physical life of women less than that of men…. It is a Rabbinically-run 
organization, but which firmly believes that rabbis aren’t enough …. a canvas that women 

populate with their sacred art, a representation of the pedagogical objectives of the week, a 
statement of intention and attention to the four directions, a form of communication, and finally, 

a kind of energetic connection…. “At least I have a uterus,” and they both laughed, 
awkwardly…. The curtains that surround the most holy place are described by the Torah as 

being “tapestries joined together like a woman to her sister” (isha l’akhotah)…. reframes the 
penetrating entry of the High Priest, male imagery of entry and possession, to one mirroring 

female anatomy… Jill rejects the distancing from attachment to place, as Heschel famously did 
in replacing a palace in space with a palace in time…. It is as Jewish an expression as when after 

the departure from Egypt new ways of life were evolved by the people of Israel in order that they 
might live.… they approach bodies and the textual tradition that governs bodies with added 
sensitivity and an understanding of to what it feels like to “not want a man’s hand in your 

underwear.”… she writes about God in her own image, weeping and bleeding…“How often, as 
a modern orthodox Jew, was I asked to participate in serving God with a naked body? It feels 

very pagan. Kind of awesome.”… Brick by brick, year by year, we rebuild. 
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After my presentation, Shoshana said it had inspired a name for me: Kiyor. Kiyor is the modern 

Hebrew word for sink but in the Bible, it is the basin with mirrors of the mishkan. The mirror 

bowl that sits in the middle of the Kohenet altar is a reference to the Kiyor, she explained. As the 

one reflecting the stories of so many women, I was the community’s Kiyor, Shoshana said. 

Famous men are often called after their books, abbreviated: Joseph Karo was sometimes called 

HaKesef after his HaKesef Mishneh. My book, she imagined, would be called HaKiyor Shel 

HaMishkan, and I, its author, would be HaKiyor. 

Like Kohenet, MKV was of American Judaism, it advocated self-care and spiritual 

fulfillment for individuals and the group, but it was not always for American Judaism: MKV was 

a provocation toward redemption from instrumentalization and particularism, parts of a proposal 

to move past a economy of ownership and a politics of Jewish self-concern. It is a work of 

decolonizing and queering mikveh: a bath filled by the city tap and augmented with water from 

polluted local creeks that once sustained native populations and with bodily fluids like ejaculate 

and tears. Ownership, transgression, and exile become unstable and impermanent. I was starting 

to think about my work like that too: an offering to scholarship on American Religion and Jewish 

Studies that could dare to be a little less pure and own it. I had become a Kohenet, ambivalently. 

My dissertation could hold blood, sweat, tears, and poop: it made me uncomfortable sometimes, 

but this was the stuff of embodied life. 

Conclusion 

I got the priestess-with-a-question-mark email in November 2017, four months or so after 

Kohenet Hei’s smikha, the word used for rabbinic ordination. Smikha is a ritual wherein an 

already ordained person lays hands on the recipient, conferring authority upon those deemed to 

have become learned in the Torah and Jewish ways of life. The tradition, some say, has 
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continued for three thousand years, in an unbroken chain, all the way from Moses and Joshua. A 

couple years ago, a woman who had received smikha from the Kohenet Hebrew Priestess 

Institute a few years earlier had posted the Wikipedia page to the Kohenet Facebook group with 

the question, “Anyone wanna add Kohanot to this?”  

It was tempting, and given the open access of the wiki platform, possible, but two and a 

half years after the question was posed, no one has done it. Adding Kohenet would be a 

declaration of legitimate authority on a public page.85 I wonder what would happen if someone 

did insert a paragraph at the bottom, with links to the tiny literature and few webpages 

documenting the rise of Kohenet over the past decade. It would certainly be taking a risk, of 

digital erasure, banishment to digital footprints. It would he a repetition of the story Kohenet tells 

about powerful women in the Jewish story: Rejected. Pushed out. Purged like the idols. 

As ordination approached, I struggled. Should I go through with it? I still didn’t feel 

qualified to be a clergy person. I still couldn’t imagine calling myself a priestess. I was 

embarrassed that the academy would judge me. But I leaned in, as a show of gratitude to the 

stories and lives and moment shared, with the support and wise council of sisters who told me I 

belonged and that ordination, like a dissertation, was just an arbitrary point along a journey. With 

my mother and my daughter watching, the Ravot anointed me, they laid their hands, and they 

named me into the sisterhood. At the ceremony, I presented this blessing for our learning, a 

montage of Bonna’s words, an ode to the “painful beauty” of this life.86 

 
Ink, letters, blood—bodies churn and pulse together, 

bringing forth new meanings with new life. 
 

In the meeting of lives and texts, give us permission to be like the sages: 
to have expectations of the text and to have doubts;  

to disagree with the texts, and to disagree with each other;  
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and to bring our intellect, emotion, passion, sexuality, and passion to a text that itself considered 
nothing to be taboo. 

 
Help us cohere into a collective, with the mission of “generating a hiddush,” or renewal, of the 

text through our joint enterprise, applying a new neshama (soul) to this text to birth its new 
meanings 

 
Allow us to see, to hear, to smell, to taste, and to feel the text as a body, to be aware of its 

dimensionality, it eruptions, its will and desire. And our own. 
 

Take away our fear of seeing our bodies, textual and fleshy. Give us courage to ask tough 
questions, and be open and generous with the ugly texts, who are also our partners, capable of 

challenging us and cultivating growth. Gird us as we read the texts that make us feel that Judaism 
is good and beautiful and true and just and fair and those that make us cringe, with excitement, to 

figure out how it is possible that our “holy tradition said something like that.”  
 

And let us learn with our bodies as Heschel prayed with his feet, for justice, toward recognizing 
the very invisibility of the invisible within the visible and finding ways to bring it to visibility or 

to know its presence without forcing it into the light. 
 
 

The altar, the Torah, the mikveh; the dream, the drum, the pump; the blood and the milk; the 

tree-Torah-body and the priestess project- dissertation: these are the Kohenet-making, the 

Jewish-making, the sister-making, the human-making technologies that reject the either-ors of 

Jewishness, of gender, and knowing. These are the technologies that give me pause when I write 

all those hyphens, but also tell me that pausing and wondering is part of the process and the 

necessity of grappling with power in an imperfect world.  

In a tradition that rejects material instantiations of God because of the looming threat of 

idolatry, the bodies of women, too close to the incarnate Jesus, are risky. In maintaining 

difference, Judaism has thrived in the immaterial, the abstract, in thought. The most violent 

forms of modern anti-Semitism have capitalized on this quality: the fear of the uncontrollable, 

invisible, the all-too-powerful and all-too-facile Jewish financial labor.87 It strikes me that witch 

hunts thrive on the same fear of a sorceress’s intangible, uncontrollable magic: the saucy 
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sorceress doing magic tricks in her house to keep the baby in the womb is but one evocative 

example of the demonizing of women’s power. The trope of hysteria, derived from the Greek for 

uterus, hysterika, meets the narrative parity with the wandering, placeless, homeless Jew who 

doesn't belong.  

So many Jewish feminists have embraced and celebrated the body, transforming a 

constraining “negative discourse” into the source of possibilities.88 The body, especially the 

defining elements of a female reproductive body, have become the promise of liberation: when 

the sexual body is political, its becomes a public object that resists the constraints of shaming; to 

figure God as a birthing mother delivering the Israelites to the Promised Land, as Bonna did, 

sacralized reproductive power, lifting up essential womanhood. Kohenet joins in the celebration 

of the female body, divinizing the female form and locating Shekhina in each person, but it also 

functions as a therapeutic space, redefining “hysterical misery [as] common unhappiness.”89 The 

enclave of retreat and within the body of a sisterhood, however rough its edges, was a mode of 

solidarity, an effort to render people “better armed” to face the world, and the movement to 

create a more just world where there is a place for every body. Who wouldn’t want to have a 

place like that, to belong? 
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10 Sarah M. Pike, New Age and Neopagan Religions in America, Columbia Contemporary American Religion Series 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2004).  
 
11 Paula Hyman, "The Jewish Family: Looking for a Usable Past," in On Being a Jewish Feminist : A Reader, ed. 
Susannah Heschel (New York: Schocken Books, 1983); Vanessa L. Ochs, Inventing Jewish Ritual, 1st ed. 
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2007). 
 
12 Magid describes Renewal as a post-ethnic, post-halakhic, post-Zionist, post-monotheistic vision of Jewish life 
initiated by Rabbi Zalman Schechter-Shalomi, who combined elements of European Hasidism with American 
pragmatism, which melded with American metaphysical traditions. He frames his argument within a historical 
periodization of progressive Jewish disassimilation, a term he uses to suggest “the empirical post-ethnic reality” of 
American Jewish life that has made “Jewish” and “American” a false binary. Magid charts two periods of Jewish 
disassimilation, the romantic/nostalgic period (1960s-late 1990s) characterized by nostalgic yearning for the “old 
world” of authentic tradition, and the transition to the constructive/illustrative period (late 1990s-present), in which 
progressive politics and metaphysical forms of spiritual seeking dominate. If the Lower East Side or Jerusalem’s 
Me’ah Sha‘arim could represent ideal of the former phase, one might think Kohenet is the poster child of the current 
order. Magid describes the relationship to the past in this forward-looking phase: “It uses traditions from the past but 
no linger needs to romanticize them or hold them to be anything more than creative resources with which to 
reconstruct a new Jewish spirituality. It is radical, because it reimagines Judaism from its very roots without the 
obligatory tie to halakha or its past authority, while committed to ritual as a basis of communal cohesion (in some 
circles called ‘post-halakha’)….It is committed to an open and expansive trajectory not based on a new method of 
textual analysis or even societal reality but on a new metaphysical foundation that I call ‘Jewish post-monotheism’” 
that has some roots in Ancient Israelite religion. Shaul Magid, American Post-Judaism : Identity and Renewal in a 
Postethnic Society (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 7-8.  
 
13 See, for example, Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and Edward Hoffman, My Life in Jewish Renewal : A Memoir 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2012). Haberman was ordained in Shachter-Shalomi’s lineage 
shortly before her death. "Our Beloved Friend and Teacher Rabbi Bonna Devora Haberman,"   KolAleph: The Voice 
Of ALEPH: Alliance For Jewish Renewal (Posted June 17, 2015). 
 
14 When Jill Hammer used this term, adapted from pagan late antiquity and associated with Christianity, in a public 
interview, she faced searing criticism on some online sites. On “soft monotheism” see John Dillon, "Monotheism in 
the Gnostic Tradition," in Pagan Monotheism in Late Antiquity, ed. Polymnia Athanassiadi and Michael Frede (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1999); Stephen R. Prothero, God Is Not One : The Eight Rival Religions That Run 
the World--and Why Their Differences Matter (New York: HarperOne, 2010). 
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15 The thirteen archetypes that form the basis of the Seeker (Doreshet) phase of the Kohenet curriculum are the 
Shrinekeeper, Prophetess, Midwife, Weaver, Lover, Queen, Shamaness, Seeker, Wise Woman, Fool, Maiden, 
Mother, and Mourning Woman. 
 
16 I developed this formulation in conversation with Christopher Roebuck, who was drawing on Judith Butler and 
Donna Haraway. 
 
17 See Don Ihde and Evan Selinger, Chasing Technoscience : Matrix for Materiality, Indiana Series in the 
Philosophy of Technology (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003); Bruno Latour, Science in Action : How to 
Follow Scientists and Engineers through Society (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987); Donna Jeanne 
Haraway, Modest₈Witness@Second₈Millennium.Femaleman₈Meets₈Oncomouse : Feminism and Technoscience (New 
York: Routledge, 1997). 
 
18 I was struck by the similarities in my experience with Kohenet when I heard Nancy Ammerman speak about her 
experience in the field among fundamentalist Christians. She described the slow process of becoming trustworthy to 
those who were suspicious of “the Yale graduate student.” Like me, Ammerman felt that being pregnant in the field 
was integral to her coming to be accepted. See Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Bible Believers : Fundamentalists in the 
Modern World (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1987). 
 
19 I draw on Mauss’s push to break down the boundaries between organic, social, and psychological. Marcel Mauss 
and trans. Ben Brewster, "Techniques of the Body," Econmy and Society 2, no. 1 (1973 (1934)). See Carrie Noland, 
Agency and Embodiment : Performing Gestures/Producing Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
2009), 32-33. 
 
20 I have been surprised by the prominent place, or move to reject, of the hyphen in this dissertation, with respect to 
Jewish identity, technoscience, religion and spirituality, and participant-observer.  
 
21  “We Are Kohenet.” <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4HRovbSp4BM> Accessed December 1, 2017. There 
are obvious economic and political analyses of late-capitalism and neo-liberalism that could be done, and have been 
done with respect to related movements and institutions. See Chava Weissler, "The Jewish Marketplace," Sh'ma 34, 
no. 607 (January 2004); "Jewish Renewal in the American Spiritual Marketplace," in Stroum Center for Jewish 
Studies at the University of Washington <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LUg2xfIYY5Y> (2003); Fader, "Jewish 
Spirituality and Late Capitalism." There were tensions I experienced in the community between spirituality and 
institution-building, and between reverence for objects and valuing aesthetics with issues of class, wealth, and 
privilege. I wish to shift the focus, for now, to consider processes of circulation and exchange that Kohenet uses to 
try to resist the logics of capitalist markets. Furthermore, scholarship on neoliberal religion thrives on locating “the 
spirit of capital” as it lurks, unmarked, enchanting us all. To show how Jews participate in it can come dangerously 
close to anti-Semitic stereotypes of money-loving Jews and their propensity for abstract financial manipulations. 
Rather than “the Jewish question,” I want to focus on the “Jewish body” question: where and how is the body 
allowed to belong in American Judaism, and the Jewish body in America? 
 
22 I have used slashes to indicate a change of voice in this splicing of different people reading the script. 
 
23 Pike, New Age and Neopagan Religions in America; Magid, American Post-Judaism : Identity and Renewal in a 
Postethnic Society; David A. Hollinger, Postethnic America : Beyond Multiculturalism (New York: BasicBooks, 
1995). 
 
24 Melanie Kaye/Kantrowitz, The Colors of Jews : Racial Politics and Radical Diasporism (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 2007); Vincent Brook, You Should See Yourself : Jewish Identity in Postmodern American 
Culture (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2006). On the performative response to the accusation, 
“you don’t look Jewish,” see Vanessa Hidary’s “The Hebrew Mamita,” < 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yAeWyGGTdEE.> 
 
25 Leigh Eric Schmidt, Restless Souls: The Making of American Spirituality, (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2012). 
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26 On marketing to appeal to an in-group/out-group, see Gillian Oakenfull, "Unraveling the Movement from the 
Marketplace: Lesbian Responses to Gay-Oriented Advertising," Journal of Marketing Development & 
Competitiveness 7, no. 2 (2013). 
 
27 I do not know what happens in the space of the interviews for the program, and what their lines are for who is 
eligible to apply, which is a topic I have heard discussed at other field sites. At Mayyim Hayyim (Chapter 7), for 
example, they were open to letting Jewish-identifying people immerse, though they would not allow Jews for Jesus. 
It is also worth noting, as I will discuss below, that Kohenet’s gender-identity policy has shifted over time. Over the 
course of my time in the program, they opened the doors to anyone with past or current experience as a woman, 
including gender non-binary people who were assigned female at birth and trans-women.  
 
28 Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Destination Culture : Tourism, Museums, and Heritage (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1998), 75. 
 
29 Here I refer to the problem that Alyssa, the Open Orthodox midwife I discussed in Chapter 5, articulated. 
 
30 See Jonathan Boyarin, "The Other in Jewish Thought and History : Constructions of Jewish Culture and Identity," 
in The Other in Jewish Thought and History : Constructions of Jewish Culture and Identity ed. Laurence J. 
Silberstein and Robert L. Cohn (New York: New York University Press, 1994). 
 
31 Pike, New Age and Neopagan Religions in America. 
 
32 This is an allusion to the “unholy trinity” of “godlessness, communism, and homosexuality” during McCarthyism. 
Janet Jakobsen, "Queers  Are Like Jews, Aren't They?: Analogy and Alliance Politics," in Queer Theory and the 
Jewish Question, ed. Daniel Boyarin, Daniel Itzkovitz, and Ann Pellegrini (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2003). 
 
33 We had many tensions in the group around hierarchy and teacher reverence, which struck some people, myself 
included, as antithetical to feminism and spiritual leadership. Not everyone shared these concerns, especially people 
more accustomed to Renewal’s structure of authority that adapted Hasidic sainthood models. Magid, American Post-
Judaism : Identity and Renewal in a Postethnic Society, 157ff. 
 
34 Clifford Geertz, "Deep Play: Notes on the Balinese Cockfight," in The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: 
Basic Books, 1973). 
 
35 Eli Lederhendler, Who Owns Judaism? : Public Religion and Private Faith in America and Israel (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001), 7. 
 
36 See, in particular, my critique of Soloveitchik in Part II. 
 
37 The altar responds to a classic Jewish theological problem by “having it both ways”: it allows for Judaism to serve 
the people and the people to serve God. Lederhendler, Who Owns Judaism? : Public Religion and Private Faith in 
America and Israel, 5-10. On gender dynamics in Jewish revivals, see Sylvia Barack Fishman, "Women’s 
Transformations of Public Judaism: Religiosity, Egalitarianism, and the Symbolic Power of Changing Gender 
Roles," in Who Owns Judaism? : Public Religion and Private Faith in America and Israel, ed. Eli Lederhendler 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
 
38 The term is from seventeenth century Protestant theological context in which there is an obligation to stand up 
against illegitimate additions to the true faith. Anita Leopold and Jeppe Sinding Jensen, Syncretism in Religion: A 
Reader (New York, NY: Routledge, 2004).  
 
39 Daniel Boyarin, Border Lines : The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity, Divinations (Philadelphia, Pa.: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2004). 
 
40 Evidence was not dispensable as it had been for previous Jewish revivalists. As Lederhendler explains, for Ahad 
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Ha’am, archaeological truth was dispensable because of living tradition: “The collective, living myth—not 
ontological truth—was the crux of the matter. Ahad Ha’am, for example, professed not to be interested in what he 
termed the “archaeological truth” regarding the existence of a historical Moses, because the Mosesidea had been 
incorporated into layer upon layer of Jewish culture for several thousand years. That Moses was quite real enough 
for Ahad Ha’am because, historical or not, his role in human affairs could be easily documented. “Even if you 
succeeded in demonstrating conclusively that the man Moses never existed, or that he was not such a man as we 
supposed,” Ahad Ha’am wrote, “you would not thereby detract one jot from the historical reality of the ideal 
Moses—the Moses who has been our leader not only for 40 years in the wilderness of Sinai, but for thousands of 
years in all the wildernesses in which we have wandered since the Exodus.” Lederhendler, Who Owns Judaism? : 
Public Religion and Private Faith in America and Israel, 5. 
 
41 At a later retreat, we came back to this idea when we were speaking about the Israelite’s encampment, and Jill told 
us about her theory that this was actually describing female anatomy. I excitedly told her about Bonna’s reading of 
the Mishkan, which she had not read. 
 
42 The decedents of Aaron are the priestly class, the Kohenim. 
 
43 Amihai Mazar and Nava Panitz-Cohen, "To What God? Altars and a House Shrine from Tel Rehov Puzzle 
Archaeologists," Biblical Archaeology Review 34, no. 4 (2008). 
 
44 Carol L. Meyers, Households and Holiness : The Religious Culture of Israelite Women (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2005). 
 
45 A prayer mounted on the entrances to houses 
 
46 Stark, The Sense of Dissonance : Accounts of Worth in Economic Life. 
 
47 The track can be found at <https://shoshanajedwab.bandcamp.com/track/i-remember-2>. 
 
48 “Zacharti lach hesed neuraich ahavat kelulotaich leichteich acharai bamidbar b’eretz lo z’rua. I remember the 
devotion of your youth, the love you showed me when you walked with me in the desert to a land not yet sown.” I 
have provided a translation here basted on Shoshana’s lyrics but which is closer to an interpretation of the original 
verse, before it is reinterpreted. 
 
49 In her study of early modern artisanal practices, Pamela Smith describes “the health worldview as an as an 
organizing framework for thought and practice. People oriented themselves in relation to the natural world through 
the workings of their own bodies, and this understanding of nature was reinforced and given meaning by the 
celestial and social hierarchy lived out in everyday practices.” Pamela H. Smith, Amy R. W. Meyers, and Harold J. 
Cook, Ways of Making and Knowing : The Material Culture of Empirical Knowledge (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 2014), 31. 
 
50 Ibid., 36. 
 
51 Ibid., 36-9. 
 
52 Taya Shere, "Four World's Chant," Wild Earth Shebrew <https://holytaya.bandcamp.com/album/wild-earth-
shebrew>. 
 
53 The shift to scientific terminology is hardly unprecedented or surprising, given the history of American 
Spiritualists using the tools and terms of electricity and neurology in their séance practices. In fact, the language of 
ritual technology, the mapping of internal, external, and spirit worlds onto each other, and the transfer of energy and 
charge between people and objects which came up in our conversation, is all reminiscent of the Spiritualist 
vocabulary. As Jeremy Stolow put it in his essay on the nineteenth century American Spiritualist Andrew Jackson 
Davis, Spiritualists used techniques and language that “mimicked and competed” with the scientific logics of the 
time. Furthermore, as numerous historians including Mitchell Hart, Beth Wenger, and John Efron have shown, 
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science has been a tool of Jewish apologists as they worked to legitimize Judaism in both the American and 
European contexts. Jeremy Stolow, "The Spiritual Nervous System: Reflections on a Magnetic Cord Designed for 
Spirit Communication," in Deus in Machina : Religion, Technology, and the Things in Between, ed. Jeremy Stolow 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2013); Beth S. Wenger, "Mitzvah and Medicine: Gender, Assimilation, and 
the Scientific Defense of "Family Purity"," Jewish Social Studies 5, no. 1/2 (1998-9); Ellen M. Umansky, From 
Christian Science to Jewish Science : Spiritual Healing and American Jews (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2005); Mitchell Bryan Hart, The Healthy Jew : The Symbiosis of Judaism and Modern Medicine (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007); John M. Efron, Defenders of the Race : Jewish Doctors and Race Science in 
Fin-De-Siècle Europe (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1994). 
 
54 Lederhendler, Who Owns Judaism? : Public Religion and Private Faith in America and Israel. 
 
55 Emily Sigalow, "Towards a Sociological Framework of Religious Syncretism in the United States," Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 84, no. 4 (2016); Celia E. Rothenberg, "New Age Jews: Jewish Shamanism and 
Jewish Yoga," Jewish Culture and History 8, no. 3 (2006)). 
 
56 Magid, American Post-Judaism : Identity and Renewal in a Postethnic Society, 70; Berel Lang, "Hyphenated-
Jews and the Anxiety of Identity," Jewish Social Studies: History, Culture, Society 12, no. 1 (2005). 
 
57 It is common to hear language of individual psychology applied to the group in Kohenet. As a therapeutic act, the 
group was rediscovering the “authentic” feminine that had been displaced because of group trauma. On authenticity 
and materiality, see Ken Koltun-Fromm, Material Culture and Jewish Thought in America (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2010); Imagining Jewish Authenticity : Vision and Text in American Jewish Thought 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2015).  
 
58 I want to suggest that this was functioning as a professional choice and as a kind of communal diasporic 
experience, a blending of sociological categories facilitated by a community in which agency and subjectivity are 
not always reserved for the human person. R. Stephen Warner and Judith G. Wittner, Gatherings in Diaspora : 
Religious Communities and the New Immigration (Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1998); Courtney 
Bender and Wendy Cadge, "Constructing Buddhism(S): Interreligious Dialogue and Religious Hybridity," Sociology 
of Religion 67, no. 3 (2006). 
 
59 The “ownership” language responds to the problematic of who owns Judaism as much as well as who owns other 
cultures in the context of religious syncretism. The anxiety over importing something non-Jewish or anti-Jewish is 
particularly strong in the case of a gendered inauthenticity and the fear of erasure. Lederhendler, Who Owns 
Judaism? : Public Religion and Private Faith in America and Israel; Sigalow, "Towards a Sociological Framework 
of Religious Syncretism in the United States." 
 
60 "Towards a Sociological Framework of Religious Syncretism in the United States." 
 
61 See Meredith B. McGuire, Lived Religion : Faith and Practice in Everyday Life (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2008); Helen Rose Fuchs Ebaugh and Janet Saltzman Chafetz, Religion and the New Immigrants : 
Continuities and Adaptations in Immigrant Congregations (Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press, 2000); Cadge, 
"Constructing Buddhism(S): Interreligious Dialogue and Religious Hybridity."; Roof, A Generation of Seekers : The 
Spiritual Journeys of the Baby Boom Generation; Sigalow, "Towards a Sociological Framework of Religious 
Syncretism in the United States."; Wuthnow, After Heaven : Spirituality in America since the 1950s. 
 
62 Steven Engler, "Umbanda and Hybridity," Numen 56, no. 5 (2009). By adding affective, I am emphasizing that 
hybridity was not merely a matter of reflecting symbols, but also expressed and emoted. 
 
63 Biosociality is Paul Rabinow’s term for social identities that come into being upon diagnosis with a genetic 
illness, through the apparatuses of genetic medicine. Paul Rabinow, Essays on the Anthropology of Reason 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1996), 91-111. I am suggesting that my biological body, specifically its 
production of milk, produced a new identity for me in the community. That identity was enabled by a machine, the 
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breast pump, that I became attached to. See Donna Jeanne Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women : The 
Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991). 
 
64 Storahtelling was founded in 1999 by Amichai Lau-Lavie, brother of Rabbi Benny Lau who I discussed in section 
II for his decision that a husband could serve as a doula. By 2007, the company had evolved into a leadership 
training institute and by 2012 it had morphed into a spiritual community, Lab/Shul, “an artist driven, everybody-
friendly congregation with the Storahtelling methodology core to its vision and unique approach to ritual and 
spiritual life.” Amichai Lau-Lavie, “Storahtelling.”<http://amichai.me/storahtelling.> Accessed December 10, 2017. 
 
65 Mauss and Ben Brewster, "Techniques of the Body." Carrie Noland argues that “hidden in Mauss’s Durkheimian 
sociology, in his conviction that the social precedes and forges the individual, is a radical phenomenology according 
to which the performance of acquired social practices—involving kinesthetic feedback—may create forms of 
resistance that no inscription can entirely fix.” Noland, Agency and Embodiment : Performing Gestures/Producing 
Culture, 20. 
 
66 Haraway, Modest₈Witness@Second₈Millennium.Femaleman₈Meets₈Oncomouse : Feminism and Technoscience,  
49-51. 
 
67 Noland, Agency and Embodiment : Performing Gestures/Producing Culture, 20. 
 
68 She didn’t elaborate on this, but most trees are hermaphrodites. 
 
69 I nod here to both Butler’s Bodies that Matter and Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto, in what I am imagining is a 
Jewish, spiritual intervention the kind of appeal to experience in Plaskow’s Second Wave Feminist-style theological 
work. Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter : On the Discursive Limits of "Sex" (New York: Routledge, 1993); 
Haraway, Modest₈Witness@Second₈Millennium.Femaleman₈Meets₈Oncomouse : Feminism and Technoscience; 
Simians, Cyborgs, and Women : The Reinvention of Nature. Specifically, I am thinking of the strands of Butler that 
consider the relationship between materiality and nature, thinking not in terms of liberation through the embrace of 
the body (as Bonna did) but about maneuverability and loosening of constraints that power puts on materiality and 
language alike. I am also thinking about Haraway’s efforts to notice, even though it is not possible to be saved from, 
the cycles and distinctions we find ourselves caught in, between animal and human and between human and 
machine.  
 
70 This is a tradition that began with scribe and priest Ezra (Nehimiah 8:5). 
 
71 The weaver is a traditionally female role that is central to a Kohenet project of reclaiming powerful women 
archetypes from the Jewish textual tradition, and textiles have taken on important meaning for some women. That 
week, our devorah, already ordained Kohenet who was like a teaching assistant and emotional support, had done her 
priestess project on considering the meaning of garments in Jewish tradition, from the descriptions of garments in 
the Torah to considering how the Torah as a garment for words like the body is a garment for the soul. That Shabbat, 
she would lead the group in a text-study where she drew on a piece of biblical criticism that talks about God 
“tenting” with the people, which led her to create a workshop where we would incorporate text study and yoga into 
an exercise of “tenting” with our bodies. 
 
72 I had asked her who I could read to learn more about the evolution of the practices she was doing, and she pointed 
me to a scholarly analysis, that of Shaul Magid. 
 
73 Art and play as ritual were familiar Renewal strategies. See Weissler, "The Jewish Marketplace." 
 
74 Taya also offered own ideas about how so much about the journey of our lives and the lives our ancestors is 
maintained in our DNA, which does its own weaving of narratives. Recent scientific discoveries, of epigenetics, just 
confirmed what was so obvious: “Of course DNA can’t be static, that’s a scientific idea that was so out of line with 
lived experience,” she said. This kind of scientific discourse is the starting point for my next project, “The 
Materiality of Inherited Memory.”  
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75 This Hebrew letter is written as a vertical line. 
 
76 In late eighteenth century Germany, in response to the challenge from Christians to defend his tradition or to 
convert, Moses Mendelssohn, father of the Jewish Enlightenment wrote an impassioned defense of Judaism as a 
rational religious tradition fully compatible with citizenship in the modern nation state. This excerpt from his 
treatise, titled Jerusalem in the English translation, argues for an authentic Judaism that was not static but ever-
changing, enacted through a ceremonial law. Far from a dead text, this “living script” engaged both heart and mind 
and demanded contemplation and learning from a mentor. By contrasting Jewish law’s orality with the static Word 
and propositional beliefs of Christianity, Mendelssohn did not wish to suggest that what is required is solely 
external, rote repetition. Instead, he imagined a pedagogical process that shapes a person’s internal world and 
external behavior and also connects generation to generation. In coded language—disguised at a critique of 
pagans—Mendelssohn took aim at Christianity, which, in its worship of the Word, might easily lead to, or was 
already a form of, idolatry. “Doctrines and laws, convictions and actions. The former were not connected to words 
or written characters which always remain the same, for all men and all times, amid all the revolutions of language, 
morals, manners, and conditions, words and characters which invariably present the same rigid forms, into which we 
cannot force our concepts without disfiguring them. They were entrusted to living, spiritual instruction, which can 
keep pace with all changes of time and circumstances, and can be varied and fashioned according to a pupil’s needs, 
ability, and power of comprehension” Moses Mendelssohn and Allan Arkush, Jerusalem, or, on Religious Power 
and Judaism (Hanover: Published for Brandeis University Press by University Press of New England, 1983 [1783]), 
102.  
 
77 Christian Lee Novetzke, Religion and Public Memory : A Cultural History of Saint Namdev in India (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2008). 
 
78 Stephen J. Greenblatt, "Improvisation and Power," in Literature and Society, ed. Edward W. Said (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980). I wish to emphasize the ability of improvisation, “to both capitalize on the 
unforeseen and transform given materials into one’s own scenario,” and relatedly, “the opportunistic grasp of that 
which seems fixed and established.” (60).  
 
79 This role is called a maven in Storahtelling. 
 
80 Marilyn Strathern, Partial Connections, Asao Special Publications (Savage, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 1991). 
 
81 Eshet Ḥalav means “Woman of Milk,” which is a play on the Proverb-turned-praise song for a good wife, 
“Woman of Valor” (drawn from Proverb 31). 
 
82 Exodus 12:38 
 
83 Here I adapt the ontological language of Mol that is based on Strathern’s theorizing on multiple identities. 
Strathern, Partial Connections; Annemarie Mol, The Body Multiple : Ontology in Medical Practice (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2002). 
 
84 Susan Star and James Griesemer define boundary object as organizing tools for translation between groups, 
“objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several parties employing 
them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites.” Susan Leigh Star and James R. Griesemer, 
"Institutional Ecology, 'Translations' and Boundary Objects: Amateurs and Professionals in Berkeley's Museum of 
Vertebrate Zoology, 1907-39," Social Studies of Science 19, no. 3 (1989). 
 
85 Just now, I opened the page to see the Hebrew etymology and translations, followed by the historical usages all 
the way back to the Hebrew Bible. I scrolled down past the Talmudic and post-Talmudic all the way forward to 
contemporary contestations over attempts to “revive” the classical model of smikha, and on to a debate over whether 
cantors, who have taken on a greater leadership role in American synagogues, should receive smikha. The debate 
over reviving the classical model is in the context of the State of Israel, and the possibility of building a new 
Sanhedrin, the high court. The last section of the page was the most recent innovation, the use of the term for 
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cantors, who, some of the seminaries of the most liberal American denominations had begun granting “ordination” 
rather than “investiture,” to mark their increased leadership role in American synagogues. "Semikhah," Wikipedia 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Semikhah> Accessed December 7, 2017. 
 
86 Jenkinson, Die Wise : A Manifesto for Sanity and Soul. 
 
87 Jakobsen on how Nazis stirred anti-Jewish sentiment was mobilized by associating the Jew with the danger of 
abstract forms of labor and capital. Jakobsen, "Queers  Are Like Jews, Aren't They?: Analogy and Alliance Politics." 
 
88 In her genealogy of relations, Janet Jakobsen writes, “As with analogy itself, negative discourse presents us with 
both constraints and possibilities.” Ibid. 
 
89 Freud talks about turning the former into the latter. I want to suggest that there is the doubleness in a desire to 
transform the world and also transform the ability of individuals and groups to cope within the imperfect world. 
Josef Breuer, Sigmund Freud, and James Strachey, Studies on Hysteria (New York: Basic Books, 1957). 
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Conclusion 

Rather than blame things for being obscure, we should blame ourselves for being biased and 
prisoners of self-induced repetitiveness. One must forget many clichés in order to behold a single 
image. Insight is the beginning of perceptions to come rather than the extension of perceptions 
gone by. Conventional seeing, operating as it does with patterns and coherences, is a way of 
seeing the present in the past tense. Insight is an attempt to think in the present. Insight is a 
breakthrough, requiring much intellectual dismantling and dislocation. 1 
 

In the spirit of a classical midrash, which winds through interlaced stories to arrive at the 

verse where it began, I return to Heschel, and specifically, to the few sentences that immediately 

preceded the selection I quoted in my introduction’s epigraph. This dissertation began with 

Heschel’s observation that “[i]nsight is a breakthrough, requiring much intellectual dismantling 

and dislocation,” which is part of his explication of how to read into the minds of the Hebrew 

Prophets. These words telegraphed my approach to studying prophetesses of the body: in the 

pages that followed, I would attempt to disrupt assumptions about who produces American 

Jewish life, where it is lived, and how it is practiced. To fulfill Heschel’s methodological 

mandate to understand “from within,” I sought to inhabit a variety of Jewish women’s religious 

worlds as wholly other and utterly familiar, with respect to my personal experience and the 

norms of my academic training. I encountered those for whom the texts and practices I treated 

like acquaintances or peripheral cultural heritage were inextricably woven into the fabric of 

everyday lives, and those for whom my critical scholarly project and my epistemic assumptions 

were norms to be met with caution.  

From “within” the life worlds of American Jewish women, I learned to take the spirit of 

insight—the process that necessitates intimate engagement, courting, perplexity, and 

embarrassment—while also recognizing the gap between perception and knowledge. To embrace 

a richer sensorium is, in part, a feminist rejection of a dominant sight-based epistemology that 

covers its own particularity; it is also to recognize the blind leaps at work in the necessarily 
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social and contingent process of knowledge formation.2 In this spirit, my ethnographic endeavor 

and my process of writing it into concrete form are filled with various attempts to intuit and 

observe, to touch upon and feel into the unseen and overlooked elements of American Jewish life. 

Some of the theopolitical and biopolitical projects I have discussed, most notably Kohenet, are 

taking place at the margins of American Judaism, while others seem obscure even as they take 

place within mainstream religious institutions, like an Orthodox mikveh. 

To behold American Judaism, in its myriad forms, has sometimes felt like a production of 

montage, a collection that may have left the reader wanting coherence or wondering about the 

“unity” that might be found in in the face of “diversity,” to paraphrase Leigh Schmidt’s 

description of American liberal religion. To understand American Judaism as American religion, 

paradoxically, is to reckon with its modes of organizing society and shaping its ethical 

aspirations while continuing to inhabit the position of Other. It is a process that requires an 

openness to the remote and mysterious and an embrace of the uncomfortable; this is not only to 

take an ethical stand against complacency that allows difference to justify marginalization, as 

Heschel urges us to do. It is also to account for forms of sociality that have emerged from and 

grown to occupy the arteries that flow between and around the organs of American religious life.  

The women I came to know over the course of this project not only existed in a collective 

as my own scholarly formation of an imagined community but also a network of interrelated 

projects. Even the seemingly distant projects of radical Hebrew priestesses and synagogue 

leaders would converge: at events like Standing Again at Sinai, in the mikveh, at the Kotel; in 

shared textual interpretations and common scholarly resources; and in the small world ways of 

“Jewish geography” that connected a friend of a friend of a cousin who also grew up in Teaneck. 

Like connective tissue, the women that people this dissertation also serve essential functions in 
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the reproduction, transformation, and continued vitality of American Jewish life. Binding, 

supporting, stretching, and challenging: this is the religious work of the Prophetesses of the Body 

within the body of the Jewish people. 

Upon receiving the laws at Sinai, the Jewish people made an oath to do and to obey, 

which Haviva Ner-David reinterpreted in her feminist Rabbinics as a renewed commitment, “we 

will do and we will understand.”3 Doing and understanding, practice and knowledge production, 

are both elements of the religiospiritual, technoscientific systems in which social lives and 

reimaginations happen. By approaching living Judaism with insights from the study of 

technoscience, inclusive of materials, techniques, and skilled knowledge, I have found a fertile 

ground for thinking about debates in the field of Religious Studies and Jewish Studies about the 

contributions of individual and social bodies to thought and practice, religion and culture, and 

ethics and epistemology. Rather than insisting on protecting the boundaries of a collective 

against a threatening other or squeezing a tradition into a category in which it is an awkward fit, I 

have approached living Judaism as “a form of life, a practice, a culture, a generative matrix” that 

is “more, less, and other than,” that of a religion, an ethnicity, a nation, a race, a people, a gender, 

a body, a tradition, Jewish sociality.4 Likewise, I have not looked to define community using the 

walls of religious institutions or national borders, but followed bodies, texts, and ideas with a 

reckless abandon, at least by the standards of positivist knowledge production. In doing so, I 

have made the epistemologies through which women come to know themselves and their social 

worlds both an object and a method of inquiry. 

Modern Judaism has been struggling with body issues, which are inseparable from the 

stories of Jewish sexual and religious difference. With the history of European anti-Semitism 

naming the Jewish body as deviant and the bodily shame that came with efforts to fit Protestant 
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standards of religion, it has only been in the last several decades that scholars of American 

Judaism have turned to studying the “People of the Body.”5 It has by no means been a seamless 

transition. In my interrogation of the dynamics of gender within Jewish communal, this 

dissertation has been peppered with instances: the awkwardness of naming pregnancy in a 

Yeshiva or of talking about periods in a shul, the seeming impossibility of what would be Jewish 

about a Jewish women’s health center, the discourses of modesty that silence and cover women 

in public in the name of koliyot (inner) life, the secrecy about mikveh. Throughout this 

dissertation, I have addressed the problematic move to reevaluate claims about the nature of 

American Judaism and Jewish communities based on the perspectives of the genderless and 

body-less, fantasies of intellectual historians.6 That we have reached a post-ethnic era that 

“resists the grounding of knowledge and moral values in blood and history”7 may be true for 

those who feel their blood and history have already been acknowledged.8 But more than that, we 

all live through bodies and materials, and emerge from blood and history. We are all conscripted 

to embodiment; the prophetesses of the body are committed to thinking through that condition. 

The prophetesses of the body are invested in remaking the social to reflect what they 

know for the sake of the life of the community. Even those committing the most radical acts of 

re-invention, like stretching the bounds of traditional monotheism or melting bodies into texts to 

experiment with more just sociality, are also fighting, at the same time, to be accepted in their 

novel access to normatively authentic practices, forms of leadership, and textual learning and 

authority.9 These women, at once embracing the Jewish fringes and living the “post,” fanaticize 

about being in the stable, mythic center of the halakhically observant Jewish community.10 

Working, for now, at the margins, the prophetesses of the body wish to reform American 

Judaism at its core. By integrating democratizing, modernizing, and spiritualizing reforms into 
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religious practice, their lived Judaism plays with ideologies of secularism, realigning the 

feminine, affective, and bodily with the public, political, and intellectual. By rejecting the 

othering of women’s embodied experience, these projects position Judaism as a form of 

American religion while working to reform the hierarchies of gender that are embedded in 

structures of American secularism.11 

In Part I, I returned back at the beginning, before the particularism of the Jewish 

covenantal relationship addressed to men, there was an unformed, undivided world filled with 

possibilities. Feminist commentaries, just as those that have been canonized and have become 

normative in Jewish readings of the Bible, have identified what came before the reception of the 

law, Creation and Redemption from Egypt, to be essential substrate for knowing and 

understanding Revelation, the giving of laws and the formation of a covenantal relationship.12 In 

the theological and spiritual narratives that are the focus of Part I, the center of gravity is not 

Sinai, where debates have circled and re-circled questions of static revelation in a progressive 

world, too often losing sight of bodies in the formulation of systematic theologies.13 Instead, the 

focus is on generative passages into and out of Eden and Egypt, which resonate with women’s 

experiences of their sexuality and feel familiar to women who have bore children. In and through 

those stories, women have found and come to know a present God, one that has an ontologically 

ambiguous body that straddles textual metaphor and lived reality, one who intimately understand 

the experiences of female bodies.  

As Hadassah (Chapter 1) illustrated, the creative and nurturing maternal body and 

women’s labor, contributes to social formations. By building Temples for Health and circulating 

texts that could fortify diaspora community and religious identities, Hadassah hoped to create 

“concrete monuments” to Jewish womanhood. Led by Rabbinic women, which is to say 
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individuals who drew on Rabbinic texts and wrote new interpretations of Jewish history and 

prophecy using Rabbinic genres, Hadassah represents an incipient movement toward American 

women’s embodied spirituality.  

A century later, the same impulses were taking on more radical forms, shaped by the 

particular possibilities of time and place. Tamar Biala’s (Chapter 2) political use of textual tools 

likewise relies on reproductive experience to intuit theological reality that she could then prove 

with evidence from the textual canon. While Tamar has created a book to sit on the Jewish 

bookshelf, her collaborative intellectual venture remains mired by an economic and social reality 

that cannot afford and is not used to tolerating such slow, patient labor. Haviva’s and Bonna’s 

(Chapter 3) visions of embodied hermeneutic practices within textual communities, in turn, 

disrupt the singular authority of Rabbinic interpreters to determine female subjectivities, produce 

the norms for Jewish communal life, and imagine messianic futures. In an Israeli context, where 

the pressure to assert Jewish difference from the Christian majority is absent but where the state 

endorses patriarchal religious power, these Jewish feminists fight gendered battles internal to the 

community by adapting a strategy that has a history of been weaponized and used by outsiders 

against Judaism: the development of embodied hermeneutics. Through reenactments, Haviva and 

Bonna not only articulate their boundedness and subjection to particular (Rabbinic) scripts but 

also chose how to make them spiritually meaningful in order to perform them so as to remember 

them more morally. These women not only related to God as subjects in a political and legal 

arrangement but also as participants in empathic, intimate relations without clearly mapped 

ontological divisions or well-bounded subjectivities. In turn, an affect-rich, embodied, spiritual 

Judaism is figured as public, intellectually rich, and universal: as a tradition compatible with a 

liberated, modern nation they wish to create. 
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Through these chapters, I have argued that the maternal body and women’s labor has 

been mobilized for messianic and liberatory purposes within feminist textual communities. The 

contours of those imaginings are embedded in particular social contexts (e.g., migration between 

Israel and United States) and the dynamics of prophecy and memory that move across time. 

Further, I have probed the idea that vision is a powerful epistemic tool and a source of 

authenticity, while proposing that part of a more radical feminist reimagining is to re-evaluate 

the nature of epistemic authority. This can enable change in communal structures through 

challenges to social hierarchies. For instance, breaking rules about how reading texts “should” be 

done, what messages we “should” receive, and who can do this reading can destabilize existing 

power structures within Jewish communal life. In studying the way that feminist activists have 

done this, we can also start to reimagine the way that scholarship can be produced, how to 

emerge from an epistemic loop in which what counts as religion and what counts as valid 

methods of knowledge production are mutually reinforcing. Paradoxically, it is by selectively 

deploying principles of secularism that the prophetesses of the body work to realign secularism’s 

constituent terms; likewise, in writing this dissertation, I have tried to perform a similarly hybrid 

approach to producing a feminist scholarly project. 

Having begun to think about the theopolitics of textual interpretation, my focus turned 

next to the ways in which bio-political actors have become unlikely but robust participants in 

Jewish theopolitics. In Part II, I proposed that a fruitful way to approach the study of American 

Religion is to look outside America and outside what are typically considered to be sites of 

religious practice. By focusing on midwives and other birth-workers (e.g., doulas, lactation 

consultants, childbirth educators) who have been socialized in the United States before traveling 

to a new socio-cultural context, I explored how these actors negotiate the relationship between 
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book and body as sources of authority of knowledge. Moreover, I have examined the moral 

economies of science through a feminist religious lens, identifying how scientific focus on 

empiricism and objectivity as the primary sources of conceptual certainty is insufficient. 

Specifically, I have explored the ways in which feminist religious scholars demonstrate the 

importance of narrative, intuition and social practice to making sense of women’s reproductive 

experiences. For instance, I have argued that invoking religious actors (e.g., deities) as imaginary 

participants in scientific moral economies has been a powerful way in which feminist religious 

scholars have challenged binaries of secularism vs. religion, or epistemology vs. values. These 

challenges, in turn, have done powerful work to resist both religious and scientific patriarchy and 

to assert alternative sources of authority in these contexts.  

By focusing on moral economies of care, labor, and witness that come together in 

managing Jewish women’s reproduction,14 I developed an account of religious biopolitics that 

complicates an assumption of one-directional scrutiny of women’s bodies and moves beyond 

questions of women’s agency. While Part I presented the liberal logics that shape how women’s 

searches for theological self-knowledge, Part II traces the activities of birth workers to show how 

scientific moral economies of quantification (Chapter 4), empiricism (Chapter 5), and objectivity 

(Chapter 6) are transformed not only by gendered power dynamics in structures of medical and 

religious authority, but also as means of inhabiting religious laws of purity and modesty. While 

some feminist experts whom I encountered worked to know and care for patients by 

misrepresenting or lying to medical authorities, others used statistics to prove their medical 

expertise to Ultra-Orthodox Rabbis or empirical data to test the efficacy of alternative medicine. 

Some taught women how to avert theirs eyes to actively not-know as a mode of care within a 

halachic system where purity is subjective or covered immodest images in feminist homebirth 
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manuals, while others presented positivist histories of feminist progress or championed exposing 

cloistered women to other systems of knowledge and ways of life. 

Through this examination of moral economies of science, I have shown the proliferation 

of feminist discourse even when it has not been labeled as such. There are religious women who 

are using second-wave feminist narratives but who would not call it as such due to the secular 

nature of this term. In addition, this argument expands the way that we think about science as 

part of religious studies because it considers how science is put to use as an epistemic authority 

as opposed to simply claiming that science holds this authority. By looking at how scientific 

moral economies enter religious discourse, I also show religious practices shape and revise the 

possibility of how knowledge is produced or medical practice is done. In engaging this work, I 

have documented a range of hybrid forms of religious-scientific practice that complicate the 

traditional binary conception of these two approaches, and the oppositions of mind-spirit, 

rationality-affect, and tradition-modernity.  

Whereas in Part II, I examined epistemic values, in Part III I looked to spiritual sites to 

think about Jewish women’s spiritual leadership as a means of asserting value to challenge 

gendered structures of power. Through ethnographic study of the Modern Mikveh Movement, 

and the Kohenet Hebrew Priestess Institute, I have explored how Jewish women were asserting 

authority as spiritual leaders and remaking what it means to be seen and valued within the Jewish 

communal body. In Part III, I returned to questions raised in Part I about the possibilities for 

other forms of social organization and the ways that embodied practice, even that which is non-

discursive, can work towards resisting forms of power. Scaled up from the small textual 

communities, I show how an array of spiritual practices have emerged and evolved in a context 

of experimenting with non-hierarchical communal structures.  
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In Chapter 7, I have shown how the Jewish ritual bath has been made into multiple, 

ontologically distinct entities that are, to quote Marilyn Strathern, “more than one and less than 

many.” I investigated the nature of embodied spirituality at the mikveh and the kinds of political 

work spiritual and religious practices are mobilized to do. The MMM is enmeshed in Christian-

inflected therapeutic language, which guides put to work not only to cope with the challenges of 

individual lives but also in efforts to reshape structures of power in their community. The Jewish 

tradition also provides a rich source of “other” resources from which political and epistemic 

critique can emerge. At the mikveh, the body is not treated as a “somatic indicator…of true 

faith,”15 but rather as a ritual technology used to challenge and reimagine secular and religious 

measures of value. The embodied ritual surrounding the mikveh becomes a direct response to 

modern disenchantment, in general, and to the traditions of Rabbinic Judaism and secularism 

which are each, in their own ways, a vacuum for women’s voices. Jewish feminists have used the 

mikveh to reassert spiritual value in two distinct—and in a sense paradoxical—ways: helping 

people through life transitions and simultaneously accepting them for who they are in the present 

moment.  

Finally, In Chapter 8, I turn to the Kohenet Hebrew Priestess Institute, which trains 

women as spiritual leaders outside the Rabbinic paradigm. I tracked how Kohenet uses 

technologies of community-making, including altars and bodily fluids, that hold and organize a 

diverse, often friction-filled collective together. The Kohenet approach, I explain, enables 

women to recapture the freedom of a soft monotheism, a world in which people relate to the 

divine through their own embodied practice, and in so doing heal themselves of the scars of prior 

violence against them. Kohenet is a constant question: about how and who to serve, and whom to 

serve when. Kohenet’s willingness to locate, create, and strive for pockets of the beautiful and 
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the good in a world too focused on the true is an act of resistance against the either-or of exile 

and redemption. Kohenet is also beginning to experiment with modes of disrupting normative 

ideologies of gender and sex within a community devoted to honoring the feminine. Its ethos of 

acceptance and openness, a gendered and sexed Jewish syncretism, conditioned me toward a 

willingness to tolerate its rough edges, as the community did mine. 
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