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out of Egypr a3 a multifacered and multilayered journey in which car-
ing for oursclves, ...__._u#i:._..._._._n other women, and actively engaging in
the repair of the world are equally impornant, interconnected parts,

Thie power of women's seders lics, in part, in their abality 10 address
these many layers of liberation and redempiion. Each year, we give our-
selves permission to recline and relax for one evening, serving oursclves
rather than others, But we do not let oursclves forget our responsibili-
ty and capability as frec women, we also rededicate ourselves to the
work of repairing the world. A women's seder motivates us to nurture
purselves, inspire one another, and respond to those whe are in need of
our heip on their journey to liberation, For women's seders to further
the journeys of individual participams and the community, they must
continue to evolve, confronting the new challenges posed by the reflec-
tions presented here in thas part,

Sanctified by Ritual
PHYLLIS CHESLER

Passover teaches us that freedom is 3 miracle, but that with God's help
this emracle is _.._;..._”..,.n:..__ﬁ no matter what one’s carthly, historical circum-
stances might be, Whether a Jew has just survived the ancient dlestriic-

1 of Terusalem or a European or Arab pogrom, is imprisoned in an
[ranian jail or in 2 Nazi concentration camp, she is sull commanded to
celebrate her freedom from slavery. Passover teaches us that there are
many kinds of slavery and that carthly jails do not have the power 1o
imprison our Jewish souls, Passover also teaches us thar obtaining one’s
freedom is both immanent and transcendent, a part of the human his-
torcal process and outside ir. The ongoing dialectic berween slavery
and liberation is, like the world, a work in progress. Once we achieve
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New Yark women®s seders and is the suthos of cleven books, including Wemen and
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Thr Womrns Paroper Crmparmien

one level of freedom, it becames the basis from wi
the mext level,

Is a story this manumental, a message this universal, meant for lews

of one gender only? Or even for Tews only? Can only religiously bearmed
Tewish men offic

iate at a seder—or can any Jew, male or female, learned
or not, also do sof Indeed, in whar sense js Mazzover 3 hal

iday of
women and slaves, an opportunity

to wrest freedom from fundamen-
talist Judaism? Is freedom a Jewishy religious value meant for all peq-
ple, all faiths? IFso, should Jews make if point to invite non- fews to
seders! What will be lost in translation? Is iz really possible to transmit
whar we have learned about slavery and freedom o children, strangers
and slaves, 1o those who dwell within our midse:
we are commanded o de,

Onver the years, [ have leamed rany things about shavery and free-

ar books and by leading, participating in, and
observing the very carlicst ferminist seders. 1 hav
ed seders that were run by and for women oniy, feminists only, leshiang
aonly. I believe thar such separatist, political, and secular seders haVig—
or rather had—rheir place, They are the st steps out of the Egypt of
patriarchy, bur nor, ultimately, the steps that will bring us into the
Promised Land.

Leaving Egypt

This is precisely what

dom from reading secul

e organized and artend-

is hard to do. We must continue the journey every
year—and by the long route, no less. The shor route will noe do; the
Vegeration must change; new people must be born and brought into
our tradition. But it takes time for slaves to become free enough to
enter the Promised Land; the first generation may have to die ot first,
I have learned some imporant things from studying the Torah
isell. For example, slavery shortens the hurman spiric and makes risk-
taking and collective resistance difficult, perhaps impossible. It is pre-
cisely because the Israclites suffer from impatience and shortened vision
thar Moses seems dangerous ro them. They fear and resent him, Afrer
Moses kills the taskmaster, it is the fearful, resentiiul Tews, nor the
Egyptians or the raskmaster’s compatnots, who want to tum him 6.
This ks why Moses flees Egypr. Being a liberator is dangerous waork; one
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does not choose this honor,burden bue is chosen. Understandably,

Mases resists it, but he comes ro agcept God's will.

This i the reason that, although Moses—1the liberator—s .w_ _..__._:a
tral figure in the Passever story, he is not E.ﬁ.:.:..ﬁﬂ_ _..,..._.._d _ﬁ.___._.,._.‘“__m,__._d_n. *H
haggadah, Feminist seders often clevate ?._.:._E.._r thus =“__=_”._._ .ﬁﬁxﬂ_u_
missing entirely the haggadah’s point, which is X __“_.___s_ .._pm._q.rw.. .
centrality to the liberation. It is a form of paganism, it is .qn gy ”:.4
childlike, this hunger to sce one’s own _.nnsn.nu_.i __:__._E_u_ _u.__...._mn. ..,.H
large. | once had this hunger, and 1 a_..c..,,.Ef_u......_ _m,u: E:i.,.,..u._” ”.”_._._”u
the beginning, after so many centuries of __..n_.m..:._n._ﬁr_.ﬁ _...__,..i S
nist women hungered for God-the-mother. We E..a.ﬁ.... n_”.. #_.ﬂ. £ !
free into being: it was the beginning of our exodus from lundamenta

i iy within Judaism,

.m__ :H._”h“_”.._m,_..:__,..ﬁmq_u:_:“. women who had been .-..._._n_nqnn invisible _".:“
themselves demanded that a human being just like H_._..rﬁ;._q_f._.._, OCCALPY
center stage: they did nor want to v_._pnw .H_E space .._.._Hv.. mq;.d._-”_“_“
{Moses, Elijah, the rabbis of B'nai Brak). Thus, the earliest wor

seders were created In Our Own Image. s

Although we were not slaves—all d.___..n_.,‘.. educared, in _._._n..._._. _._”
women with professions, reputations, and .._.._.A..w_.rl._._._.n .._..G_”_._....._._ __H n._"_._“ ..
feminist seders still resembled the just-freed Jewish L”w_.,....ﬂ For Eu::ﬂ.
we were ambivalent about leaving Egypt: meost still did our “real 5“. &r
with cur biological families. The feminist H.;__..._ Wias done o0 ...E.: H“
night, suggesting that it was a socal or political event or N__:.."”_.n: ”.._

a m.n_..n,__.,.:u.- Lesbian seders were more often done on a “rea ﬂ_n _“ﬂ
night, suggesting a more serious break wath u_ma_._.n.,;,i and rejecting
families and a greater need for new rnalized fmilics. .

Like the Jewish slaves who had left Egyvpr, ..E_._._n. of the women ...n_“
our seder behaved in spiritually bedraggled ways. They used no reli-
gious sources but instead relied on feminist critiques ._.__+, =..::Er__....._=..
wonderful feminist poetry, odd bits of learning, political tracrs. 3“:—.”
also talked about their own achievements a good deal. Some :E.._r“ _.
seder 1o make specches abour current events, ot about the mirache o

redemption or God's role.
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I certainly understand the need o use the
political lives. In 1971, T firgy encountered any- Semitism among keftists,
progressives, and feminists. From that momenr on, [ devoted mysclf g
FARSINg consciousness about this. | formed pioneer Organizations, spoke
at countless conferences and rallies, wrope artecles, visited (and brought
others to) JTsrac), However, what | was doing was secular politics; whar
I'was missing was Tewish religious nourshmens for my soul,

In 1976, the first-ever feminist
was held in my aparmens,

seders o disepss HIp

Passover seder in North Americg
An extraordinary time was had by ail. Afer.
wards, we were high for weeks. Over the Rext few years, we evolved
iNto a core group, with high-profile politicians, wri
media personalitics, and feminist icons AMCNE oarr
For a time, our Breatest pleasure was 1o ple
F.J_n_E._.m back, | w
of feminist conscious
show—Judaism [ige.
At the time, | thought of'us a5 2 smay Broup of feminists who wang.
ed to retain our connecrion to Tudaism in a cele bratory manner, We
also wanted to create 3 Warld of Our Mothers, and a faith-oriented

Commaeniry. But our Gith turmed BUE [0 be more secular than religions;
our unspoken “givens® were liberal,

left, feminise principles. In the
historical era of the frse feminist seders, it was casy for us to explode
into being an Amarphaous, joyfil, spontaneous lot, who quickly came to
be perceived as leaders and pioneers,

We began to evolve 2 tounter-haggadah, one in which the previ-
owsly hidden and silenced world of women—of aur personal and col-
lective mathers and grandmaothers—became dominant. We devised 2
different, paraliel. MErOr wniverse of 3 haggadah and 3 seder—one filled
with only mothers and davghrers. At the time, what we did was
absolurely necessary and the firse step out of Egype. Buz, in my view,
(0 many feminist seders continued 1o repeat taking only the firse step,
year after year. As we shall fee, they—and we—[anguished thep:.

One might argue thar this s our tradition, Faip enough. Bur it is
hat enough. Of course what we did w

ters, schalars, artrses,
_..m.._"..n.....:m.._.h Euests,
¢ and delight one another.
ould characterize what we did a5 3 combinatian

ness-raising, group therapy, and 3 Broadway

a5 important. We creared the
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ritual of verbal matrilineage, and introducing ourselves this way wis—
and remain s—psvchalogically powerful and liberating. ..____H e —.n.....___:_w.ﬂm
rituals, reciting plagues that were specific to women, _"__.;,.:._._m. evocative
and psychodramatic rituals. We discussed the civil disobedicnee and
sisterhood-in-deed medeled by the women of the Exodus SRy,

Onice, we were as silent as slaves ar our own seders: NOW, Wi Were
as free as Jews at our own feminist seder. This i no small achievement,
However,  madeap feminist secalarity and zeal for politcal n_"___,,..n.:_._..qﬁ
often overteok our Judaism. And while there is nothing .._..:u._._m with
being primarily secular, political, and atheist, there is uc_E_..H—_.._..._m very
confusing abour dressing up in religious garments and PrEsEnting one-
sell as ﬂmEE_....._ figures in order to do so, In my apinian, we ...q.n..n._._cn
transforming a parriarchal ritual. We were, instead, Creating a minor
cult of cur own celebriny.

Some perfectly memorable, moving, feminist seders faced ...ﬁ..n_
sometimes failed at least five challenges: first, that of gender scparatisin
versus gender integration. In 1978, T had given birth ro my ...T:_._.m_.h.___.,_.
I u_.n_.ih.n_ and wanted to include him in my seders. [ also felr it :..ua
impartant for Jewish boys as well as girds to have fond, m:ﬂ._._u_.._.n_._,:.....n
of adult Jewish women officiating at seders, I tried reasoning. 1 also
begged. It was like trying to reason with Orthodo _._..__...;: men o
include women in 2 minyan. Over an cighteen-year period, [ was .ﬁ mly
allowed to bring Aricl once, to one seder, when he was about six or
seven vears old. My seder sisters, most of whom were (or had once
beend _.._E...E__nﬂ_p_ marricd women and who were mothers thermsehves,
refused o include sons as well as daughrers.

They were not wrong, bur they were not right.

It _w._:._.. that the psychological dynamics in an all-female group
<an change instantly, profoundly, with the introsduction of even ane
perfectly nice man. Women do not behave in the same way toward
cach other when a man or men are present, Many women have 3 hard
time developing leadership skills or feeling authositative in a gender.
integrated setting. The realitics of male domination n_.i of female col-
laboration with it make asserting one’s opinion or taking charge harder




] | The Wemen s Passover Companion

for some women when men are present. Some women cannot bear 1o
sce their strong female friends simper and compete for male approval

and attention, or withdraw their maternal gaze from women and trans-
fer it to men

[ myself sometimes prefer 1o frayin a group of only women. Our

encrgy is different; something changes when men join us, The Women
of the Wall pray in a women-only group. We have no alternative, not
iFwe want to include Orthodox wamen =-and we do. But a feminist
Passover thar rakes place in one's own home and follows new rules i
another matter. It seemed to me that a group of strong femimist
women might, after four or five vears of journeying rogether, begin to
invite soane carefully selected men and male children.

Second, feminist seders have a respondibility to teach others about
what we are doing so thar they will continue our work. Each feminist
haggadah that has been published has had this in mind. Some hag-
gadahs include scholarly material; most do nor There is anather way 1o
pass on a legacy, namely by cultivating 3 *hands-on®™ con Aection Lo
other similar grassroots groups around the country or around the
warld,

Many feminist seder graups prefesred each other’s company—this
i5 our Aght—1o the task of reaching out 1o serious newcomers who had

made an CXPress Commitment oo returm o their own COMIML AL Ies

where they would initiate similar feminist seders. Tn my apintion, we
were failing an important obligation,

The third challenge is thar of size. Some people prefer a very large
and public seder with charisi

i beaders, rebbey, pertormers, Chthers
prefer a more intimate seder so that every Jew, each woman, can be 2
participant, not a passive observer, Early om, some of us wanted ro
turn our feminiss seder into a huge public event, | resisted doimg 0.
Perhaps | was wrong. I certainly did not stap anyone from pursuing
this, but the amount of time and maoney necessary was prohibitive for
ws. Most of us had 1o work hard to survive financially Perhaps we were
cach temperamentally incapable ﬂ...n:a._:.n__auu_.u..:m something, given
our artistic and independent spirits,
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Fourth, most feminist seder communities, including E.:n..._n._?_ ._._E
collecrively creare an evolving haggadah, complete with specific rite-
als. We were s0 creative, so madcap, that each year we dared 1o J:s,.
different rruals and focus on differcnt themes. Mor did we collcetively
write down and attempt to share the many other life-cycle rituals that
we had begun to celebrate, such as Jewish feminise JE.: _.__EE:..._, hwa
Yom Kippur ritaals, as well as rituals for giving birth, having a hys-
ferectomy, and _.uwm_".-_w a loved one. i

The fifth challenge is that of acknowledging, questioning, and
refining one's own morivation and intentionality. Were we _.=.w=..:..=_=_._m
sitch seders in order to advance our own careers and R_E._.:._:.,..m__ ._:
order to create secular communinies! Were we doing any of ::._.. for
the sake of Heaven, becanse as Jews we are commanded to __1& s

As the years went on, [ began to demand that we invite fewer peo-

ple, fewer ..,._n:..:n_n_...,x that we invite sons, hwsbands, and male friends;
and that we stop focusing so much on ourselves and on _E........._.:muE.
rang we are. We had guests whom we were obhiged o serve. To lead
these seders, 1 believe that we must serve God as well and that we have
an ohligation to be minimally learned in Judaism. For me, ._.__... thrill .r_.....m.
gone. Bur, [ stayed on. I did not disconnect. 1 dared not _n__z_.._u_._,_._n_...
These women represented rhe Jewish feminist world, IF1 left, 1 feared
[ would have nowhere else 1o go.

Dn December 1, 1988, that changed. On that day, T was .___::m;_..
the women whao prayed with a Torah at Jerusalem’s Western Wall for
the first time in history. [ uncovered the Torah for us—an honor that
will never be surpassed in my lifetime and that wedded me H_m. the ...:.._.__“...
gle for Jewish women's religious rights and to the study of Torah. Early
in 1989, I helped form the Women of the Wall { _p.___q...”..______.” 1 and its _”.___"_.14.
national Committee {ICWOW). This group, and its __.E”::..L_E __....__
gious and political struggles, provided me with 2 new Jewish feminist
world to immerse myself in,

Finally, after eighteen years, [ lefi the seder group. Afterwards, oth-
ers did oo, Some reurned, some did nor, but it would never cm .Hﬂn
same, Over the years, I think we have cach mourned the loss of “us™:




The Wemens Papsrer __...“__.E._.I.q_.__3.r

m, 3 headier mament in time,
e were all laughing girls togethe
[ miss us st rever miss Maradise

"5 exile from s r Hmes ang

Reflections on the Feminist Seder
as an mﬂﬂ.w. Point into Jewish Life
LILLY BRI

o whemn y irst participated in 2 feminist
, I mean what wa

aund your?
than a quarter ¢ secular women,

ton of the _._mm.

phone with these w
¢ the theme of the seder for that vear.
Femimism was the well 3 b our r sprang. Wh

were we when we staned the feminist seder? Whar was the need, and
wh

it femimist seder? In Bob
wing in the wind. It was a nme when

ivil rights, Freedom riders in the South,




