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This overview provides an introduction to major topics in Jewish feminism. These topics are not meant 

to be all-inclusive; the richness, depth, and breadth of Jewish feminism are continually growing. The 

topics, brief readings, and suggested further reading are listed here to provide inspiration for further 

learning and discovery. 

Scripture and Torah 

From “Jewish Memory from a Feminist Perspective” by Judith Plaskow 

“Indeed, feminist historians have come to recognize that religious, literary, and philosophical works 

setting forth women’s nature or tasks are often prescriptive rather than descriptive of reality. So far 

from giving us the world ‘as it is,’ ‘normative’ texts may reflect the tensions within patriarchal culture, 

seeking to maintain a particular view of the world over against social, political, or religious change. 

‘Normative’ texts reflect the views of the historical winners, winners whose victories were often 

achieved at the expense of women and of religious forms that allowed women some power and scope” 

(45).  

“How do we recover the parts of Jewish women’s history that are forgotten, and how do we then ensure 

that they will be remembered – incorporated into our communal sense of self? The answer to these 

questions is partly connected to the wider reconstruction of Jewish life. … The rabbinic reconstruction of 

Jewish history, after all, was not historiographical but midrashic. Assuming the infinite meaningfulness 

of biblical texts, the rabbis took passages that were sketchy or troubling and wrote them forward. They 

brought to the Bible their own questions and found answers that showed the eternal relevance of 

biblical truth” (46). “Remembering and inventing together help recover the hidden half of Torah, 

reshaping Jewish memory to let women speak” (47). 

Synagogue 

Women rabbis (first women rabbi ordained from seminary in U.S. in 1972 was Sally Priesand in the 

Reform movement, first woman rabbi often cited as Regina Jonas, ordained in 1935 but died at 

Auschwitz), women on the bimah, bat mitzvahs, women reading from the Torah… 

Bat Mitzvahs (from https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2016/05/16/in-their-80s-

and-90s-three-jewish-women-finally-become-bat-mitzvahs) 

The first bat mitzvah for a girl in America was in 1922, for Judith Kaplan, the daughter of Rabbi Mordecai 

Kaplan who founded the Reconstructionist denomination. But the coming-of-age ceremony didn’t 

extend to girls in most synagogues for decades more. The Jewish Women’s Archive reports that 35 

http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/bat-mitzvah-american-jewish-women
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percent of synagogues in the Reform movement, the most liberal denomination, offered bat mitzvahs 

by 1953. 

It took until the 1970s and 1980s for the bat mitzvah to become a common offering for girls. The most 

traditional Orthodox synagogues still do not allow girls to read from the Torah. 

Women Rabbis 

In an interview published May 2016 with the Washington Post discussing a book Priesand contributed to 

(read more: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2016/05/24/i-not-only-

envisioned-it-i-fought-for-it-the-first-female-rabbi-isnt-done-yet/): 

WP: You’ve already touched on several of those challenges — equal pay, job prospects, time to raise 

children. What are the other challenges that the book highlights? 

SP: Let me turn it the other way and say what I think we have learned. I think that the Jewish community 

is richer for the gifts that female rabbis bring — we have learned to rethink previous models of 

leadership, I think. We’ve really made it possible for partnership and networking and building 

relationships to take the place of hierarchy, which is really how synagogues used to be. I’m sure you 

probably know of examples where the rabbi just said, ‘This is how it is supposed to be, and that’s it.’ But 

I know when I came to this congregation, I was very open with them: ‘Look, I’m not here to be Jewish for 

you. I’m here to suggest ways that we can all be Jewish together.’ 

We’ve learned to accept new models of divinity. That’s really important, theologically, to know that God 

embodies characteristics both masculine and feminine. We’ve become more gender-aware. And one of 

the things that’s so wonderful is that we’ve welcomed to [HUC-JIR] repected female scholars. When I 

was at the school, there were no women on the faculty. That really is very incredible, that they’re 

welcomed and really that they’re expected. 

Liturgy and theology/theology 

Moving away from masculine God language to gender neutral language, imagery from natural world, 

female pronouns for G-d, prayers naming Shekhinah  

From “Prayer as Poetry, Poetry as Prayer: A Liturgist’s Exploration” by Marcia Falk in Feminist 

Theologies: Legacy and Prospect edited by Rosemary Radford Ruether 

“I eventually discovered other Jews, especially Jewish feminists, who were as troubled by the exclusive 

representation of divinity as Lord-God-King. Over the course of the past three decades, Jewish feminists 

have taken the lead in addressing this issue, brining a wholly fresh perspective into Jewish liturgical life. 

Unwilling to choose between our feminism and Judaism, refusing to give up either the integrity of our 

speech or our attachment to our people’s history, we have called for new prayers that express our 

convictions in a Jewish idiom. And indeed, liturgical revisions and innovations have been appearing with 

greater and greater frequency in English (and, to some extent, in other diaspora languages), so that 

today it is common to see individual synagogues producing their own prayer books or supplements to 
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the standard prayer books… 

I started by rewriting the traditional blessing form, replacing the rabbinic image of adonay eloheynu 

melkh ha’olam, “Lord our God, King of the world,” with new images for the divine, such as eyn haḥayim, 

“the wellspring of life.” I also changed the voice of the traditional blessing from the passive phrasing of 

barukh atah, “Thou [masculine] art blessed,” to the active, gender-inclusive exhortation n’varekh, “Let 

us bless.”” 

From Rita Gross “Female God Language in a Jewish Context” in WomanSpirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in 

Religion edited by Carol P. Christ and Judith Plaskow 

“The exclusively male God language tells us nothing about God, but it does tell us much about society 

and religion….Beginning to address God as ‘She’ in addition to ‘He’ is a powerful reflection and 

indication of the ‘becoming of women’ in the Jewish context.”  

From Rabbi Jill Hammer “Faces of the Shekinah: Thirteen Archetypes of the Priestess from Jewish 
Tradition” http://ashejournal.com/index.php?id=106 

“Ostensibly, Judaism has not had a great deal to do with goddesses, and yet Jewish sages and mystics 

invented (or, more likely, harvested from ancient syncretic Hebrew practice) the Shekhinah, a tangible 

and feminine figure of divinity embodied in the earth and the human community. She was both the 

same as God (God in the most tangible form) and different from God (a loving spouse of God who would 

argue with Her husband about the safety of Her children)…. 

Modern Jewish feminists and shamans have expanded and changed this concept of the Shekhinah to 

reflect a non-dual and non-hierarchal model of God and gender. A great deal has been written about the 

reclamation of the Divine feminine in a Jewish context (Raphael Patai’s The Hebrew Goddess and Rabbi 

Lynn Gottlieb’s She Who Dwells Within are good places to learn about the Goddess in Judaic tradition). 

This re-shaping provides an opening for a model of female spirituality that embodies the Shekhinah, just 

as ancient priestesses embodied the Divine feminine in other traditions.” 

Rituals and ceremonies 

Welcoming a baby girl, first menses, Rosh Hodesh programs for girls and Rosh Hodesh groups for adult 

women, ritual ceremony for gender transition, reinterpreting wedding traditions 

Rituals for baby girls  

From https://ritualwell.org/ritual/celebrating-your-new-jewish-baby 

Welcoming daughters with contemporary Jewish rituals has exploded in popularity in the last decade. 
Though it is not yet universally practiced, daughters' welcoming ceremonies are held in families across 
the spectrum of Jewish identity—from those who tend toward the secular to those which are modern 
Orthodox. 
 

http://ashejournal.com/index.php?id=106
https://ritualwell.org/ritual/celebrating-your-new-jewish-baby
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These welcoming ceremonies are called by a variety of names, including Simkhat Bat (celebration of a 
daughter), Brit Bat (covenant of a daughter), Brit Banot Israel (covenant of the daughters of Israel), Brit 
Halev (covenant of the heart) and Brit Kedusha (covenant of holiness), among others. It can be held in a 
synagogue sanctuary, social hall, or in the parents' or a friend's home. 
 

Holiday observance 

Gender-neutral God-language in siddurs, telling the stories of women involved in holidays or otherwise 

re-focusing on women 

Passover: Miriam’s cup (see below), Four Daughters revision instead of Four Sons, and so on 

Black Lives Matter Haggadah supplement: 

https://ritualwell.org/sites/default/files/JFREJ_BLM_Haggadah_STL%2BKU_extended.pdf 

Miriam’s cup at Passover  

From http://www.rac.org/sites/default/files/miriamscup.pdf 

This set of readings was formulated in order to highlight and celebrate Miriam’s role in the deliverance 

from slavery and her leadership throughout the wandering in the wilderness. When the seder table is 

set, we place an empty cup alongside Elijah’s cup. Each attendee at the seder then pours a bit of his or 

her water into the cup. This contribution symbolizes that, at every stage of her life, Miriam was integral 

in the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. We pour water, specifically, because it plays a recurring role 

in the Exodus – the rescue of Moshe, the first plague in Egypt when the water was turned to blood, the 

parting of the Red Sea, and so on. Today, we continue the fight to protect women, to raise them up, and 

to honor their equality and agency. We take this moment to remember Miriam for the role model that 

she is, to honor the girls and women who are at the seder table, and to remember those who have 

touched our lives. 

Political Activism and social justice work 

From a review of Melissa R. Klapper’s Ballots, Babies and Banners of Peace https://jwa.org/blog/ballots-

babies-and-banners-of-peace 

Historian Melissa Klapper calls her new book, Ballots, Babies, and Banners of Peace “a project of 

documentation and restoration.” As you might expect from a member of JWA’s Academic Advisory 

Council, she sees her study of American Jewish women’s activism in the period 1890-1940 as filling in 

what has been left out of both Jewish and women’s history. 

On the one hand, she laments the “general absence of Jewish women from narratives of American 

women’s history” and argues that accounts of social movements “are incomplete because they have 

failed to analyze the impact of Jewish women’s presence.” Scholars have “virtually ignored” a significant 

number of Jewish women who chose “to focus their energies on the great women’s social movements 

https://ritualwell.org/glossary/4/letteri#term234
https://ritualwell.org/glossary/4/letterk#term248
https://ritualwell.org/sites/default/files/JFREJ_BLM_Haggadah_STL%2BKU_extended.pdf
http://www.rac.org/sites/default/files/miriamscup.pdf
https://jwa.org/blog/ballots-babies-and-banners-of-peace
https://jwa.org/blog/ballots-babies-and-banners-of-peace
http://www.amazon.com/Ballots-Babies-Banners-Peace-1890-1940/dp/0814748945/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1366228788&sr=1-1&keywords=melissa+klapper
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of the first part of the twentieth century—suffrage, birth control, and peace.” Historians of American 

women “rarely acknowledge the presence of Jewish women in social movements they assume to have 

been either Christian or secular in nature.” 

On the other hand, Klapper writes, “the history of American Jews is incomplete without considering the 

importance of women’s activism in shaping the American Jewish community” in the first half of the 

20thcentury. Scholars of American Judaism still tend to discount the role of women in the public sphere. 

Israel 

Women of the Wall http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/ (may be better described feminist action in 

Israel than mainstream feminism in Israel) 

Israel/Palestine 

Feminism in politics, in armed forces, in society… 

From https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/feminism-in-contemporary-israel 

It should be noted that the most significant phenomenon in the community of feminist organizations in 

Israel is that radical grassroots organizations raise new issues which are gradually adopted by the large 

organizations. In consequence, the former, and their leaders, remain permanently at the margins as a 

kind of eternal avant-garde, constantly initiating new ideas that a priori are considered radical and 

impossible. Over time, the issues they raise are adopted by establishment women organizations and, to 

some extent, are eventually institutionalized, enter the public agenda and lead to activity in the Knesset. 

Notable examples are the issues of domestic violence, sexual harassment and rape. Thus, the 

boundaries between the extra-establishment feminist discourse and the political discourse are no longer 

impermeable. 

Since the late 1970s, but more emphatically in the last decade of the twentieth century, there has been 

an outburst of voices: secular and religious women, Mizrahi women, Palestinian women living in Israel, 

lesbians, single mothers, mothers of soldiers, Women in Black, Women in Green, women with political 

views from the right and left, liberal, Marxist, and radical feminists, as well as women who consider 

gender as an essentialist social category, and those who see it as constituted by social process and thus 

capable of reinterpretation and change. All these voices are involved in the public political discourse, 

some loudly raised, some whispering and others in deafening silence. 

Environment 

From https://jwa.org/discover/throughtheyear/january/environment 

The past two decades have seen a flurry of creative initiatives to deepen connections between Jewish 

life and environmental activism. Synagogues are "going green," and environmentally-

oriented haggadot have made their way to the Passover Seder. Organizations such as the Coalition on 

http://www.womenofthewall.org.il/
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/feminism-in-contemporary-israel
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/glossary/mizrahi
https://jwa.org/discover/throughtheyear/january/environment
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the Environment and Jewish Life (COEJL), the Teva Learning Center, Hazon, and the Jewish Climate 

Initiative have taken innovative steps to educate the Jewish community about environmental 

degradation, energy depletion, pollution, climate change, and other issues that threaten the natural 

world. Acting individually and collectively, Jewish women have pioneered their own environmental 

activist efforts. 

& Queer 

On the orange on a seder plate, by Susannah Heschel 

At the height of the Jewish feminist movement of the 1980s, inspired by the abundant new customs 
expressing women’s viewpoints and experiences, I started placing an orange on the Seder plate. 

At an early point in the Seder, when stomachs were starting to growl, I asked each person to take a 
segment of the orange, make the blessing over fruit and eat the segment in recognition of gay and 
lesbian Jews and of widows, orphans, Jews who are adopted and all others who sometimes feel 
marginalized in the Jewish community. 

When we eat that orange segment, we spit out the seeds to repudiate homophobia and we recognize 
that in a whole orange, each segment sticks together. Oranges are sweet and juicy and remind us of the 
fruitfulness of gay and lesbian Jews and of the homosociality that has been such an important part of 
Jewish experience, whether of men in yeshivas or of women in the Ezrat Nashim. 

Read more: http://forward.com/opinion/172959/an-orange-on-plate-for-women-and-spit-out-seeds/ 

& Race 

Mizrahi/Sephardic Jews 

From http://thenewcontext.milanoschool.org/intra-jewish-discrimination-in-israel-a-mizrahi-feminism-

cut-and-paste-primer/ 

Jews are the most privileged group of citizens in Israel. Jews of European descent, called Ashkenazim, 

form the top of a class hierarchy while Mizrahim—Jews of African or Asian descent and Jewish 

immigrants from Muslim countries—are often marginalized socially, economically and politically. This 

extends to the feminist establishment, which started out as a movement spawned and then dominated 

by middle to upper middle-class, educated Ashkenazi women who preached universal female solidarity 

in the face of the patriarchy. Feeling unrepresented, ignored and/or ostracized, many Mizrahi feminist 

activists broke away from what they viewed as an Ashkenazi women’s movement unsympathetic to 

their own ideas of liberation, which were particular to their situations. Mizrahi women were critical of 

Ashkenazi insularity and discrimination—some claiming experiences of racism—but without political, 

social or economic capital, their voices have often been suppressed and kept from influential circles and 

media. 

From an article in Haaretz about Tikva Levi http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/a-woman-whose-

place-was-in-the-mizrahi-feminist-movement-1.463431 

http://forward.com/opinion/172959/an-orange-on-plate-for-women-and-spit-out-seeds/
http://thenewcontext.milanoschool.org/intra-jewish-discrimination-in-israel-a-mizrahi-feminism-cut-and-paste-primer/
http://thenewcontext.milanoschool.org/intra-jewish-discrimination-in-israel-a-mizrahi-feminism-cut-and-paste-primer/
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Together with other activists - and while running workshops that fought against stereotyping Mizrahim 

as right wingers – [Tikva Levi and Professor Ella Shohat] hatched the idea of starting a group for Mizrahi 

women, who would be engaged in sociopolitical issues from their own point of view. 

"It was important for us to create a space that enabled a discourse about class, ethnic origin, identity, 

Zionism and the Palestinian question," Shohat says. "All these questions are relevant for understanding 

the complexity of the Mizrahi feminist struggle. That's actually where Mizrahi feminism began" - which is 

today one of the important, prominent and active streams in Israeli feminism. 

Shohat says that at one local feminist movement conference in the early 1990s, a one-woman play was 

performed that included mocking stereotypes of Mizrahi women. Shohat, Levi and other women "went 

onstage and protested [at the] racism, and said it was unacceptable that such a play should be 

performed at a feminist conference," Shohat recalls. 

"Levi came to that conference with a group of women from neighborhoods connected to Hila, and they 

were received with condescension by mainstream feminism," she adds. "The attitude was 'Why women 

from those neighborhoods? Do they represent feminism?' That was a bourgeois perception of feminism. 

We introduced new concepts into the feminist discourse." 
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Books and articles for further reading 

Jewish Feminism and Intersectionality by Marla Brettschneider (also her CV is a good resource for 
further reading) 

Inventing Jewish Ritual by Vanessa L Ochs  

Yentl’s Revenge edited by Dana Ruttenberg 

anything by Judith Plaskow (including Standing Again at Sinai, also her edited works with Carol Christ) 

New Jewish Feminism edited by Rabbi Elyse Goldstein 

On the Wings of Shekhinah by Leah Novick 

Faithfully Feminist edited by Gina Messina-Dysert, Jennifer Zobair, & Amy Levin 

Engendering Judaism: An Inclusive Theology and Ethics by Rachel Adler 

“Faces of the Shekinah: Thirteen Archetypes of the Priestess from Jewish Tradition” by Jill Hammer 
(Ashe! Journal of Experimental Spirituality http://ashejournal.com/index.php?id=106) 

“Women in Judaism: From the Reform Movement to Contemporary Jewish Religious Feminism” by Ellen 
M. Umansky in Women of Spirit: Female Leadership in the Jewish and Christian Traditions edited by 
Rosemary Ruether and Eleanor McLaughlin 

“Bringing a Daughter into the Covenant” by Judith Plaskow in Womanspirit Rising, edited by Carol P. 
Christ and Judith Plaskow 

Torah Queeries: Weekly Commentaries on the Hebrew Bible edited by Gregg Drinkwater, Joshua Lesser, 
and David Shneer 

Reading the Women of the Bible: A New Interpretation of Their Stories by Tikva Frymer-Kensky 

Ballots, Babies, and Banners of Peace: American Jewish Women’s Activism, 1890-1940 by Melissa R. 
Klapper 

Jewish Women’s Archive https://jwa.org/feminism 

Ritual Well https://ritualwell.org 

Blog “Be inspired by 67 amazing women in Israel 2015 – TWICE” 
http://www.jewfem.com/easyblog1/entry/be-inspired-by-67-amazing-women-in-israel-2015-twice-
2 

Kohenet http://www.kohenet.com/ “Kohenet is creating a paradigm of earth-based, embodied, 

feminist, Judaism.” 

Zeek zeek.forward.com “a hub for the domestic Jewish social justice movement, one that showcases the 

people, ideas and conversations driving an inclusive and diverse progressive Jewish community.”  

http://cola.unh.edu/sites/cola.unh.edu/files/media/Brettschneider_CV_2016.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Engendering-Judaism-Inclusive-Theology-Ethics/dp/0807036196/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1489769238&sr=1-1&keywords=engendering+judaism
https://www.amazon.com/Engendering-Judaism-Inclusive-Theology-Ethics/dp/0807036196/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1489769238&sr=1-1&keywords=engendering+judaism
https://www.amazon.com/Engendering-Judaism-Inclusive-Theology-Ethics/dp/0807036196/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1489769238&sr=1-1&keywords=engendering+judaism
http://ashejournal.com/index.php?id=106
https://jwa.org/feminism
https://ritualwell.org/
http://www.jewfem.com/easyblog1/entry/be-inspired-by-67-amazing-women-in-israel-2015-twice-2
http://www.jewfem.com/easyblog1/entry/be-inspired-by-67-amazing-women-in-israel-2015-twice-2
http://www.kohenet.com/
http://zeek.forward.com/

