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Paving the way for women'’s voices in the public affairs of the Jewish community,
Hannah Greenebaum Solomon founded the National Council of Jewish Women
(NCJW), the first national Jewish women's organization in the United States.
Under Solomon’s leadership, the National Council of Jewish Women provided
family counseling, supervised loan programs, worked to improve housing
conditions and directed new immigrants to appropriate social service
organizations. NCW also attempted to combat assimilation by educating its
members, mostly German Jewish women, about Judaism and Jewish life.

Hannah Greenebaum Solomon was chosen by the Jewish Women's Archive

and Ma'yan as a Woman of Valor because of her key role in founding NCJwW

and because of her multiple commitments to Chicago’s civic life, new immigrants,
suffrage, the international women'’s movement, and her family.







I returned from the march resolute. I had to do something more
pro-active than walk for peace. I believed, perhaps naively, that I could
create an organization that didn’ work from anger and hostility but was
founded on a citizen diplomacy model — I believed that peace could be
built through friendship by getting people on opposite sides of the world
to talk to each other, to appreciate cultural differences. I believed that I
could use my social work and community organizing skills to bring the
richness and diversity of Jewish life in the United States to the
international scene in order to support the interests of Jews in the Soviet
Union in search of their own Jewish identities. I knew that even if it was
just my voice at the beginning, there would be thousands of voices
behind mine eventually, if they but knew what was happening over
there. So in 1989, Project Kesher was founded as a soxcs (not-for-profit
organization.) I lived in Kiev in 1991, building relationships and
developing a stronger base there.

Ma'yan: Why did you choose to create a specifically Jewish women’s
organizations

SG: Project Kesher was not founded as a women’s organization. However, it
became clear that it was difficult to address the Jewish community as a
whole in the States; it is heavily laden with paternalism and all I received
were pats on the head. I had attended a women’s conference in Chicago
and experienced how close women could become in a short time. So
during my next trip to the former Soviet Union I held a meeting with
women only. The attendees had never met just as women and certainly
not as Jewish women. It was an incredibly empowering experience for
them and another amazingly transformative experience for me. I decided
to organize an international conference of Jewish women.

In 1994, To0 Jewish women from eight western countries met with 200
Soviet Jewish women. Everything was so successful that I thought that
this could be the end of Project Kesher; we would, at the conference’s
end, have oo mouths to spread this Jewish story across Europe and the
US. The amazing thing was that the women were so excited by the
meeting, they wanted help to build skills and networks. It became clear
that if we could empower the Jewish community through women, if

we could instill women’s values into community life, there was a chance
for peace.

Since 1994, we have held seventeen leadership seminars and mother/

daughter retreats. In addition to Svetlana {NIS Director who has been
working side-by-side with me from the beginning), we have one and a
half full time people and five facilitators in the NIS. The women there
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While Emma Lazarus is remembered first and foremost as a poet whose words
are engraved on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty, her commitment to
Judaism and the plight of Russian Jews escaping pogroms became increasingly
strong in the late years of her short life. Lazarus wrote some of her most
powerful essays in response to what she saw as the apathy of American Jews
to the plight of Jews in other lands. For the Women of Valor project Lazarus is
an important model of a woman who was committed to social issues, to the
Jewish people, and to her own creative expression and development as an
American writer: During her lifetime Lazarus expressed deep appreciation for
her mentors who included Ralph Waldo Emerson and George Eliot, so it is
fitting that she now serves as a mentor and role model for future generations
of Jewish writers and activists.

8|9







Ma'yan:

Ma'yan:

Yiddish culture was put aside during those years. I’d never accepted the
Diaspora/Homeland dichotomy, and yet I was totally absorbed by
Middle East peace issues.

In the last 5-6 years, I've been preoccupied with Yiddish. Cultural work
is much less visible than politics and isn’t often perceived of as political.
My focus on Yiddish women writers, however, is motivated by my
feminist commitment, and of course that’s political, though it’s not pure
protest politics.

Do you feel that poetry is a particularly good venue for making change?

P’ve seen poetry bring about enormous changes in the United States.
I've scen poctry transform people. In the beginning of the women’s
movement, women who never thought about poetry were coming en
masse to poetry readings. Poets were an arm of the feminist movement
all along in the US: African-American women poets, Native-American
women poets — they brought women into women’s bookstores, raised
consciousness, and made change happen. Judy Grahn, for example, had
a profound cffect on me personally; she inspired me.

I think there is a myth in the US about poetry being dead, but those

who make this claim are talking about academic poetry. Academic
poetry moves no one. Poetry that argues from a deeply felt political
commitment always moves people. [ was recently at the 25th anniversary
concert of Sweet Honey and the Rock... Theirs is an extremely powerful
poetry. People who put contemporary poetry down are just rcading

the wrong journals. As Audre Lorde said: poetry is a necessity and

not a luxury.

What is the connection between your identity as a Jew and your work?

I think every writer at least begins with a sense of alienation and mine
comes from a variety of things. I think the source of my original
alienation was my Jewish experience — being born during the War,
coming as an immigrant to the United States. This Jewish experience
made me a writer. But it’s not the only experience that has fed me as
a writer. [ learned in adulthood that Jewish experience is not the only
subject of my work and not the only source of my alienation. 'm also
a lesbian, a Ph.D. who never completely settled into academic life,

a woman who never had children, a sccular Yiddishist...

We try too hard to pinpoint a writer. If I write poctry about the
Holocaust, is that lesbian poetry? If I write about lesbian relationships,
is that Jewish poetry? I think these are hard questions. I consider myself
a Jew in the world, but when I look at my poetry I find that I've written
far more that doesn’t seem like “Jewish work.” Some would take my
work about class issues and work and attribute it to my Jewish secular
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Ma'yan:

Ma'yan:

Ma'yan:

identity. It’s very hard to separate all these things. It’s a very tricky
question. But to look at my work just through a Jewish lens skews
my work.

Have you faced obstacles in your work due to your gender?

Actually no, because [ deliberately started publishing in the 1970s within
the women’s movement and only in feminist journals. I was interested

in women reading my work, so that’s the media I turned to. Now I'm
amazed that my work is included by editors of mainstream anthologics
of twenticth century American poetry — not nccessarily Jewish poetry.

Who were your mentors and who are your role models? Did you have
any Jewish women mentors or role models?

Growing up my role models werc male because those were the only
writers I read and knew... I wasn’t conscious they were all men. The one
woman | read as a teenager was Carson McCullers, and she made an
impact. Later, I encountered writers like Pat Parker and Judy Grahn who
spoke to a working-class oral tradition. Tillie Olsen was very important
to me. I remember vividly when Silences came out.

Now I look to role models about how to age. I look to Grace Paley
because she remains in touch, remains active in the community and is
a writer. Also Adrienne Rich who is so prolific.

In six years of graduate school, I didn’t have a single woman teacher.

I remember a moment in graduate school when I was in class and looked
at the row behind me: there were 8 young men all in suits and ties,

their attaché cases next to their chairs. I had gone to graduate school
because I liked to read. At that moment I experienced such alienation, I
never saw myself mirrored in the people around me. But it’s not like any
woman would have made a difference. There were women around who
were pretending they weren’t women and that wasn’t any better.

Do you see yourself as a role model?

I am very pleased to be a role model. The first time a young woman
spoke to me saying that I was a role model for her, I practically fell off
my chair. I hadn’t realized I’d gotten so old. But I think I am a role
model. Students look you over — not because they want to be exactly
like you but because they want to take in what kind of lives women can
lead. Young women have told me they received The Tribe of Dina as a
Bat Mitzvah present. I think it’s a wonderful thing. T think it’s
important for young women to see a varicty of possibilities in their

lives — different ways of being in the world — married, unmarried,
heterosexual, lesbian, mothering, childless, teachers, artists, Role modcls
are not necessarily people you want to imitate, but people who give you
another way of being in the world.
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A visionary in juvenile justice reform, Justine Wise Polier was the first woman
appointed as judge in the State of New York. Serving as Justice of the Domestic
Relations Court for 38 years, Polier led the way for the establishment of mental
health and public adoption services for children. Polier's passionate advocacy
on behalf of children, the underpriviledged and minorities was a legacy she
inherited from her parents, Rabbi Stephen Wise and Louise Waterman Wise,
The mother of three children, Polier was a founder of the Children'’s Defense
Fund, President of the Women's Division of the American Jewish Congress,
Chair of the Louise Wise Adoption Services, and founder, with Eleanor
Roosevelt, of the Wiltwyck School for Boys. Widely considered a voice of
conscience of her era, Justine Wise Polier once proclaimed,'"We are engaged

in the battle for civil rights as Jews and because we are Jews sensitive to the
injustices of all human beings. That this is so provides one of the many reasons
for the Jew to continue living as a Jew!”
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Law school, indeed the entire legal profession, was no picnic for women
cither. Qut of sheer chutzpah, | determined back in 1962 to get a job
with one of the most prestigious “white shoe” Wall Strcet law firms —

and T did!

This was probably hardest on my parents. They were immigrants to this
country from Poland and Russia, who had a farm and then a store in
Monticello, NY. My ambitions were incomprchensible to them. Teaching
and marriage were what was expected of me, and they despaired that as
a lawyer, no one would marry me. Regrettably they didn’t live to see how
well this all worked out.

I believe that still today there are obstacles for women, even in the
“justice” system. The playing field is far more level than it was 35 years
ago, but it’s still a struggle, especially balancing family considerations.
Perhaps the greatest advance for women has been the fact that there are
more and more women holding out a hand to help and mentor, and
simply to listen to others.

Mayan: Who were your mentors? Who are your role models?

JK: Mentors and role models are extremely important — I tended to pooh-
pooh that when there were none in the law. But I see how really helpful
they can be. When [ grew up, I never saw a woman conductor, or rabbi
or judge. It’s so much casier to fix your star when you see someone
actually living out your dream.

Most certainly, I would identify Justine Wise Polier as a role model. I
think not only of her phenomenal path-breaking as a judge — a great
judge T might add — but also the fact that she focused her talents on
children. Children and families until very recently were regarded as the
stepchildren of the courts. Greatest attention is paid to complex
financial matters, and least to family matters. (That is changing today.)
Justine Wise Polier saw the perversity of this. She was decades ahead
of her time.

Benjamin Nathan Cardozo (a cousin of Emma Lazarus), one of the
greatest judges in all of history and a predecessor Chief Judge of my
court, is also a role model for me. What a thrill it is to stand in a
small corner of his giant footsteps!

I could never mention role models and not include my bcloved, gentle
mother, who was the balabusta (super homemaker) I will never be,
while always working alongside my father.

1415






http://www.jwa.org










(> Chief Inspector Molli Cohen of Yarkon Precinct, Tel Aviv estimates
that each woman earns $50-$100,000/year for her pimp.

> The prostitution mafia in Israel turns over approximately $450
million/year.

The criminals who prosper from these unconscionable acts depend
upon a clientele and a social norm which condone the violation
against humanity entailed by the trafficking of women. A prevailing
international consensus among “consumers” and institutions of power
accepts the abusive commodification of human beings and normalizes
the resulting commercial exchange. Unless we actively dissent from
this consensus, we are acquiescing.

Passover begins with the search for and removal of leaven.

We sweep away excess from our cupboards and closets, our hearts and
minds. This is a time to inspect and desist from practices which cultivate
and sustain violating acts: gender discrimination, degrading sexual
innuendo, the trafficking of women, psychological and physical
harassment, silencing of victims, ignoring abuses of status, authority
and power in sexual relationships. These practices, too common to
our societies, erode the ethical fabric of our culture, undermine our
humanity, betray our vision of our spirituality and the sacred core of
creation. Passover asserts the need for persistent vigilance and activism
to overcome the conditions which render oppression possible and
profitable.

In the Exodus story, the midwives, Shifra and Puah, stood before
Pharaoch, defiant of destructive edicts. Miriam and Pharaoh’s daughter,
Batya, collaborated across ethnic and class lines to save Jewish lives.

We too must stand against powers which oppress. There is a
Jewish imperative to affirm our vision of humanity in the divine image
and to liberate people from the slavery of trafficking.

This Passover at the seder, let us, the Jewish people, commit
to struggle against contemporary servitude, to blaze Passover freedom
trails. Take these and other issues to the table. Question, discuss,
educate and organize, Raise our voices to heaven and humanity:

“Let the women go!”
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ENRICHING YOUR
COMMUNAL WOMEN?'S
SEDER

Best Practices From Around the Country

The fourney Continues, Ma'yan’s haggadah, is being used for communal women’s
seders all over the country. In 1998, approximately 24 groups throughout the
US and Canada used the haggadot (plural} to create seders that ranged in size
from 20 to 500. Here are some of their ideas about how to enrich communal
feminist seders.

() Have children from local day and religious schools make ritual objects
for the table (matzah covers, seder plates, etc.)

> Reach out to other organizations to co-sponsor seders ~— congregations
should think about local Hillels, senior residences, etc.

0 Hold a kumsitz (songfest) prior to the seder to familiarize people with
seder music

() Ask people to bring their own ritual objects (seder plates, candlesticks,
cups, etc.) for the tables and then share the significance of these objects

 Encourage mother/daughter participation or other inter-generational
groups

O Ask each sponsoring organization to nominate several women for the
four cups, display the women'’s pictures and information about them in
a communal space, and then choose four women from this group for
the four cups

> Have young people from local day and religious schools lead the singing

O Insert into the haggadah a list of organizations and places for women to
volunteer their time throughout the year

> Ask women to share meaningful personal Passover experiences

7 Encourage and facilitate the establishment of ongoing women’s study groups
as an outgrowth of the seder

2 Ask women to take home parts of the haggadah to use in their
home seders

C Study biblical texts on the midwives at the portion of the haggadah
entitled “Go Out and Study”

(3 Be creative about making the seders participatory — assign readings
ahead of time, or designate table “captains” to organize table readings

For more about how to plan and hold a communal women'’s seder, call Erika
for Ma’yan’s Guide to Planning a Communal Feminist Seder at 212. 580. 0099
ext. 232 or e-mail her at mayanjcc@aol.com.
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In Leviticus 23 the Omer, an agricultural rite is described. We are told to
bring the first sheaf of the harvest as a wave offering to the Priest at the
Temple, and from that day to count off seven weeks for a total of 50
days to a holy gathering, unnamed in the Torah, but now celebrated as
the holiday of Shavuot. Shavuot is the day that Moses and the Jewish
people received the Torah from God at Sinai.

From my readings, I learncd that with the destruction of the
Temple, the Omer sacrifice by the Priests could no longer be performed.
It was transformed into a temporal connection between the two
most important events of the Jewish people. Hence this countdown
is the linkage between Passover, and our receiving of the Torab.

The relationship between God and the Israelite people that
‘began in Egypt was clearly spelled out and accepted at Sinai. Thercfore
the consequence of our delivery was simply not to be freed, but to be
transformed into a people with goals and obligations to fulfill.

The Kabbalists saw this period as a time of preparation to be
tready to receive at Sinai the blueprint for a new order of choice and
responsibility in place of slavery. They saw this period as a time of
ascent, a climbing of 49 rungs of a ladder to reach a state of purity,
so that by the soth day as we reach the summit we have made ourselves
ready to receive the Torabh.

What I realized as I prepared for my Bat Torab was that in the
same way that the Israelites had a 50 day period to prepare and to come
to this main event and stand at Sinai, that in fact for me it had taken
50 years. That my standing at Sinai meant that I had to prepare, to study
and to discipline myself so that I could grow and fulfill my birthright and
assumc my responsibilities as a member of my congregation. My learning
of Hebrew and the chanting of the cantillations was such a struggle,
which T believe made it even more empowering once achieved.

Since that remarkable event, I have felt a need to make this
period of the counting of the Omer into a meaningful ritual for Jewish
feminists. I have had this vision of creating an Oser calendar. In my
mind it looks something like an advent calendar like the one Christians
use for the countdown to Christmas that I used to covet as a child. But
what would be included? What would it have us do as we marked each
day? I put this out to you, the readers of Journey.

I do believe that it is important for us to count each day, to
mark the passage of this crucial time as a reminder that we should mark
all time’s passage. It is too easy to lose days, to have days flow one into
the other. Limnot yamenu ken bodab venavee levav chochmakb, Help us
to treasure each day, so we may attain wisdom (Psalm 9o). With the
counting of the Omer we must challenge ourselves to remember what
day it is, who we are, and how close we stand to Sinai.






pages of The Ethics of the Fathers. But the more I learncd, and the morc
my day to day life became inextricably tied to Jewish tradition, practice,
and sensibility, the more I would find myself recycling that question:
what was my place in this Jewish world as a woman?

...A number of years ago a dear friend, Rachel Adler, wrote an
article for Moment magazine in which she analyzed some of the biblical
passages that precede the giving of the Torah: men are enjoined, as part
of their spiritual preparation for the encounter with the Divine, “Do
not go near a woman.” Rachel had essentially the same reaction to this
that I had had as a young college student studying The Ethics of the
Fathers — the pain of suddenly realizing you’re not being addressed,
the pain of being excluded from the tradition. But this expression of
misogyny was a far more visceral and profound blow than the one that
I had found in a rabbinic text — this was in the Bible itself and moreover
it occurred in the midst of the holiest moment the Jewish people were to
share with God. Since women were not included in this biblical passage,
Rachel questioned with considerable pain whether we as women were in
fact present at Sinai at all. And if we were not addressed, and we were
not present, then were we even a part of the covenant with God?

I read this article in the company of friends who met monthly
at that time for a Jewish feminist theology group. The group was
somewhat weighted in favor of scholars, academics, rabbis. Though they
made it clear that they respected me, I frequently felt inadequate. This
particular winter evening, in the overheated Upper West Side apartment,
I remember feeling dismayed and even a bit frightened that my feminist
compatriots seemed to me quieter than usual, slower to jump in with
arguments, refutations. {Later, on more careful examination of the text,
it turned out that the offending words excluding women are in fact not
part of God’s message to Moses, rather Moses adds them for good
measure when he relays God’s words to the people.) But none of us
saw that initially. There seemed to be no ready response.

I couldn’t believe they were willing to consider this, I could
hardly control my passion. “I refuse to entertain the notion that we
weren’t there. I won’t hear of it, I won’t accept it. Whatever happened,
whatever pivotal, actual or mythic experience there was, it was our
experience as fully as it was their experience. Maybe we have no account
of it in our voice, maybe we have to recall or reconstruct or imagine
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