CHAPTER ELEVEN

FINDING HER RIGHT PLACE
IN THE SYNAGOGUE

The Rite of Adult Bar Mitzvah

LISA D. GRANT

Adult bat mitzvah is a uniquely American phenomenon. Reports
suggest that thousands of American Jewish women have studied for and
celebrated a ceremony of bat mitzvah over the past thirty years. For more
than fifteen years sociologists of religion, social workers, psychologists, edu-
cators, historians, and journalists have all been drawn to explore how this
adolescent rite of passage has been adapted to serve adult Jewish women’s
needs. This research tells us that women seek out this opportunity in order
to publicly athirm their Jewish and, more particularly, their religious iden-
tity.! These women are looking for greater comfort and connection in their
synagogue communities. They want to become literate and confirm their
legitimate place in the public arena of Jewish ritual practice. Though they
are learning normative synagogue “skills” in order to actively participate in
and even lead parts of the service, their very participation can have a pro-
found impact on reshaping the norms for worship in their particular syn-
agogue community and ultimately American Judaism.

There is scant documentation regarding when the phenomenon of adult
bat mitzvah began, but from all accounts it appears to have gained its ini-
tial momentum as a grassroots initiative, most likely arising out of the
Havurah movement of the 1960s. One of the earliest records of “belated”
b’not mitzvah (plural) appears in the Jewish Catalog, first published in
1971.2 Similarly, one of the earliest studies on adult bat mitzvah pointed to
countercultural influences that supported this form of “do-it-yourself”
Judaism.? Other reports from the 1970s and 1980s describe private, indi-
vidual ceremonies that mostly took place outside synagogues at college Hil-
lels, Jewish summer camps, and hotel conference rooms.* In a relatively

279



280 Lisa D. Grant

short time span, however, this do-it-yourself approach was co-opted by
many Reform, Conservative, and Reconstructionist synagogues as rabbis
and educators began to see adult bat mitzvah as a way to strengthen attach-
ment to the congregation and Jewish practice in general, and to increase
attendance and participation in worship.

While no definitive statistics have been gathered, an estimated five hun-
dred synagogues across North America offer adult b’not mitzvah classes
among their array of adult learning and religious offerings. In general, both
men and women are welcome to participate in these programs in Reform,
Conservative, and Reconstructionist congregations. In practice, however,
the vast majority of participants are women. In addition, the adult bat mitz-
vah phenomenon is far more prevalent in the liberal movements of Amer-
ican Judaism, though it is not unheard of in Modern Orthodox congrega-
tions. For instance, Chana Kotzkin cites Liberty Jewish Congregation, a
Modern Orthodox synagogue in suburban Baltimore, as having initiated
an adult bat mitzvah class in 1976.> Anecdotal evidence, however, suggests
that other forms of women’s study are more common in Modern Ortho-
dox circles than is adult bat mitzvah, which typically focuses on building
synagogue “skills,” competencies that a much higher percentage of Ortho-
dox women already possess.

The curriculum and ceremony differ quite significantly from syna-
gogue to synagogue and across denominational lines as might be expected.
Hebrew reading literacy is almost always part of the program. Despite these
differences, the programs share a common goal, which is to help women
become more comfortable and “literate” within their particular synagogue
setting. To that end, in recent years both the Women’s League for Conser-
vative Judaism and the Union for Reform Judaism (URJ) have published
curriculum guides® for adult bat mitzvah that have been sold or distributed
to over eight hundred congregations.” Perhaps the largest group of women
who collectively participated in a ceremony of adult bat mitzvah was at the
1996 National Hadassah Convention in Miami Beach, with 122 women as
celebrants and over 1,000 in the congregation.® Hadassah held such mega-
ceremonies at their national gatherings for several years. Since 2000, many
of the Hadassah regions now facilitate adult bat mitzvah programs and cer-
emonies, sometimes in partnership with a local synagogue.? These pro-
grams may appeal to women who are more strongly connected to Hadas-
sah than they are to a synagogue, or to women who belong to a synagogue
that does not offer an adult bat mitzvah program. The nondenominational
nature of Hadassah and its focus on peer leadership and Jewish peoplehood
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are other features that distinguish Hadassah’s program from a synagogue-
based experience.!®

Various studies and journalistic reports'! suggest that women who par-
ticipate in a ceremony of adult bat mitzvah range in age from their early
twenties to their nineties. However, the majority appear to fall within the
mid-life years of late thirties to early sixties. Most of these women begin
their studies without being able to read Hebrew and with almost no under-
standing of synagogue ritual. The 1990 National Jewish Population Survey
showed that women were more than twice as likely as men not to have
received any Jewish education.!? Though the gender gap in Jewish educa-
tion is narrowing, there are still large numbers of Jewish adults, both men
and women, who have had minimal Jewish education as children and did
not become bar or bat mitzvah at age twelve or thirteen. For example, a
family education survey conducted in 1999 of almost 2,000 individuals
from 38 congregations in metropolitan Chicago showed that 49 percent of
respondents did not become bar or bat mitzvah as a child. Seventy-six per-
cent of the survey respondents were women.!?

How can we understand the adult bat mitzvah phenomenon in the con-
text of ritual innovation and change? What are the elements of this ritual?
Why is it so meaningful for the participants? What impact are the women
“graduates” of adult bat mitzvah programs having on ritual life and prac-
tice in their synagogues? What are the implications of these changes for
Jewish life in America?

This chapter addresses these questions by building on the existing liter-
ature and adding new voices to the stories of women who choose this path
of Jewish learning and observance. It showcases the experiences of fifteen
women who celebrated an adult bat mitzvah in the last several years to illus-
trate the impact of the experiences on them as individuals and on their syn-
agogue communities. They range in age from their mid-thirties to their late
seventies. The data come from interviews with five women from a Conser-
vative synagogue who were interviewed one year and again three years
post—bat mitzvah,* plus interviews and/or written testimony from four
other women from Conservative congregations, four from Reform, and
two from unaffiliated congregations. These fifteen women represent a
diverse group. Three are Jews by choice; seven are mothers of school-aged
children; two are lesbians; and three had no children at the time of the
study. As part of this research, interviews were also conducted with rabbis
and educators from three Conservative congregations, three Reform con-
gregations, and one Reconstructionist congregation that offer adult bat
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mitzvah programs.!> These numbers are relatively small, but the themes
that emerged in these stories are wholly consistent with research conducted
by many others across disciplines. The impacts described in all of these
studies can be summarized into three key points. In virtually all cases,
women who participate in a program of learning leading to a ceremony of
adult bat mitzvah feel a stronger sense of Jewish identity and become more
comfortable in worship in their synagogues. In addition, in many but not
all cases, women develop a strong commitment to ongoing Jewish learn-
ing. Thus, adult bat mitzvah is a powerful learning and ritual experience
that has the potential to redirect women’s lives and change the culture of
worship in their synagogues.

EVOLUTION OF ADULT BAT MITZVAH

For most of history, study and prayer, central elements of Jewish
experience, were practiced and enacted in public almost exclusively by men.
Jewish women expressed their piety and marked their experience privately,
at home, in ways quite different from those of their male counterparts. In
effect, men owned the Great Tradition, while women developed their own
small traditions that were generally understood as peripheral to “authentic”
Jewish experiences.

In the twentieth century, though study and worship were still held up as
exemplars of Judaism, they were not a significant part of the lives of the
majority of American Jews, either men or women. Public Judaism was
expressed much more frequently through communal involvement, not rit-
ual practice.!® Even Jewish communal leaders were typically Jewishly illit-
erate and disengaged from most ritual activity and religious practice.

Over the last few decades Jewish communal leaders have increasingly rec-
ognized that Jewish learning is essential to sustaining a vibrant and mean-
ingful American Jewish community. As a result, we have witnessed a bur-
geoning growth of adult Jewish learning in synagogues, Jewish Community
Centers, and independent institutions. In most cases, women populate
these classrooms in far greater numbers than men.!” Women want to claim
their place at the study table to deepen their knowledge, to strengthen their
own Jewish identity, to learn how to be better transmitters of Jewish tradi-
tion, and to enrich the ritual observances they choose to perform.

The rise of feminist consciousness and the impact of the Jewish coun-
tercultural movement in the latter part of the twentieth century primed
women to seek access to the study table of the Great Tradition and to
demand that this tradition respond to their experiences.!® As women’s reli-
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gious roles expanded over the last part of the twentieth century, so did their
desire to mark their experience through ritual. This impulse for ritual cre-
ativity is as much a product of general American cultural influences as it is
a response to perceived gaps in Jewish religious practice. The feminist
movement led women to demand that what might once have been private
spiritual expression should take place in the public domain. In fact, reli-
gious feminists created, improvised, and reinterpreted ritual because they
found “the performance of long-suppressed rituals and the making of newly
improvised rituals to be invaluable for maintaining their solidarity, courage,
and imaginative resource.”!?

Thus, over the last thirty years, we have witnessed a flourishing of Jew-
ish ritual innovation to mark women’s life experience, adding female voices
and gender-neutral language to liturgy, creating new rituals such as brit bat
(baby naming) ceremonies for girls, mid-life passages, healing services, and
ceremonies to ritualize divorce, and reclaiming old ceremonies for new putr-
poses, such as using mikvah (ritual bath) to help heal the emotional pain of
miscarriage, sexual abuse, and abortion. There is an abundance and seem-
ingly ever-expanding number of women’s centers, books, journals, and
Web sites that document and support these innovations.?°

In some ways adult bat mitzvah seems to represent a perfect outgrowth
of these impulses toward increased Jewish learning and ritual innovation.
It provides a way for women to find their place in the Great Tradition of
study and worship, while at the same time acknowledging women’s expe-
rience and elevating it to the public realm. However, whereas the ritual
innovations described above are all attempts to make Judaism more respon-
sive to women’s experience, adult bat mitzvah is not about changing the
system but about seeking legitimacy within an existing framework.

Adult bat mitzvah emerged out of the spirit of American innovation and
individualism, but the impetus for engaging in it for most women is toward
conformity rather than change. There is a paradox in the outcome, how-
ever. While the women are searching to master the liturgy and feel compe-
tent and authentic in a particular religious community, their involvement
ultimately can lead to reshaping what is normative and authentic for that
community.

WHO ARE THE WOMEN WHO BECOME
ADULT BAT MITZVAH?

The research on adult bat mitzvah provides us with a rich portrait
of the women who embark on a course of study culminating in a public
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religious expression of their commitment to Judaism. They come from
diverse backgrounds and have different initial motivations. Some women
come from assimilated backgrounds; some are converts who are discover-
ing Judaism for the first time. Others are looking to fill in the gaps in their
education and to find answers to questions about identity and belonging.
Some are inspired to start the process by the Jewish educational accom-
plishments and ritual performance of their daughters and granddaughters.
Some are looking for meaning after experiencing a life transition or chal-
lenge—a birth, a death, a child entering school, a career change, and so
forth. Others are secking to resolve “unfinished business” that may have left
them feeling alienated or betrayed by their family and their tradition.
Regardless of starting point, all are seeking to become fully enfranchised
participants in Jewish ritual life.

In most synagogues, women who choose to undertake an adult bat mitz-
vah participate in a lengthy course of study prior to the ceremony. Clearly,
they have made a sincere and serious commitment to Judaism. They are
also making a clear statement of need. They are goal-oriented learners who
embark on a course of study in order to participate more actively, com-
fortably, and confidently in worship. In some cases, it is the motivation to
learn rather than the actual ceremony that brings them to classes initially.
Such women seemed almost reluctant to associate their decision with a
spiritual need. Typical remarks among informants include: “Remember, I
didn’t come for the bat mitzvah. I wanted to learn trope,”?! or “It wasnt
the bat mitzvah per se. I was looking to figure this all out in a safe way.”??
Occasionally, women would speak about the social needs that were their
initial impetus. For example, Ann, an audiologist with two young daugh-
ters, said, “At first, I did it on a dare. My friend and I challenged each other
to see if we could learn to read Hebrew.”?? Similarly, Linda, a mother of
children enrolled in day school, wrote that she signed up “because so many
of my friends from Schechter were doing it so I decided I might as well do
it also.”24

It may be that these women were reluctant to attribute their initial moti-
vations to a desire for some sort of ritual marking of their religious iden-
tity. Many American Jews may be uneasy with ritual expression, especially
when the liturgical language is foreign and unfamiliar. But, as the learning
process progresses, even the most hesitant seem to report having great
excitement about and deriving deep meaning from the ceremony. They
begin to appreciate publicly marking a transition and an affirmation of
their commirment to Judaism.2> As Beth Cousens notes in her 2002 study,
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Marian Weissman, who had an adult bat mitzvah, went on to become an active
member of her congregation and a Judaic artist. Used with the permission of Bill
Aron, http://www.billaron.com.

“the ritual helps them officially and with distinction mark a ‘before’ and
‘after’ period in their lives.”2¢

The women highlighted here used similar words to describe their expe-
riences. Rachel, a former stage manager, described her bat mitzvah cere-
mony as a “goal post, marking the beginning of a journey toward greater
involvement in religious life.”?” Louise, a stay-at-home mom, called it a
“turning point in my life.”?8 Karen, a synagogue administrator who had
recently moved, said, “It was my entrée into the community. It served as a
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launching pad for my involvement in a wide range of activities at the

temple.”*?

ADULT BAT MITZVAH: RITUAL OR CEREMONY?

Scholars have long noted the important role ritual plays in defining
relationships and transmitting family and group values.>° Life cycle rituals
in particular are intended to connect individuals to one another and to their
common heritage. They commemorate continuity with the past and play
a critical role in shaping collective memory, which in turn builds group
cohesion and reinforces a sense of communal affiliation.>!

“Ritual” is a term than can have a variety of different usages and mean-
ings. It is commonly understood as something that follows a set of formal,
predictable, repeatable behaviors. In the broadest sense, ritual is a way of
bringing symbolic meaning into everyday reality. In a religious context,
these choreographed actions are usually preceded or accompanied by litur-
gical language.>> When effective, the ritual moment not only marks a tran-
sition from one state to another but also connects the performer to God
and community.

Victor Turner, one of the pioneers in ritual studies, distinguishes between
ritualas a transformative rite and ceremony as a rite that confirms the exist-
ing social structure rather than transforming it. Ceremony is performative;
ritual is zransformative. As elaborated by Ronald Grimes, “[W]hen effec-
tive rites of passage are enacted, they carry us from here to there in such a
way that we are unable to return to square one. To enact any kind of rite is
to perform, but to enact a rite of passage is also to 7ansform.”>>

The political scientist Charles Liebman applied this distinction to a Jew-
ish framework. He notes the difference between ritual, which is stylized,
repetitious behavior that is explicitly religious, and ceremony, which is
designed to affirm the individual’s membership in a particular religious
community.34 Ritual, he claims, is fixed by tradition, while ceremony is
more flexible and adaprable to changing needs and expectations. Ritual is
controlled by the elite, whereas ceremony is more of a grassroots, folk
expression. Writing in the 1990s he noted a decline in ritual practice among
American Jews, but a flourishing of ceremony as an American expression
personalizing and customizing Judaism to suit individual preferences and
needs.

This impulse toward personalization and customization has grown even
stronger in the past two decades. Americans of all religions have moved
away from the institutionally based “dwelling-oriented” spirituality of the
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1950s to a “secking-oriented” spirituality where faith is no longer inherited
but negotiated, sought out not within a single religious tradition but
patched together from many. The notion of religious freedom has become
equated with the consumer’s right to pick and choose religious behaviors
based on what is meaningful at any given time.?>

In this consumer-oriented society, contemporary Jews choose their level
of engagement based on what they feel is meaningful much more often than
they do out of a sense of commitment to an obligatory, normative tradi-
tion.3¢ As Steven M. Cohen and Arnold M. Eisen write, “If they have come
to a particular observance, it is because of an experience of its meaning. In
most cases, that significance is highly personal in the most basic sense;
wrapped up in biography and family. If the meaning disappears over time,
the observance will cease.”®”

In this context, adult bat mitzvah fits within Liebman’s conception of
ceremony. Like the adolescent ceremony it imitates, many women perform
the rite and affirm their Jewish identity and belonging. Although they may
feel more comfortable with worship, they all do not necessarily increase
their level of observance or go on to become active in ritual or other aspects
of synagogue life. The rabbis and educators interviewed were unequivocally
positive about what the adult bat mitzvah experience means for the partic-
ipants and their synagogues, but they also acknowledged that not everyone
is equally affected. As profound and wonderful as the experience may be,
for some the meaning simply does not stick. Like their adolescent coun-
terparts, they engage in an intensive spate of learning that culminates in a
meaningful ceremony, and then they resume old patterns of marginal affil-
iation. The voluntary and fluid nature of this commitment is reflected in
the remarks one adult bat mitzvah made about some of her classmates: “For
some of the women in my class, I feel almost as if it was an expediency
thing. They wanted to become bat mitzvah because it was the thing to do.
And get it over with. When I see some of them, I can't even remember that
they were in the class! Because they never ever come to Shabbat services. I
guess that’s the way with anything.”38

In such cases, adult bat mitzvah is an affirmation of the status quo. As
one rabbi said, “It’s a way to make your Jewish adulthood official.” This is
no small thing. The fact that women feel the need for this public statement
is solid proof of how significantly women’s status has changed. As women
claimed equal status in other aspects of American life, they felt equally en-
titled to publicly claim their connection to Judaism through this rite of
initiation.

By all reports, standing on the bimah, reading from Torah, and leading
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a congregation in prayer are deeply moving moments in time. But for some
women, the experience exists in the moment and then seems to fade. For
many others, however, the experience moves from being simply performa-
tive to transformative. Women do indeed change their behaviors, observ-
ing more mitzvot personally and increasing leadership roles in their syna-
gogue. In such cases, the ceremony becomes ritual. The rite of affirmation
does become a rite of passage. As one rabbi observed, “I think it’s a trans-
forming and transcendent moment in the life of a person.” It is these
women who are so personally transformed who are making an impact on
their synagogues as well.

CEREMONIAL DETAILS

The exact details of the experience itself vary depending on the
denomination, size, and culture of the synagogue. Some synagogues have
large group classes of twenty or more with a single ceremony once every
two years. Others have smaller groups where individual women or groups
of two to five may celebrate together after a lengthy period of study. Since
the goal is for participants to be able to comfortably and confidently par-
ticipate in the worship experience, the service structure of their ceremony
conforms to what is normal for that particular synagogue community.
These features are driven by denominational affiliation and the specific cul-
tural norms of each congregation. Despite variations in group size and
preparation, there are many shared dimensions. Typically, students learn
about the key elements of the worship service. Most women in Reform,
Conservative, and Reconstructionist synagogues learn how to chant Torah
and/or haftarah as well. As the date of the ceremony approaches, partici-
pants are often asked to write a personal narrative that chronicles where the
bat mitzvah experience fits into their “Jewish journey.” In some cases, the
rabbi will use these statements to craft an individualized blessing for each
woman. In other cases, they are put together in a booklet for guests and
congregants. In Conservative and Reconstructionist congregations, the
ceremony almost always takes place in the Shabbat morning service. In
Reform synagogues, the ceremony may be on a Friday night or Saturday
morning.% In large groups, participants often divide up and lead different
parts of the service. All are called up for an aliyah to the Torah. Many chant
from the Torah and/or haftarah (Prophets), and some even deliver a dvar
Torah (homiletic discourse on the Torah portion).

As we saw earlier, the grassroots beginnings of adult bat mitzvah largely
gave way to the institutionalization of the experience as more and more rab-
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bis and educators realized this was a way to build critical mass and set a
standard for achievement through the adult bat mitzvah ceremony that
many others will strive to emulate.“ As one rabbi remarked, “Adult bat
mitzvah is a great way of getting people on the bimah. Getting them to give
Divrei Torah and read Torah.” Indeed, the goal seems to go beyond simply
filling the pews to getting women to be active leaders in worship.

Given the turn inward toward self-definition of religious values and prac-
tice, there still are women who seek to celebrate an adult bat mitzvah out-
side an institutional framework. Cousens notes one such case where the
woman “had never found a prayer service in which she felt comfortable,”4!
so she created her own and held the ceremony in her home. Such an
approach fits well within American values of individualism and subjective
ordering of one’s own independent religious expression. Similarly, an Inter-
net site called adventurerabbi.com offers a wilderness-based “invigorating
approach to Judaism,” and will customize retreats and life cycle events,
including adult bar or bat mitzvah, to suit individual needs. Interestingly,
adventurerabbi.com appears to target Jews who are not afhliated with con-
gregations. They are not seeking to build affiliation and critical mass but to
meet each individual’s personal needs. As such, their program appears to be
quite short—six sessions plus the ceremony, as compared to a synagogue-
based program, which is typically two years or longer.

IMPACT ON THE WOMEN THEMSELVES

What characterizes the differences in these women after they have
culminated their adult bat mitzvah studies? Three themes dominate the
research conducted over the last several years. As a result of their study and
ceremonial marking of their accomplishments, participants feel a stronger
sense of Jewish identity, they develop a strong commitment to ongoing Jew-
ish learning, and they become more comfortable and connected to ritual
and their synagogues.

The first two themes occur frequently as a result of any positive experi-
ence of adult Jewish learning. Learning builds meaning, which leads to a
stronger sense of self as a Jew. This may not result in any outward change
in behavior, but it does build self-confidence and commitment to Jewish
practices the women choose to observe. As Audrey, a musician who had
never felt comfortable with her Judaism, wrote, “There is also no question
that being able to read Torah and Haftarah gives me a stronger sense of
identity and of my membership within the community, my synagogue
‘family.’ 42 Others, such as Stephanie, spoke in more general terms: “Taking
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this class has made me feel more Jewish.”#3 Similarly, Linda wrote, “I can’t
say enough about how the bat mitzvah class changed my Jewish life. I felt
after the bat mitzvah a true sense of belonging to the adult community.”44

Likewise, many women develop an excitement about and commitment
to ongoing Jewish learning. Here, we do note a behavioral change. Of the
fifteen women represented in this study, nine were involved in some form
of ongoing adult Jewish learning after the bat mitzvah experience. For
some, this entailed learning additional prayers and new parts of the service,
such as chanting haftarah. Others attended weekly Torah study sessions,
and spoke of taking a variety of short- and long-term topical classes of adult
Jewish study. One chose to work for a Jewish educational institution after
becoming bat mitzvah and is now considering applying to cantorial school.

The third theme is what distinguishes this experience from many other
forms of adult Jewish learning: its emphasis on ritual. The rabbis and edu-
cators who teach in these programs do not just teach zbous Judaism; they
teach the students Aow to be a Jew. A review of different published curric-
ula demonstrates that adult bat mitzvah courses focus not just on provid-
ing students with a basic foundation in Jewish literacy but teaching behav-
ioral aspects of Jewish life, particularly public worship and the performance
of mitzvot. For example, the Hadassah Eisher Mitzvah Curriculum Guide,
their program of adult bat mitzvah, sets out three goals: to gain Jewish
knowledge; to improve Hebrew language fluency; and to observe mitz-
vot.*> The curriculum published by the Women’s League of Conservative
Judaism describes two different types of classes. One set focuses on the
development of Hebrew reading proficiency and synagogue skills so that
students can not only participate but also lead parts of the Shabbat morn-
ing service. The other set of classes focuses on building Jewish literacy,
enriching the commitment to participating in prayer, and creating “a com-
munity of learners that will serve as a role model for adult learning and
engagement throughout the synagogue community.”4¢ Similarly, the
course of study outlined in Rediscovering Judaism, a bar and bat mitzvah
guide for adults, includes behavioral components that address personal reli-
gious practices and observances, family relationships, an individual’s obli-
gation to engage in social action, and to make a commitment to ongoing
Jewish study.4”

Women who enroll in these classes want to be full participants in wor-
ship. They want to know about Judaism and how to practice being Jews in
the public arena of the synagogue. Many are also expressing a commitment
to increased religious observance. Learning to read Hebrew and to chant
Torah and haftarah, standing on the bimah, wearing a tallit, and perform-
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ing ritual all make these women feel more connected to their synagogue
community and more complete as Jews.

These activities can be described as spiritual practices, “a cluster of inten-
tional activities concerned with relating to the sacred.”*8 In contrast to a
“seeking-oriented” spirituality that focuses more on self-interest and mean-
ing than it does on behavior, this practice-oriented approach demands ac-
tion. According to the sociologist of religion Robert Wuthnow, a practice-
oriented spirituality requires a commitment to prayer and reflection on
one’s relationship to God.#° This form of religious expression allows room
for personal exploration but also demands participation in a religious tra-
dition. There is a moral dimension to these practices, meaning that rather
than letting “desire be one’s guide,” an individual commits to following
a “set of rules and tries to do what is right.”>® In other words, a practice-
oriented spirituality requires the individual to buy in to a normative reli-
gious community.

THE IMPACT OF ADULT BAT MITZVAH ON
SYNAGOGUE RITUAL LIFE AND PRACTICE

As we have seen, for many women, the adult bat mitzvah marks their
embarkation into such a practice-oriented spirituality that results in in-
creased involvement both in worship and other aspects of synagogue life.
The rabbis and educators interviewed estimated that more than half of each
graduating class goes on to become synagogue regulars, meaning they con-
tinue to attend services almost every week after celebrating their b’not mitz-
vah. Written and oral testimony shows the adult bat mitzvah “graduates”
often go on to assume significant leadership positions in their synagogues,
serving as board and various committee members, sisterhood officers and
presidents. One woman became a youth group advisor; another became the
chairperson for the change initiative at her synagogue. Two helped estab-
lish healing services. Most continued their Jewish learning in some signif-
icant and ongoing way. All of these activities serve the congregation, but
they also have the potential to change it in subtle and obvious ways from
simply increasing the ranks of women in leadership positions to actually
changing synagogue programs and practices.

The type of ritual activity adult bat mitzvah graduates pursue seems to
depend largely on the culture of their particular synagogue. For example,
women in synagogues that have a strong culture of lay participation in ser-
vices will often continue to take on service leadership roles. Rachel, who cel-
ebrated her adult bat mitzvah in June 2002, belongs to an eight-hundred-
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member unaffiliated, egalitarian synagogue that relies heavily on lay lead-
ers in worship. Members who want to become service leaders are required
to take a course. Rachel completed this class and led her first service within
six months of celebrating her adult bat mitzvah. Audrey, Linda, and Louise
belong to a large Conservative synagogue where many members regularly
read Torah. All three of them spoke about having read several times since
they became bat mitzvah. Louise, who became an adult bat mitzvah in 1996
and has continued Jewish study, chants Torah on a monthly basis. Audrey,
who celebrated her ceremony of adult bat mitzvah by reading Torah in the
summer of 2000, chanted haftarah for the first time in April 2003, on the
occasion of her husband’s sixtieth birthday. Linda, who was in the summer
2002 class from the same synagogue, wrote, “Since the bat mitzvah I have
read Torah twice and am always asking for another reading. I did a reading
prior to the bat mitzvah also. My goal is to read at least seven times and I
am hoping that will be in time for Shavuot 2004!”>!

Even synagogues where laypeople do not read routinely from the Torah
or take on other leadership in worship note an increase in attendance at ser-
vices and involvement in other aspects of synagogue life. The educator at
a six-hundred-member Conservative synagogue said, “Almost without
exception the people have become more involved in synagogue programs.
They go on to learn more. They participate more actively in services. They
join the committees and the board, and it has rubbed off on their kids.”2

As suggested by this last remark, the adult bat mitzvah experience can
have an impact on other family members as well. Linda noted how her
involvement inspired her husband to want to read Torah as well. She wrote,
“The bat mitzvah was the best thing I have ever done and it has enriched
my life and our family life as well. T used to think just because my kids
attend Schechter that was enough, but I realize how much more there is for
us to do and achieve. My husband now wants to read Torah. Of course like
most adults he hasn’t read since his bar mitzvah, but he sees so many of our
friends and his wife doing it and he feels inspired!”>>

This impact also spills over to other members of the congregation. One
rabbi of a Reform congregation noted that the sanctuary on the date of the
adult bat mitzvah ceremony is as full as it is on the high holy days. The seats
are filled not only with family members of the five or six participants but
with members of the community who come to support and celebrate with
their fellow congregants.

Along with their increased synagogue roles and engagement in Jewish
learning, many women begin to feel ready and capable of confronting ques-
tions of meaning. For some women, the adult bat mitzvah experience has
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a profound impact on emerging or evolving systems of belief. For instance,
for Susan, a music librarian, and Louise, a community volunteer, both in
their early fifties, the bat mitzvah classes awakened long dormant reflections
about God. As Louise said, “I think [the class] very much affected my belief
in God. Because there was a time that I questioned it, that I wasn't sure,
and now I’'m sure. It’s something that’s so empowering—that feeling that
it's not random.”>* Other women find more powerful emotional connec-
tions to the Jewish people and Jewish history. Nina, a woman who felt alien-
ated from Judaism since childhood when her family decided girls did not
need to attend Hebrew school, came back to Judaism through the encour-
agement of her adult son. One year she went to her son’s synagogue for Yom
Kippur services, and as she wrote in her adult bat mitzvah statement, “To
my amazement, it was the most beautiful service I ever attended. The rabbi
was incredible. I felt as if she were speaking only to me. My entire Jewish
life changed that night. I started to think about myself as a Jew and started
to learn about the history I had long since dismissed.”>>

CHANGING ROLES AND CHANGING PRACTICES

Opver the past several decades, the feminist movement has had a pro-
found impact on American Judaism, which is demonstrated by women
achieving equal rights in public expression of ritual, as well as the influence
they have had on the nature of public ritual itself. However, the initial
impetus for adult bat mitzvah did not derive from activists pushing for
change, nor was it strongly promoted by mainstream leadership, at least for
the first two decades. Indeed, few if any of the women whose voices we hear
in the research and reports described their decision to become adult bat
mitzvah as a feminist statement. Likewise, scholarship on women’s ritual
innovation in Judaism generally does not point to adult bat mitzvah as a
new form of spiritual expression. Women who enroll in adult bat mitzvah
programs are not seeking to innovate and reinterpret Jewish ritual; they are
seeking to fit into existing ritual patterns. These existing ritual patterns,
however, were changed through feminist activism. In other words, adult bat
mitzvah could not have been conceived of as an option without the pio-
neering accomplishments of many early feminists who became the first rab-
bis, scholars, and Jewish communal service professionals.”® As more and
more of these elite women assumed public roles, other women began to feel
that they, too, could be legitimate participants in public ritual. The prob-
lem, however, was that as women claimed their egalitarian rights, they
began to realize that they lacked the knowledge and skills to perform them.
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Hence, the motivation for adult bat mitzvah. Thus, this quiet folk revolu-
tion not only changes the lives of American Jewish women, it also is chang-
ing the nature of Jewish ritual practice.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the sociologist Stuart Schoenfeld con-
ducted the first studies about adult bat mitzvah. His research reflects a con-
temporary and widely expressed feminist belief that full equality for women
can only be achieved “when the informal conservatism which keeps women
out of positions of real influence is overcome and when mainstream
Judaism incorporates new ideas and rituals which reflect the female as well
as the male experience.”>” Complete egalitarianism remains illusive, but
the nature of the informal conversation has changed dramatically and
irrevocably since that time. Women have indeed made deep and lasting
marks on American Judaism, claiming their place on the bimah and in the
boardroom, and marking significant moments in their lives through pub-
lic ritual expression. Certainly in liberal Jewish communities and even in
Orthodox ones as well, American Jewish women understand they are enti-
tled to full citizenship and all its rights therein. But they want to exercise
these rights with a sense of authenticity. In essence, they perceive adult bat
mitzvah as their citizenship exam. As one rabbi remarked, “After the bat
mitzvah, they tell me when they’re participating in services or on the bimah
(even an aliyah) they don’t feel as fraudulent. Its as if they are saying, ‘I’m
doing it right and I have every right to do it.””>®

Adult bat mitzvah is about fitting into a normative Jewish framework.
However, as more women achieve this milestone, they change what is nor-
mative for their given community. Through the performance of this rit-
ual, they strengthen the existing system and group structure. But as they
become stronger, more confident, and more informed as Jews they also
effect subtle changes in the system. As Sally Moore and Barbara Myerhoft
write, “Ritual may do much more than mirror existing social arrangements
and existing modes of thought. It can act to reorganize them or even help
to create them.”>?

For example, an earlier study focused on five women from a suburban
Conservative synagogue who became adult bat mitzvah in the summer of
1996.0 They were among a class of eleven. Since that time at that syna-
gogue new classes are formed every two years, ranging in size from twelve
to twenty, so that over seventy women have celebrated adult bat mitzvah in
the past eight years. More than twenty of these women are now among the
regular Torah readers at this congregation. Every year more women wear
tallitot, read from the Torah, and serve in significant leadership roles. They
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start new program initiatives. They inject new life into old practices. Every
class has a mix of ages. As women see the accomplishments of their peers,
they imagine the possibility for themselves. By virtue of numbers alone,
they shift the status quo. More members are more active in ritual and know
how to pray, which can change the nature of congregational singing. More
people see a commitment to religious practice as something normal and
fulfilling as well.

It is not just in terms of increased numbers that the impact can be felt.
The women who participate in adult bat mitzvah classes are not among the
elite. They are ordinary people who go from marginal involvement to
become strong, active, and more knowledgeable participants. They want to
claim a place within normative Jewish tradition, but they also bring a fem-
inine ethic to the public sphere. This influences organizational structures
and how decisions are made. It empowers women whose voices would have
been totally excluded or silenced a short while ago. Rachel, for example, is
a lesbian who had no Jewish education as a child. She was reluctant to join
a synagogue for many years, feeling alienated from the mainstream. Through
a friend she learned about a congregation that was fully welcoming to gays
and lesbians and joined the choir. Shortly after that, she signed up for the
adult b’not mitzvah class and spent three years in intensive study. At her
ceremony, which she celebrated with two other women, she spoke these
moving words about her new relationship with Torah study and her sense
of belonging to and participating in an evolving tradition:

Ulcimately, what I think is important—is that we can read a Torah por-
tion and engage in a dialogue about it. When we study and struggle over
such important ideas with others, a sense of community develops. . . .
This study keeps our tradition alive. It is truly awesome to think that
shortly I will be reading from the Torah in the same words, with much
the same melodies that my ancestors for over two thousand years have
done before me. But remember that [ am a woman and a lesbian . . .
and I realize thar if it were not for the tradition of struggling with the
Torah and allowing our tradition to evolve, that my standing here today
would be an impossibility.®!

The more knowledgeable women from all backgrounds and perspec-
tives become the more self-confident and assertive they become. As more
women gain the skills and increase their comfort in prayer and public
ritual performance, the more likely they are to embrace the practice-
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oriented spirituality that Wuthnow proposes. This makes them more
committed and engaged, both in personal meaning making and public
ritual expression.

The life course of one of the women interviewed for this research pro-
vides evidence of this trend. Karen, the daughter of Holocaust survivors,
grew up as a Reform Jew. She attended Reform Jewish summer camp and
was involved in her synagogue youth group as a teen but, as she describes it,
“really didn't know much at all.” She served as an administrator at a Con-
servative synagogue for several years. When she and her young family moved
to a new community, they decided to join another Conservative synagogue.
As we learned eatlier, Karen signed up for the adult bat mitzvah class almost
immediately; she saw this as her way into this new community. After cele-
brating her adult bat mitzvah in 1998, she became involved in sisterhood and
enrolled in a two-year program of adult Jewish learning. In 2001, she was
appointed chairperson of her synagogue’s change initiative. She attends
Shabbat services weekly, wears a tallit, reads Torah every few months, and is
considered an influential and well-respected lay leader.

Karen’s reflections on her growth since the bat mitzvah focuses on two
things. First, she notes how her increased Jewish knowledge and comfort
with Jewish ritual practice makes her more confident and perhaps more
critical of the worship experience. She no longer feels the need to conform
precisely to the status quo at her synagogue; she is empowered to make
informed decisions about how and where she wants to worship. As a new
leader in the community, she may indeed be on the path toward shaping
change in the nature of services at her congregation. She said, “I'm more
secure in who I am as a Jew as a result of the adult bat mitzvah experience.
I have a much better sense of what I like and don’t like and feel comfort-
able expressing my opinions. I'm starting a process of fanning out to see
what other kinds of Jewish religious experiences there are to help shape
what I want for myself.”62

This newfound independence was evident in her reflections about the
next steps she wanted to take. She said, “I’'m taking an online writing course
right now. I'd really like to travel and write about Jewish life in different
communities around the world. Also, I'd like to do some hevrutah study,
something more self-directed.” Consistent with her sense of empower-
ment, Karen also seemed to be thinking seriously about the nature of her
involvement in the synagogue. She felt she was spending too much time
supporting organizational and program initiatives for the synagogue and
not enough time on her own religious life. As she said, “Learning to chant
Torah was an awesome experience. | wanted to do it my whole life. By now,
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I thought I'd be onto the next rung. I think I would get a lot more spiritu-
ally out of the synagogue if I learned to daven than I do arranging meals
and flowers for the sick people. I wish it could be more balanced.”®3

Karen embodies the rabbinic precept that study leads to action. She is
thoroughly identified as a Jew, but not complacent. She has adopted a
practice-oriented spirituality and sees herself as a full participant in Jewish
life. Her musings about where she wants to direct her energies and her
yearnings for a more meaningful religious life represent the confluence of
her American individualism and her Jewish sense of belonging. She is
deeply rooted in the community, but now sees herself as having a voice in
how this community will continue to grow to reflect her needs.

Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook is often quoted as saying, “Let us renew the
old and sanctify the new.” The American rite of adult bat mitzvah affords
Karen and thousands of women like her the opportunity to do just that.
These women have “renewed the old” by adapting a rite intended to mark
the chronological transition to adulthood, infusing it with new meaning.
Through bat mitzvah, they are saying that becoming a Jewish adult means
developing certain basic skills and competencies in order to participate fully
in community. They are also saying that this can happen at any point in
the life cycle. Though the public affirmation of belonging sometimes is
enough, for most, the adult bat mitzvah ceremony marks a step along a
longer journey. These women “sanctify the new” as they deepen their reli-
gious lives through ongoing Jewish learning, andstronger connections, and
more varied contributions to community. As their own lives are changed,
they too change their communities (in their families, their synagogues, and
the larger Jewish community). The full extent of these changes has yet to
be realized, but the signs suggest that the trajectory will represent a blend-
ing of American individualism with Jewish practice. As these women strive
to find personal meaning within Judaism, they will make sure that their
needs as women are met and that their place as public and full participants
in Jewish ritual life will endure.
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