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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

This thesis addresses the phenomenon of feminist seders in the United States. Over the 

past thirty five years, feminist Jews across the country have participated in hundreds of 

feminist seders and written dozens of haggadahs. How did these ritual actors negotiate 

tradition and change? The choices that actors make in this process of negotiation tell us 

how they approach and envision feminist Judaism. This thesis analyzes three feminist 

haggadahs, focusing on their choices regarding liturgy, the Passover story, and the 

structure of the seder. I found that as ritual actors, the three authors made very different 

choices in their respective haggadahs. These choices shape—and are shaped by—very 

different visions of feminism and Judaism. The differences I found in these feminist 

haggadahs attest to the fact that the feminist seder “movement” is not monolithic. These 

nuances enrich and deepen our understanding of feminist seders—and of feminist 

Judaism. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When I first started to research the nascent invention of feminist Passover seders, 

a certain newspaper article caught my eye. The article, “Feminist Seders Reach the 

Promised Land,” appeared in The New York Times a week before Passover in 2005 to 

recognize two milestones that the year marked in the history of feminist Passover seders. 

First, the article commemorated the 30
th
 anniversary of the first feminist seder. Second, it 

commemorated the work of Ma’yan, a Jewish feminist organization based in Manhattan 

Like many synagogues, Jewish community centers, and college campuses, Ma’yan had 

held model feminist seders every year in the weeks leading up to Passover, encouraging 

participants to bring new ideas back to their family seders. In a bittersweet tone, the 

article announced that 2005 would also be the final year that Ma’yan hosted a feminist 

seder: 

This is the last year it will put on its feminist version of the Passover 

holiday ritual, Ma'yan (pronounced my-YAHN) said. The seders have 

attracted thousands of women and men in the dozen years they have been 

held…The Ma'yan seders have had about 20,000 women (and some men) 

in attendance over the years, according to the organization. Largely 

because of the seders and the Haggadah - the Passover text - published by 

Ma'yan to accompany them, which has sold some 40,000 copies, and 

because of the popularity of the seder music written and recorded by 

Debbie Friedman, similar gatherings are becoming annual events all over 

the country.
1
 

                                                 
1
 Cohen Nussbaum, 2005, 1. 
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As this excerpt makes clear, the piece praised the growth and impact of Ma’yan’s seders. 

Reflecting on their popularity, it also said, “Within a few years, Ma'yan was holding them 

at a catering space with room for 500 people, and holding them on four consecutive 

nights.”
2
 Ma’yan’s seders had grown in size every year since the first one in 1994; in 

2005, they were at the height of their success. 

Why, then, did Ma’yan decide to host its final feminist seder in 2005? The title 

says it all: apparently, feminist seders had reached the promised land. Eve Landau, the 

director of Ma’yan, explained, “Our goal is to be a catalyst…We can give it up because it 

has become mainstream, because girls don't think there's something terribly unusual 

about a women's seder and because now a Miriam's Cup is part of what they see on their 

seder table at home.”
3
 According to the article, Ma’yan stopped hosting feminist seders 

because it accomplished its mission; the practices it promoted had become mainstream. 

Ma’yan determined that feminist seders had “reached the promised land,” so its job was 

done. This answer did not satisfy me. To the contrary, it leads to bigger questions. First, it 

assumes the existence of a “promised land,” an elevated territory that rituals occupy when 

practitioners deem the rituals traditional. Furthermore, it suggests that there is a process 

by which new rituals can reach this status. But how does this process work? How does a 

new ritual “reach the promised land”?  

The article only hints at some of the factors that shaped this process for Ma’yan’s 

feminist seders: open attendance, convenient timing, accessible music recordings, and an 

accessible haggadah. All of these decisions affected the ritual’s ability to become 

mainstream. Moreover, the article hints at some ways to measure success: the number of 

                                                 
2
 Cohen Nussbaum, 2005, 2. 
3
 Cohen Nussbaum, 2005, 1. 
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participants, the inclusion of new ritual objects in family seders, and the common 

perception that it is not “terribly unusual.” These criteria for success indicate Ma’yan’s 

goals—what constitutes reaching the promised land. These goals informed Ma’yan’s 

choices in creating its feminist seders. 

This article focused on one feminist seder out of many, but it provoked greater 

questions about the process through which feminist seders gained acceptance into the 

Jewish tradition. It suggested that this process, the negotiation of tradition and change, 

entails many decisions that reflect the ritual actor’s goals. Over the past thirty five years, 

feminist Jews across the country have encountered the process firsthand in organizing 

“feminist seders” and writing “feminist haggadahs.” These terms have come to represent 

thousands of distinct rituals and texts. Modern Jewish scholar Arnold Eisen even 

encapsulated the multitude of feminist seders and haggadahs with the singular noun 

“movement.”
4
 He found that as a movement, feminist haggadahs shared common 

meanings, and that these meanings could even be generalized to include other 

“postmodern” rituals. Upon closer examination of different feminist haggadahs, are they 

really all the same? How do they respond to issues that arise in the negotiation of 

tradition and change? Do they all make the same choices? Do they share the same vision? 

 In this study, I explore how these questions play out in three feminist haggadahs. 

A haggadah is a script that ritual actors perform at the Passover seder. It not only 

describes past events, but also prescribes a ritual to its audience. I argue that as ritual 

actors, the three authors made very different choices in their respective haggadahs. Even 

the textual choices manifest in the seder. These choices shape—and are shaped by—very 

different visions of feminism and Judaism. These feminist haggadahs demonstrate 

                                                 
4
 Eisen, 1998, 245. 
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different ways that feminist Jews have reconciled tradition and change in the creation of 

innovative feminist seders. “Different” is the keyword in these findings. In recent years, 

people have lumped these three texts, along with dozens of others, into the category of 

feminist haggadahs. I do not wish to challenge their inclusion in this category, but rather 

to complicate the category altogether. The differences that I found in these feminist 

haggadahs attest to the fact that the feminist seder “movement” is not monolithic. Rather, 

the nuances enrich and deepen our understanding of feminist seders—and of feminist 

Judaism. 

In Chapter 1, I examine The Telling and its appended text, The Women’s 

Haggadah. The author, E.M. Broner, claimed that she organized the first feminist seder 

in New York in 1975. In the book, published in 1993, she reminisces about the many 

feminist seders that she and her friends hosted over the years. The memories, in addition 

to The Women’s Haggadah, serve as inspiration for the audience. Broner transformed the 

traditional haggadah. While she preserved the general order of events, she dramatically 

changed much of the language and story to reflect her feminist vision of Judaism. 

However, the text offers only one perspective to readers. Furthermore, her seders are 

exclusive events. The text takes a firm stance on feminism, but fails to reach a wide 

audience. 

In Chapter 2, I analyze the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, which was published 

in 1979 and 1986 by the Woman’s Institute for Continuing Jewish Education. Unlike 

Broner, the Institute invited the entire Jewish community of San Diego to its annual 

feminist seder, allowing it to reach more people. The haggadah left the traditional liturgy 
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unchanged and merely added to the traditional text. It is more accessible, but its feminist 

vision is less clear. 

Finally, in Chapter 3, I look at The Women’s Seder Sourcebook published in 2003. 

The Sourcebook is a compilation of various texts from various authors. The diversity of 

voices makes it accessible and relatable to a wide range of readers. While the format may 

indicate the democratization of ritual, it could also indicate the formation of a canon. 

Because The Sourcebook represents the whole category of feminist seders, it inevitably 

privileges certain perspectives. As an anthology, it establishes a hierarchical classification 

of feminist rituals and promotes only those rituals selected for inclusion. This process of 

selection and unification forms a canon of feminist Passover rituals. The canon conveys 

the evolution and hierarchy of the rituals. 

For the sake of consistency and comparison, I focused on three dimensions of 

these haggadahs: God language, the telling of the Passover story (Magid), and the 

metastructure of the seder. Within the very first sentences of whichever haggadah, 

feminist Jews face an important decision. The haggadah begins with Kadeish, the 

blessing over the first cup of wine to commemorate the holiness of the festival.
5
 The 

traditional blessing over wine, like all Jewish blessings, begins: “blessed are you, lord our 

god, king of the universe.”
6
 This formula appears throughout the haggadah for various 

blessings. Even as “lord” and “king” present their own challenges to feminist Jews, in 

addition this English translation disguises the fact that the blessing uses masculine forms 

to refer to God—but in the original Hebrew blessing, the gender is very clear. Feminist 

Jews must decide whether to change the language—and if so, how. The question is not a 

                                                 
5
 Some haggadahs begin with candle lighting. Both Kadeish and candle lighting commemorate the holiness 

of the festival and require one to recite a blessing. 
6
 This is a translation of the Hebrew: “baruch atah adonai eloheinu melech ha olam.” 
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mere debate over pronouns. It represents a complex conversation about images of God 

and, ultimately, the very nature of God. Furthermore, it necessitates a negotiation of 

tradition and change. While many feminists find masculine God language problematic, 

some still value the traditional language too much to change it. This negotiation plays out 

in The Telling, the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, and The Women’s Seder Sourcebook. 

Magid, the telling of the Passover story, includes numerous songs, poems, and 

Biblical verses. I will focus on three distinct literary components of Magid: the Four 

Questions, the Ten Plagues, and Dayeinu. The elements of the Four Questions originate 

in the Mishnah, a collection of Jewish oral traditions redacted around 200 C.E. Also 

known as Mah Nishtanah, meaning “what has changed,” the Four Questions sets the 

stage for the telling of Exodus in the Magid portion of the haggadah. In fact, the Talmud 

states that at least one question must be asked before the telling of Exodus can begin. 

Traditionally, the youngest participant at the seder asks the questions. These four 

questions revolve around the differences between the Passover night and all other nights. 

The first three questions concern the matzah, maror, and dipping of vegetables. For 

example, the first question asks: “Why is it that on all others night during the year, we eat 

either bread or matzah, but on this night we eat only matzah?” Even this traditional song 

has changed over time. The fourth question in the traditional liturgy today differs from 

the original fourth question of the Babylonian Talmud.
7
 The original fourth question, 

which asked why the paschal sacrifice was exclusively roasted, was eliminated at some 

unknown time after the Mishnah. Maimonides, a prominent Talmudic scholar of the 12
th
 

century, added a new question, “why do we recline on this night?” to replace the 

                                                 
7
 The Jerusalem Talmud includes only three of the questions.  
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reference to the paschal sacrifice.
8
 The replacement shows a historical precedence for a 

widely accepted change in tradition as adaptation to a changing historical context. What 

many now consider the traditional liturgy is itself a revision; tradition is dynamic. Many 

feminist haggadahs now use the motif of the Four Questions to ask why the feminist 

seder is different from the traditional seder. The reinterpretations offer direct insight into 

this very question. Furthermore, they set an inquisitive, self-reflective tone for the seder, 

encouraging participants to ask genuine and challenging questions. 

The recitation of the Ten Plagues enumerates the Ten Plagues that God brought 

upon the Egyptians: blood, frogs, lice, flies, death of livestock, boils, hail, locusts, 

darkness, and the death of the first-born. The text is part of the story of Exodus during the 

seder; the plagues are stated throughout Exodus 7-12. Their violent and devastating 

nature incites many theological concerns, leading interpreters to question God’s motives 

and character. Some feminist reinterpretations explore the tension in celebrating 

liberation at the expense of another’s loss. They ask if such violence is truly a necessary 

action to achieve freedom. Many feminist reinterpretations, however, use motif of the 

Ten Plagues to express the plagues experienced by women. Such reinterpretations can 

serve as a straightforward list of the problems feminists view as most pressing, or at least 

worthy of recognition.   

Dayeinu, which means “it would have been enough for us,” is a litany—a 

liturgical form consisting of call and response. The earliest full text is found in the first 

medieval haggadah, part of the ninth-century Seder Ram Amram, though some scholars 

                                                 
8
 Maimonides, Mishnah, Hilchot chumetz u matza 8.3. Earlier, in the 10

th
 century, Saadia Gaon also made a 

move in this direction. 
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believe it was composed as early as the pre-Maccabean period.
9
 The song appears in the 

Magid portion of the haggadah, just after the story of Exodus and before the explanation 

of pesach, matzah, and maror, the shank bone, unleavened bread, and bitter herbs on the 

seder plate. Dayeinu consists of fourteen strophes that recount great deeds that God 

bestowed upon the Israelites, beginning with Exodus and ending with the building of the 

Temple. For example, one strophe declares, “If He had brought us near to Mount Sinai, 

but had not given us the Torah, it would have been sufficient.” The next strophe 

continues, “If He had given us the Torah…” As the title suggests, the song is an 

expression of gratitude for each of God’s miracles, recognizing that even one miracle 

would be good enough. 

Many feminist haggadahs, even the most conservative ones, have completely 

changed the meaning of Dayeinu. The traditional song seems to lend itself to such 

revision. The underlying sentiment of unconditional gratitude stands in stark contrast to 

the underlying sentiment of a feminist seder: we cannot be thankful until everyone is free. 

Some feminist reinterpretations emphasize the complacent attitude behind the song, 

asking: would it really be enough? Many take the song as an opportunity to dream about 

the future, enumerating the steps that must be taken to achieve women’s equality. The 

Telling and the San Diego Women’s Haggadah both contain reinterpretations of Dayeinu, 

and The Women’s Seder Sourcebook contains an entire section devoted to such 

reinterpretations.  

God language and the components of the Passover story constitute discrete 

aspects of the haggadah. One can readily place the traditional and feminist texts side by 

                                                 
9
 Ben-Amos and Dov Noy, eds., 2007, 382. Medieval historian Israel Yuval and others argue that Dayeinu 

was composed in the third century CE. See Yuval, 1999, 105. 
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side to compare. Issues regarding the seder ritual itself prove much more nebulous. These 

aspects of the haggadahs, which I will call the metastructure of the seder, may include the 

number of participants, the type of participation, and the use of ritual objects. The 

answers to the ritual problems and metastructure may appear not only in the haggadah, 

but also in the preface or notes. The haggadah tells only part of the story; one must keep 

in mind that it serves as a script for a ritual performance. Since it is impossible to 

retroactively attend these seders, information about their structure, as well as personal 

accounts of them, helps us paint a clear picture. Organizational questions, such as who 

attended and in what capacity each person participated, carry just as much significance as 

the text of the haggadah. The authors have two distinct audiences: the people who 

attended their seder (for which they wrote the haggadah) and the people who will use the 

haggadah at their own seders in the future. The authors’ personal reflections and 

suggestions tell us not only about their experiences organizing a women’s seder, but also 

how they thought future leaders should organize them. A negotiation between tradition 

and change informs their opinions. The authors had to carefully balance the two sides to 

optimize the chances that their haggadah—or a specific aspect of it—will be accepted 

into the amorphous canon of Jewish tradition today. 

The importance of these choices, their similarities and differences, becomes more 

meaningful when we consider American Jewish history. The struggle between tradition 

and change has been an ongoing theme throughout American Jewish history. Their 

relationship transcends that of mere opposites. To be sure, tension lies between them; 

however, an investigation of tradition reveals its historical construction. Tradition is not 

what always was, but what its adherents think it is. This dissonance prompts the question: 
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what is tradition, and why is it tradition? In other words, what practices have historical 

actors successfully turned into tradition? What empowered them to do so? One wonders 

what essential characteristics of a ritual practice contribute to its popularity. The present 

investigation takes at its starting point the fact that Passover is the most widely celebrated 

Jewish holiday in the United States.  

By the 1930s, Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox Judaism were established 

movements in America, and Reconstructionist Judaism was in its beginning stages. As 

anti-Semitism and violence against Jews rose during this period, subdivisions between 

different types of Jews decreased. Jews reached out to help fellow Jews like never before 

in American history: they aided new Jewish immigrants and their poorer relatives, hired 

each other, patronized each other’s businesses, and thereby created their own “sub-

economy.”
10
 The low intermarriage rates and high concentration of Jews within just a few 

neighborhoods demonstrate this new unification among Jews. But internal unity also 

meant more separation from outsiders, and an emphasis on common ethnicity rather than 

religion. Yiddishkeit
11
, the idea of Jewishness without Judaism, thrived. Jewish secularists 

promoted Yiddishkeit and commitment to social justice. Participation in Jewish schools, 

synagogues, and institutions dwindled. Religious observance certainly decreased for 

Catholics and Protestants too during this era of “religious depression,” but the depression 

affected Jews the most. Despite all of this, Jews and even Jewish secularists continued to 

celebrate Passover, as its humanistic message of justice accorded with their values.
12
 

Jews were choosing which observances to uphold. 

                                                 
10
 Sarna, 2004, 221. 

11
 “Jewishness” in Yiddish. See glossary. 

12
 Sarna, 2004, 224. 
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The unity and sub-economy among Jews established them as a demographic, a 

segment of the American population identified by statistical characteristics. In 

recognition that Jews constituted a distinct marketing demographic, Maxwell House 

Coffee began several marketing campaigns targeted specifically toward Jewish 

consumers. Furthermore, the Jewish population had reached an all-time high—between 

3.12 and 3.68 percent of the total population—during this time period between 1920 and 

1940.
13
 These conditions made it an opportune time to reach out to the Jewish 

demographic. In 1923, Maxwell House Coffee was the first coffee company to seek 

kosher-for-Passover certification. Its decision to focus the marketing campaign on 

Passover was wise, since Jews continued to celebrate the holiday even as they ceased 

other forms of religious observance. Ashkenazic Jewish custom prohibits the 

consumption of beans during Passover, causing many to believe incorrectly that coffee 

was not kosher for Passover. The certification dispelled the misconception on the basis 

that the coffee bean is actually a berry. About a decade later, the company worked with 

an advertising agency and an Orthodox rabbi to develop its own Passover haggadah, 

which has been in print since 1934, with the exception of a one-year interruption during 

the Great Depression in the 1930s when paper was scarce. Every year as the holiday 

approaches costumers receive a free copy of The Maxwell House Haggadah with the 

purchase of a can of coffee. Over 50 million copies have been printed, making it the most 

widely used haggadah in the world.
14
 Today, The Maxwell House Haggadah holds the 

status of tradition for most Jews. It occupies childhood memories of Passover. 

                                                 
13
 Sarna, 2004, 375. 

14
 The Jewish Press, 2008. 
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Although Maxwell House was the first company to seek kosher-for-Passover 

certification for its coffee, it was not the first company to commercialize the haggadah. 

The State Bank of New York was the first to publish and give away its own haggadahs, 

and by the 1950s the B. Manischewitz Company, Streit’s Matzos, and Chase & Sanborn 

Coffees had done the same. But none matched the popularity of The Maxwell House 

Haggadah, as it was readily available, and user-friendly.
15
 

Despite the aforementioned sense of camaraderie among Jews, many differences 

stood between them. As Jewish education dwindled and Classical Reform used mostly 

English, not everyone had knowledge of Hebrew. Advertisements that targeted the 

Jewish demographic as a whole had to be inclusive and innocuous to satisfy a wide range 

of potential Jewish customers. In its original haggadah published in 1934, Maxwell 

House achieved this by using the traditional Hebrew text side-by-side with a complete 

English translation, along with instructions in English. It stuck to the stylistic conventions 

of its time: it opened from right to left, employed masculine God language, and addressed 

the reader with masculine pronouns.
16
 Masculine language was not yet a debated issue, so 

Maxwell House’s decision to employ it agreed with all the religious movements. By this 

time, Reform had already published the Union Prayer Book, which contained very little 

Hebrew, but Maxwell House’s inclusion of both Hebrew and English prevented any 

divisiveness over this issue.
17
  

The Maxwell House Haggadah attempted to please everyone, and judging from its 

widespread popularity, it succeeded. It is worth noting that Maxwell House’s greater goal 

of selling coffee succeeded too: according to a survey conducted in 1999, it is the “coffee 

                                                 
15
 Hoffman, 2008, 86-7. 

16
 Hoffman, 2008, 88. 

17
 Sarna, 2004, 194. 
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of choice among American Jews (double the figure for non-Jewish homes).”
18
 Over the 

years, Maxwell House Coffee has earned its own seat at the Passover seder table in the 

United States, thanks to a very deliberate and careful marketing campaign.  

The Maxwell House Haggadah has become the traditional haggadah “against 

which 'new-fangled' (feminist or liberationist) Haggadahs are measured.”
19
 Accessibility 

was the key to its success. Interestingly, The Maxwell House Haggadah has also changed 

over the years in response to the changing needs and priorities of its target audience, but 

for now it is important to understand the context of its original publication in the 1930s.
20
 

Even as it adapts to changing circumstances, it maintains the status of tradition. It 

demonstrates that with the right formula, something new and innovative can be treated as 

if it were old-fashioned and traditional. 

In the years following The Maxwell House Haggadah’s original publication, two 

other events occurred that had a major, lasting impact on Judaism in America in general, 

and the Passover seder in particular: the Holocaust and the founding of the State of Israel. 

Annual surveys conducted in the 1990s demonstrate their profound impact: 

About three-quarters of American Jews agreed that “caring about Israel is 

a very important part of my being a Jew.” The same number considered 

“remembrance of the Holocaust” to be either “extremely important” or 

“very important.” By contrast, only about a third of those surveyed listed 

participation in synagogue services, Jewish study, or Jewish organizational 

activity as extremely or very important. Even “celebration of Jewish 

                                                 
18
 Hoffman, 2008, 85. 

19
 Ochs, 2001, 3. 

20
 Discussion of the changes made to The Maxwell House Haggadah throughout the years will ensue later.  
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holidays” ranked below caring about Israel and remembering the 

Holocaust as central components of Jewish identity.
21
 

The Holocaust, the genocide in which Nazis killed about six million Jews, only became 

known as “the Holocaust” in the 1960s. Curiously, it took the mainstream American 

Jewish community almost a generation to recognize its significance. Between 1950 and 

1965, the Jewish Publication Society published one book about it. However, even in the 

quiet period of the tragedy’s wake, a “ritual of remembrance” recitation made its way 

into some Passover seders.
22
 

Although there was an initial quietness around the Holocaust, post-Holocaust 

American witnessed an upswing of religious activity—for not only Jews, but also 

Protestants and Catholics—following World War II.
23
 For Jews, the religious revival did 

not come in the form of a belief or synagogue attendance. Although Orthodox Judaism 

had more adherents than Reform or Conservative Judaism, most of them were old, and 

their level of observance was actually weakening. Non-Orthodox branches, in contrast, 

were growing, but their observance was also on the decline: they were observing regular 

practices such as Shabbat and kashrut (the Jewish dietary laws) less and less. Instead, the 

religious revival of the postwar era manifested in increasing numbers of synagogues and 

institutions of Jewish education, increasing interest in Bible study and Jewish theology, 

and finally, “the collapse of Jewish secularism as an organized movement.”
24
 

While Jews across the board were becoming laxer in their everyday observance, 

observance of Hanukkah and Passover were on the rise. Intrigued by the increasing 

                                                 
21
 Sarna, 2004, 333. 

22
 Sarna, 2004, 296. 

23
 Hutchison, 2003, 201. 

24
 Sarna, 2004, 278-281. 
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popularity of these two home rituals, sociologists Marshall Sklare and Joseph Greenblum 

identified the characteristics that have made them so well-retained. They further 

generalized these characteristics to five political conditions that must be met for a ritual 

to reach and maintain widespread observance in the United States: 

(1) carries a message redefined in modern and universal terms, (2) does 

not demand social isolation or the adoption of a unique life style, (3) 

accords with the religious culture of the larger community and provides a 

‘Jewish’ alternative when one seems to be needed, (4) is explicitly child-

centered, and (5) is performed annually or infrequently.
25
 

These characteristics still ring true today—and perhaps help explain why almost 90 

percent of Jews currently celebrate the Passover seder, making it the most celebrated 

Jewish holiday.
26
 Furthermore, they clearly demonstrate Arnold Eisen’s salient argument 

that ritual practice is not simply an enactment of belief.
27
 Modernity’s mixed blessings          

of enlightenment and emancipation, followed by the even greater religious freedom 

granted in America, meant that Jews could choose which practices to retain. Their socio-

political position in America determined their religious choices much more than their 

beliefs. Hanukkah and Passover were the easiest to adapt to American culture: they fit in 

with Christmas and Easter, did not set Jews apart like Shabbat and kashrut did, only 

happened once a year, and could be reinterpreted for a contemporary context.  

 Given the importance of the Holocaust and the founding of the State of Israel to 

so many contemporary Jews, it is not surprising that these events so often become the 

focus of haggadahs. Some haggadahs have been entirely focused on one of the two 
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events—they draw connections between the story of Exodus and more contemporary 

experiences of oppression and liberation. These haggadahs were the precursors to the 

feminist haggadahs that first appeared about twenty years later. Before the Holocaust and 

the founding of the State of Israel, seders devoted to contemporary causes already 

existed—for example, the collapse of the tsarist regime in Russia was a prominent theme 

and cause of celebration in American seders that year.
28
 However, the popular causes 

featured in seders before World War II were ephemeral. While the Holocaust and Israel 

weren’t the first contemporary causes to be recognized in the seder, they certainly have 

been the most influential and enduring.  

These two events, more than any other factors, have determined the contemporary 

context in which Jews reinterpret Passover. For instance, the Conservative movement 

first published a haggadah in 1979. While the traditional elements remain, commentaries 

and supplementary readings offer reinterpretations. Among the supplementary readings is 

a six-page compilation of texts focused on the Holocaust and the founding of the State of 

Israel, which begins: 

The radical transformation of the conditions and circumstances of Jewish 

life, since the Holocaust and the establishment of the State of Israel, must 

be mirrored in the Haggadah, to ensure that in each generation we 

experience the reality of the Exodus from Egypt.
29
 

Carole Balin observes that together, the Holocaust and the founding of the State of Israel 

fit into the Biblical paradigm of Israel’s servitude and deliverance. Some haggadahs have 

dealt with the two events separately, or focused only on one, but the majority connects 
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the two within the servitude-and-deliverance motif. She suggests that fitting the 

Holocaust into this ongoing pattern throughout history may be a way of making sense of 

it and coping with the tragedy.
30
  

The tragedy of the Holocaust, followed by the establishment of the State of Israel, 

made a major impact on Jewish practice in the United States and elsewhere. In the 1960s, 

American social movements, most notably the women's movement and the spirituality 

movement, also made a major impact on Jewish practice. Amongst a number of social 

movements that offered only a universalistic appeal to Jews, these two movements had 

particularistic manifestations in Jewish practice. The impact of each was felt 

independently. In addition, they effectively converged as progenitors of the Jewish 

women's spirituality movement that would later develop the feminist Passover seder. 

Throughout its modern carnation in history, the Jewish women's spirituality movement 

(herein interchangeable with Jewish feminism) has struggled in new ways with the long-

standing complicated relationship between tradition and change. Ritual is the testing 

ground—the time and space—where these new ways play out. Through the creation and 

performance of feminist rituals, Jewish women self-consciously reinvent the past while 

invoking its authority. 

The spirituality movement grew out of youth rebellion and anti-establishment 

sentiment. Its goal was to reclaim religion from the established church authority; it 

promoted the idea that individuals should take religion into their own hands. In Judaism, 

the most obvious manifestation was the chavurah, a term borrowed from the separatist 

religious fellowships that “radical Jewish pietists, mystics, and scholars” formed during 
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the late Second Temple period.
31
 In its modern form, the term encompassed a wide range 

of practices. Chavurot, defined broadly, are “relatively small groups of Jews [who] come 

together regularly for programs which include Jewish study, worship, celebration, and 

personal association.”
32
 They were characterized by a horizontal group structure, lack of 

a rabbi, emphasis on community and communal activities, and a do-it-yourself attitude 

towards Jewish learning and worship. In 1973, three chavurah members introduced this 

do-it-yourself spirituality to the Jewish world with the publication of The Jewish Catalog. 

A guide and source book of all facets of Jewish life, The Jewish Catalog brought the 

marginal ideals of the chavurah movement to mainstream Judaism; the Jewish 

Publication Society sold more copies of it than any book before, except for their English 

translation of the Torah.
33
 It was a major driving force behind the religious revival that 

swept through American Jewry in the following decades. 

The concurrent women’s movement challenged [white, middle-class] women’s 

inferior position in society and sought to change it in a couple of different ways. On the 

one hand, women were tired of their disadvantaged status and desired access to the 

normative privileges available to men. On the other, they wanted to reshape what 

“normative” was. Put into practice, the two desires sometimes prescribed conflicting 

methods of attaining liberation; this method continues to be an ongoing debate among 

feminists today. In the 1970s Jewish women began to ask how these ideals would look in 

Judaism; they tried to formulate a model for Jewish feminism. As they translated their 
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ideals into Jewish ritual practice, the familiar feminist paradigmatic conflicts arose in a 

distinctly Jewish context.  

The development of Rosh Chodesh groups in the 1980s illustrates the combined 

impact of the women’s movement and the spirituality movement. Rosh Chodesh groups, 

which offered a Jewish parallel to secular Consciousness Raising groups, sought to 

reclaim the ancient celebration of the new moon—a celebration that bore a traditional 

connection to women.
34
 Rosh Chodesh groups fostered personal sharing and Jewish 

learning. Participants created rituals that revolved around the Jewish calendar and around 

the lifecycles of the women in the group. They tried to strike a delicate balance between 

group solidarity and individual spiritual expression. 

In light of the tension between feminisms’ competing goals of parity and change, 

rituals fall under two broad, and sometimes confused, categories in feminist Judaism: 

imitative and inventive. Imitative rituals seek egalitarianism by allowing women to do 

everything that men traditionally do: become bar (bat) mitzvah, wear a kippah (skullcap), 

lay tefillin (phylacteries), and so on. Imitative rituals make women normal as opposed to 

othered, but they make no attempt to change the rituals so that they speak to women's 

experiences. Alternatively, as inventive rituals attempt to address the specific needs of 

women, they run the risk of reinscribing the very gender roles they wish to change. Elyse 

Goldstein frames her vision of feminist ritual in terms of this problem: “We will need to 

be open to the many faceted ways of being female, so that we do not fall into the trap of 

defining ourselves as the patriarchy has defined us—as child bearers, child-rearers, care-

givers.”
35
 Most of all, the issue that arises with inventive rituals is that they are inventive. 
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The ceremonies have not existed for thousands of years, so they must be invented now.  

They do not carry a long history of practice with them. This means that inventive rituals 

face the task of maintaining some connection to Judaism and level of authenticity. 

All of these conflicting factors determine how participants will receive a new 

ritual, and thus whether or not it can make its way into the canon(s) of Judaism. The 

founders of ritualwell.org, a Jewish feminist website, have named the body of 

considerations that lead to the codification of ritual the “politics and aesthetics of 

spirituality.”
36
 The spirituality movement, specifically the popularity of The Jewish 

Catalog, spurred widespread interest in ritual—with a new emphasis on rediscovery, 

personal meaning, and faith as a lifelong journey. As American Jews decided for 

themselves what practices to embrace and reject, religious authority shifted to the 

individual or family.
37
 Rituals are canonized when a critical mass of Jews embrace them. 

Some innovative practices have caught on quickly, while others have not made it to 

community practice at all. Of course, the boundaries of canon are not rigid, and “critical 

mass” does not signify a specific number. Sometimes a ritual’s canonical status is not 

obvious, and there’s certainly never an absence of debate over the status of any given 

ritual. However, certain innovations unequivocally have been embraced by mainstream 

Judaism. For example, most Jews have easily and quickly accepted prayers that mourn 

the tragedy of the Holocaust and celebrate the State of Israel.
38
 

As we have seen, a number of challenges arise when Jewish feminists face the 

task of creating rituals that mainstream Judaism will embrace. But even aside from 

questions of gender, many factors go into determining what decisions American Jews 
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make in their lives. In fact, since the onset of modernity, Jewish thinkers have pondered 

such factors. In the aftermath of emancipation and enlightenment, modern Jewish 

thinkers and leaders looked for new ways to increase and sustain religious observances. 

The ultimate task of much of modern Jewish thought and practice is “to provide reasons 

for observing the commandments to Jews who have good reasons (in terms of the 

cultures in which they move) for not observing the commandments in whole or in part.”
39
 

Thinkers such as Moses Mendelssohn, Samuel Hirsch, Joseph Soloveitchik, and 

Abraham Heschel recognized that devotion to observance, not to belief, was vital to 

Judaism’s survival. But their cases for observance had several shortcomings. 

Mendelssohn’s approach was to allow Jews to endow each commandment with personal 

meaning. The problem was that Jews would pick and choose only the commandments 

that resonated with them. In Hirsch’s model, each commandment pointed to a single, 

universal truth. It stifled individual creativity and rested on the fact that everyone would 

agree with his interpretation.
40
 Scholars and religious leaders today have yet to formulate 

some universal motive for Jewish ritual observance. 

In the current historical moment, the power of observance lies in the hands of 

individuals. Most American Jews celebrate Passover. Some attend a seder in which 

someone repeats the traditional haggadah, or struggle with formulating a new one. Others 

infuse the traditional seder and haggadah with new commentaries that reimagine the 

meaning in the holiday in terms that resonate with them. The tragedy of the Holocaust 

and the founding of the State of Israel, as the two most significant events for Jews in 

recent history, have found their way into Passover observance. They provide an example 
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of an innovation being accepted into mainstream Jewish practice. Furthermore, the 

popularity of The Maxwell House Haggadah shows how accessibility can encourage a 

haggadah’s acceptance. All of these contemporary practices point to the negotiation of 

tradition and change that feminist Jews must make. In this thesis I examine how three 

specific haggadahs have struggled with these complex aspects of American Judaism. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE TELLING 

In her 1993 book entitled The Telling, E.M. Broner tells the story of her group of 

“Seder Sisters” who meet every year to celebrate the festival of Passover. The title, The 

Telling, refers to the name of the ritual manual for the Passover seder—the haggadah, the 

telling of Exodus. But at their annual seder, the Seder Sisters tell a different story, the 

story that was never written down or remembered as history: the story of women. Unlike 

most seders, which take place on the first and second night of Passover, their seder takes 

place either immediately before the festival begins or following the other two; they call 

this women’s seder the “third seder.”
41
 

 In 1975 the third seder began to take shape. Broner described the premise: “With 

women, holiday begins before ceremony, with cleaning, preparation, presentation. If 

seder is order, that Spring of ’75 we changed the order.”
42
 Many other feminist 

commentaries on Passover have recognized the intense labor that women invest in 

holiday preparation and cooking.
43
 Among the various commentaries, one finds a 

distinction between appreciation of this labor, on the one hand, and grievance at these 

tasks strictly applying to women, on the other. This difference often demonstrates the 

author’s approach to feminist Judaism. Reinterpretationists interpret traditional roles in 

terms of their feminist beliefs and emphasize the need to value, not change, women’s 

roles. Their commentaries call on the readers to appreciate the often-underappreciated, 

behind-the-scenes role that women play in Passover observance through cooking and 
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cleaning.
44
 Broner, by contrast, adheres to transformationist feminism. She radically 

questions the patriarchal structure of Judaism and seeks to change it by creating an 

alternative space for Jewish feminist practices.
45
  

Just three women participated in Broner’s first seder, and their husbands prepared 

all the food. A year later, in 1976, two groups of women formed, one in Haifa and the 

other in New York, to celebrate what they and others consider to be the very first feminist 

seders.
46
 They used The Women’s Haggadah, which Naomi Nimrod and E.M. Broner, 

both Seder Sisters, had coauthored the preceding year. 

 

God Language and Liturgy 

 The order of the seder resembled that of traditional seders, but Broner reworked 

each component to focus on the oppression of women, not just the oppression of the male 

Israelites. Everyone present was a woman (or girl), and unlike traditional seders, this one 

was not lead by the male leader of the family. Each woman participated equally; they 

tried to avoid a hierarchical model of ritual. The seder began, like other seders, with 

kiddush, the blessing over the first cup of wine. They recited the blessing in English, but 

invoked “Shekhinah, Blessed be She,” rather than invoking the traditional “Lord, King of 

the Universe, Blessed be He.”
47
 In Kabbalah, Shekhinah is the female aspect of God; it 

represents the most eminent, dwelling presence of God. According to the kabbalistic 

myth, “for the cosmos to be whole, the Shekhinah, the female aspect of the divine, must 

be redeemed from exile and reunited with the Holy One, Blessed be He, a masculine 
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aspect of the Godhead.”
48
 At that first feminist seder in New York, Gloria Steinem 

echoed the sentiment of that myth, saying, “We are trying to unite the great cosmic 

mother. It is that spirit of earth, of nature, of cosmic union that we have lost.”
49
 The myth 

lends itself easily to a feminist interpretation; it means that for the cosmos to be whole, 

women’s voices must be included. Shekhinah, women, are in exile and must be redeemed 

and reunited with the masculine Godhead, men. Without a feminine presence, the divine 

and the universe are broken and incomplete.  

Invoking Shekhinah has the obvious benefit, for feminists, of invoking a God that 

is not strictly masculine or patriarchal like “Lord” and “King.” But the term also has 

disadvantages that can keep it from reaching mainstream Judaism. In an ethnographic 

study of the Jewish Renewal movement, which shares feminist and do-it-yourself 

spiritual views with the Seder Sisters, Chava Weissler found that men in the movement 

thought of Shekhinah as a “woman’s God” who was irrelevant to them.
50
 While 

Weissler’s study was published years after The Telling, she gathers a wide range of 

opinions on Shekhinah and pinpoints many of the ongoing concerns. Because Shekhinah 

represents the feminine divine, women sometimes use the term to essentialize femininity; 

they attribute essentialist feminine qualities to her—like “soft, warm, motherly, 

nurturing”—that reinscribe female stereotypes, gender differences, and the dichotomy 

between women and men.
51
 Shekhinah is marked as different, as specifically female, but 

the traditional God language is not neutral; it is masculine. At the same time, practitioners 

grew up using the masculine God language, and sometimes feel awkward using new 
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language. It does not resonate with them, and does not invoke their personal or Jewish 

memory the way the old language does. The debate over God language remains 

unresolved and arises in any Jewish feminist circle. The Seder Sisters began as a close-

knit group of friends who made decisions together. This affinity group model, in which 

the Seder Sisters shared common opinions and goals, diminished the risk of divisions 

over God language. Later, I will discuss the metastructural dimension of the seder further. 

 

Magid 

The Women’s Haggadah that follows Broner’s dynamic memoir demonstrates a 

more static dimension of the text. The haggadah itself is devoid of references to the 

author’s personal experience. The advantage of the haggadah is that it spells out Broner’s 

feminist vision of Judaism to everyone. Since she wrote it for other people to use, she 

presents issues that affect all Jewish women, instead of whatever issue she and her Seder 

Sisters deemed important any given year. The haggadah expands her limited perspective 

to a larger scope. While her personal story is descriptive, the haggadah is, by definition, 

prescriptive: an instruction manual for the seder. 

During the Four Questions at a traditional seder, the youngest child first asks why 

the Passover night is different from all other nights. At Broner’s feminist seder, the 

daughters and young women start with the “Four Questions of Women,” asking, “why is 

this Haggadah different from the traditional Haggadot?” All of the women respond, 

“because this Haggadah deals with the Exodus of women.”
52
 The response highlights the 

analogy that Jewish feminists want to make between the oppression of women and the 

oppression of the Israelites in Egypt. They use the analogy to talk about feminism, 
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women’s liberation from oppression, in a Jewish framework. Second, the daughters (a 

term used literally and symbolically) ask, “Why have our Mothers on this night been 

bitter?” The mothers respond, “Because they did the preparation but not the ritual. They 

did the serving but not the conducting. They read of their fathers but not of their 

mothers.”
53
 This response again points to the fact that women have not fully participated 

in the festival in the past. They were always behind the scenes, cooking, removing the 

chametz (food that is not kosher for Passover), and preparing for the festival. This 

response points out that the way Jews celebrate Passover, a celebration of liberation, can 

itself be oppressive. Broner uses the Passover story as a tool to discuss liberation, and 

furthermore she extends her critique to address how the traditional way of celebrating the 

holiday is problematic. 

The third question is no different from the traditional: “Why on this night do we 

dip twice?” The answer, however, deviates tremendously from the traditional one: 

“Because of the natural and unnatural cycles of blood: our monthly bleedings; the bloods 

killed by war.”
54
 Here Broner takes a radical feminist position. Rather than merely 

fighting for women to have all of the privileges men enjoy, she insists on reframing the 

ritual in terms of women’s experience. She contrasts the regenerative properties of 

women’s menstruation to the destructive properties of blood shed in war. Although she 

does not explicitly name men, peace and war correspond to woman and man. Broner 

makes menstrual blood, considered by tradition to be impure, into a symbol for life, 

peace, and nature. Like this question, the fourth one is unchanged from the traditional: 

“Why on this night do we recline?” But the response presents a challenge to tradition: 
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they recline for the “unhurried telling of the legacy of Miriam.”
55
 Broner takes to the task 

of going back in history and filling in the gaps and silences. Women were there; their 

roles were just minimized in the traditional story. She instead emphasizes women’s roles, 

specifically Miriam’s, in liberation from Egypt. She uses the word “legacy” to construct a 

sense of nostalgia and authenticity. 

The Women’s Haggadah also lists the ten traditional plagues that God cast upon 

the Egyptians, but it reinterprets them as metaphors for the plagues of women. This 

analogy brings up theological concerns. In the traditional haggadah, God punishes the 

oppressors through the plagues and liberates the oppressed. A parallel situation might be 

God punishing men for oppressing women—but that is not the case in this 

reinterpretation. Rather, women are the victims of the plagues. The plagues of women are 

not a divine intervention on their behalf. They do not help liberate women; they oppress 

them. The roles of men as oppressor and women as oppressed are clear, but the role of 

God is more complicated. Is God complicit in men’s oppression of women? Why has 

God not intervened to stop the oppression, like God did in Exodus? These theological 

questions disrupt the analogy between the traditional ten plagues and the Ten Plagues of 

women; Broner leaves them unresolved. 

Throughout this piece, Broner repeatedly summarizes how “The Tribal Council of 

Men” made decisions that hurt women: first, the Council “did not listen to the voices of 

women,” then it “hardened its heart against women,” and lastly, it “abandoned the 

women.” The piece concludes: “And the Tribal Council never let the Hebrew women go 

out of Bondage.” Echoing the language of Exodus, it compares the Tribal Council to 
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Pharaoh, who also hardened his heart.
56
 Curiously, it also draws a comparison between 

men and God. The conclusion that the Tribal Council never freed the women from 

bondage reminds us that, according to the traditional story, God freed the Hebrew people. 

God has power over the Hebrew people just as men have power over women. 

Furthermore, it was God who inflicted the Ten Plagues in the traditional story, just as 

here, men inflict the Ten Plagues. The story goes that the Jewish people must collectively 

celebrate their liberation from Pharaoh’s oppression. This reinterpretation flips the 

paradigm on its head to show that actually, Jewish women are still not free. Their own 

people, Jewish men, oppress them. 

The Ten Plagues of women point to the fundamental problems that cause 

women’s oppression in Judaism. The first plague is blood. The haggadah explains that 

because “the bleeding and bearing cycle of the female is considered unclean by the male 

[…] she is forcibly removed from power and rule.”
57
 Notably, the root of the problem is 

not women’s bodies themselves, but the fact that they are deemed unclean by men. This 

plague relates to the Jewish laws of family purity, which place restrictions on 

menstruating women. Broner does not focus on the details of laws, but rather focuses on 

the impact that men’s devaluation of women has on the community: women are excluded 

from it. Blood is the only plague that literally represents a form of women’s oppression. 

Some of the other plagues are much vaguer: lice represent dissatisfaction, boils represent 

jealousy, and locusts represent legal discrimination. 

The tenth plague brings up major questions concerning Broner’s theology. Instead 

of the “Slaying of the Firstborn,” she names it the “Slaying of the Spirit.” She explains 
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that at midnight, “he” passed over women, and they bowed their heads and worshiped. 

She concludes, “With all women it was thus, from the highborn to the lowly, they became 

captive spirits. And no one heard them cry, yet, in each house, had the women expired.”
58
 

This reinterpretation merits unpacking. At first, it appears to mirror the traditional 

Passover story. God tells the Hebrews that he will “go through the land of Egypt and 

strike down every first-born,” but when he sees the sign of blood on the Hebrews’ 

houses, he will “pass over” them, so that no plague destroys them.
59
 In Broner’s version, 

“he” is unnamed, but the reference to the original story suggests that “he” is God. But 

Broner departs from that narrative. She claims that when women worshiped God, they 

became trapped inside their houses and no one responded to their cries. Broner’s 

preceding reinterpreted plagues only hinted at the connection between God’s power and 

men’s power. Here, the connection is irrefutable. The idea that submission to God 

enslaved women has theological implications. As the other plagues criticized men’s role 

in oppressing women, they were human problems with human solutions. This plague 

seems to put God’s role in question, criticizing not only imperfect human beings, but 

Judaism itself. 

“Dayenu,”
60
 clears up some of the mystery of the final plague. Again, Broner uses 

the trope of the traditional haggadah to talk about the oppression of Jewish women. It 

offers solutions to the problems presented in “The Plagues of Women,” listing all the 

conditions that would be “sufficient for” women. Like the original Dayeinu, it follows the 

chronology of the Torah. It begins by criticizing the way that Eve was created: “If Eve 

                                                 
58
 Broner, 1993, 211. 

59
 Lieber, ed., 2004, Exodus 12.12, 383. 

60
 This is the way Broner spells the word; however, I will spell it “Dayeinu” in accordance with the 

majority of my sources. 



 

 

31 

had been created in the image of God and not as a helper to Adam, it would have 

sufficed. Dayenu.”
61
 The passive voice obscures the subject, but this clearly refers to the 

creation story in Genesis, in which God created Adam and Eve. Broner again seems to 

criticize God itself. However, one of the verses of Dayenu provides the key to this 

conundrum. Broner states, “If women had been the writers of Tanach, interpreters of our 

past, Dayenu.”
62
 She does not criticize God, but rather men’s interpretation of God. She 

does not criticize God’s actions, but the way that men recorded them—and the fact that 

only men recorded them. However, she does not completely discard the concept of God.  

“Dayenu,” clarifies God’s role in women’s oppression, as it describes solutions to 

the problems presented in “The Plagues of Women.” Read together, the two texts form a 

vision of God, Torah, and Israel. Judith Plaskow’s feminist theology, presented in 

Standing Again At Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective offers insight into this 

vision by expanding on the theological underpinnings of “The Plagues of Women” and 

“Dayenu.” Plaskow’s theory on domination and covenant generalizes Broner’s argument.  

Plaskow envisions an inclusive monotheistic Judaism consisting of one Torah, 

one people Israel, and one God. Normative Judaism portrays God as “dominating Other.” 

She argues that this understanding of God justifies, and indeed prescribes, human 

oppression:  

God as ruler and king of the universe is the pinnacle of a vast hierarchy 

that extends from God ‘himself’ to angels/men/women/children/animals 
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and finally the earth. As hierarchical ruler, God is a model for many 

schemes of dominance that human beings create for themselves.
63
 

Broner, like Plaskow, criticizes and rejects this portrait of God. The tenth plague of 

women, “The Slaying of the Spirit,” all of the women submit to God’s dominance. They 

bow and worship him. Broner does not mention the word “God,” but instead vaguely 

refers to “he,” conjuring up a distinctly male, dominating figure. This God, celebrated as 

the liberator of the Jewish people, models and mirrors human oppression. Invoking the 

language of domination, Broner shows that true liberation can never be reached through 

the worship of a hierarchical God. 

 Plaskow further addresses the implications of this theology. She argues that this 

portrait of God as domination actually “undermines the relationship between God and 

Israel.”
64
 The language of domination not only presents a problem for feminist theology, 

but also for Jewish theology in general. The problem rests in the fact that Judaism 

recognizes a covenant between God and Israel. A covenant is a contract that requires 

commitments on both sides. Plaskow clarifies: “The language of domination, however, is 

in tension with the language of covenant, because it denies the reality of human power 

and responsibility that the covenant presupposes.”
65
 The image of a dominating God 

disempowers Israel from taking action—which contradicts the notion that Israel must 

take action as a partner in a covenant with God. Plaskow summarizes the problem of a 

dominating God: “Thus, while images of God as dominating Other sanction oppression, 

they also fail to acknowledge or evoke from us the energy and empowerment required to 
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struggle against oppression.”
66
 The language of domination attributes all power and 

responsibility to God; it not only authorizes oppression but also eliminates human 

accountability for oppression. 

 Broner’s feminist vision of Judaism rests on human accountability, recognizing 

the covenant between God and Israel. In light of Plaskow’s analysis, it is clear that 

Broner does not critique God, but rather a certain man-made image of God. Thus, 

Broner’s “Dayenu” acknowledges Israel’s role in the covenant, and the steps that Israel 

must take to fulfill its side of the contract with God. Each condition is a step toward 

including women’s experiences and voices in tradition. According to “Dayenu,” women 

must, like men, be “interpreters of our past.”
67
 By interpreting the past and reshaping 

memory, women can become a part of the covenant. The title Standing Again at Sinai 

reflects this sentiment. The title refers to the  time in Jewish memory when Israel received 

the covenant with God on Mount Sinai, the event that established the Jewish people. 

Plaskow considers the “Otherness of women” at this central moment to set a precedent 

for women’s invisibility in Judaism: in the language, the laws, the community, and the 

commentaries.
68
 The act of standing again at Sinai, then, is a metaphor for reshaping 

memory and filling in the silence with women’s voices. Plaskow and Broner share this 

perspective on feminist Judaism, as seen in an intertextual reading of “The Ten Plagues 

of Women” and “Dayenu” with Standing Again at Sinai. 

 

 

 

                                                 
66
 Plaskow, 1990, 134. 

67
 Broner, 1993, 213. 

68
 Plaskow, 1990, 26. 



 

 

34 

Metastructure of the Seder 

Broner’s liturgical and interpretative choices radically challenge traditional 

Judaism and create an alternative space for feminist practices. This oppositional stance 

limits the haggadah’s appeal to readers, ritual actors who could potentially adopt these 

new practices. The use of feminine God language and feminist transformation of the 

Passover story make the haggadah an unlikely, risky candidate for large community 

women’s seders. However, the dynamics of Broner’s group fix this problem. The non-

hierarchical structure of the group helps ensure that each member has a say in the matter 

and that everyone consents to the decision they reach together. The Seder Sisters would 

be accused of being exclusive, but their so-called exclusiveness has this advantage. God 

language tends to be a divisive issue; feminists certainly have not made a universal 

agreement over it. Rather than try to speak to and for everyone (and inevitably fail), the 

Seder Sisters speak to and for themselves. An inclusive seder organization would struggle 

to operate on the consensus model that works in a smaller setting. While the haggadah 

does not offer universal appeal or try to please everyone, it can facilitate transformative, 

powerful experiences at the appropriate seder. 

Many of the original Seder Sisters, whether they remained core members or only 

attended that first seder, were well-educated and already involved in the feminist 

movement in other capacities. E.M. Broner was a professor of literature and women’s 

studies. Gloria Steinem and Letty Cottin Pogrebin wrote and edited Ms. Magazine, a 

popular feminist publication. Phyllis Chesler put on a theatre production of The Women’s 

Haggadah and researched women, child custody, surrogate motherhood, and mental 

institutions. Andrea Dworkin was already becoming one of the most influential voices of 
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radical feminism through her academic work linking pornography to sexual violence. 

Upon being fired from Hadassah magazine “for being too feminist,” Aviva Cantor 

Zuckoff created Lilith, a Jewish feminist magazine.
69
 Lilly Rivlin was a student activist at 

UC Berkeley in the sixities. Bea Kreloff, an artist, was deeply committed to the lesbian 

community. Lynn Gottlieb would later become the first woman rabbi ordained in the 

Renewal movement. Bella Abzug was a lawyer involved in politics. All of the main 

characters in this “telling” played important roles in feminist activism aside from the 

seders themselves.     

These first feminist seders were not exempt from the interpersonal politics that 

plague any group of people united under a common cause—or any group of friends, for 

that matter. In 1977, an excerpt of The Women’s Haggadah was published in 

Ms.magazine. It mentioned the theatre production but gave no credit to Phyllis Chelser, 

who created it. Chesler was so offended by the accidental omission that she almost did 

not participate in the second seder.
70
 The idea of a feminist seder was something new. 

The participants were authoring new texts and rituals and thereby claiming authority. The 

group inevitably excluded people. They could not fit enough people into the living rooms 

of their apartments every year. It started as an intimate group of friends, but as it grew 

and spread through word of mouth and publicity, the seder became an exclusive event to 

which one was lucky to be invited. This reality became clear when the Seder Sisters were 

planning their seder in 1988. Lilly Rivlin received a letter from a former seder guest: 

Congratulations upon becoming a Bat Mitzvah from a woman friend who 

has been excluded from the ceremony. I am dismayed by the exclusivity 
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of this event, by your following the male model of an “old girls’ club.” ... 

If you, our elders, block out those of us who haven’t been around for 

thirteen years, your new tradition will end with you. This is the holiday of 

freedom for all women, not an exclusive club… I propose that each one of 

you…go…and organize your own Women’s Seder…and so spread the 

seeds that you have planted in your private garden so that this tradition 

will not be stillborn.
71
 

The woman who wrote the letter had attended the group’s seder in previous years, and 

she was clearly offended that her invitation was not renewed in 1988. She expresses her 

personal disappointment with the exclusiveness of the event. 

This letter points to several issues aside from mere exclusiveness. For one, these 

middle-aged women were a generation apart from the young women who would 

eventually be the ones to host their own women’s seders. If these women did not reach 

out to the youth, their cause would die with them. Secondly, the young women who wrote 

the letter likens the Seder Sisters to an old boy’s club; she effectively points out how 

feminist groups can sometimes fall into the trap of reestablishing the patriarchal system 

they are trying to dismantle. While the group was not patriarchal, it inadvertently had 

become inaccessible and hierarchical.  

The letter made the women more aware of this problem, but they viewed it as a 

choice between an intimate, close-knit, meaningful group and a large, ineffective one, so 

they chose the former. They recalled the seder of 1981 when they had crammed about 

seventy women into an apartment. They all agreed that the ritual failed. Rivlin 

remembered, “It wasn’t Jewish enough. It wasn’t feminist enough. It was too big and 
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impersonal.”
72
 On the one hand, they wanted the seder to grow and to be passed on. On 

the other, a large group could not experience the spiritual healing and sense of 

community that a small group could. There is no indication that they took the young 

woman’s advice for each of them to organize her own seder and “spread the seeds.” 

Ultimately, the Seder Sisters decided to keep the group small and intimate, but they did 

make an effort to include daughters, literal and symbolic.  

Broner does not mention this letter again in her telling of their story, although the 

text sometimes alludes to other feminist seders that the Seder Sisters attended in addition 

to their own. In 1979, almost a decade before the letter incident, the Woman’s Institute 

for Continuing Jewish Education hosted its first annual community women’s seder in San 

Diego, California. Ma’yan hosted its first annual women’s seder in New York in 1994. It 

seems that Rivlin received the letter at a transitory time for women’s seders. The letter 

could be a response to the existence of a more inclusive seder on the west coast, just as it 

could be part of the impetus for Ma’yan to organize an inclusive seder on the east coast. 

The exact cause and effect of this single letter on a national level are unknowable and 

unimportant for our purposes. However, in its greater context, the letter suggests that the 

Seder Sisters were in the midst of large-scale change in which they played a role. In the 

letter-writer’s opinion, their role was counterproductive because they mimicked existing 

problematic structures.  

Many Jews consider Passover to be a holiday for children. Arnold Eisen suggests 

that Passover owes its unsurpassed popularity in part to the fact that it is “explicitly child-

centered.”
73
 The seder directly commands children’s participation: the youngest child 
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reads “the Four Questions” at the beginning of the seder, and all of the children search for 

the hidden piece of matzah (afikomen) at the end. During Passover, Jews remember the 

suffering and survival of their ancestors, and every year they pass the story on to their 

children. This model of the Passover seder has proven to be successful, measured in 

terms of observance: even as synagogue and religious school attendance has declined, 

American Jews have continued to celebrate Passover. The Seder Sisters constructed their 

own version of a family structure; instead of a father and son, theirs included 

foremothers, mothers, sisters, and daughters. At the beginning of each seder, they would 

introduce themselves through their matrilineage. Over the years, many of their seders’ 

themes focused on these relationships.  

In 1989, the theme was “The Legacy of the Daughters.” Each woman brought her 

daughter or “surrogate” daughter, a young woman who would be her symbolic daughter 

for the night. Everyone assumed the persona of a foremother: Miriam, Sarai, Ruth, 

Naomi, and Deborah. They discussed the strength of each figure, but also talked about 

the ways the figures were oppressed, and they fact that the women in the scriptures are 

“the male image of women.”
74
 Nahama, Esther Broner’s daughter, asked, “How can I be 

different from Miriam, who lost her power when she rebelled and, therefore, could not 

make change?”
75
 Letty Pogrebin was Deborah, the prophetess and judge whose story is 

told in the Tanakh. Letty related to the character because she felt she was too judgmental, 

like Deborah. Bella reminded everyone that men created her image; they knew nothing 

about the woman behind the image, except that she advocated going to war.
76
 So the 

women brainstormed how the story, and the world, would have changed if Deborah 
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would have said “no” to war. The Seder Sisters gave a voice to a part of history that was 

silent as they were rewriting the history. They did not merely embrace the small, quiet 

roles of the women in the Tanakh (Hebrew Bible); they tried to reimagine those roles. By 

showing how these Biblical women had been oppressed, they fit them into their Passover 

paradigm of oppression and freedom.  

The next year, in 1990, they acquired a prepublication copy of Standing Again at 

Sinai by Jewish feminist scholar Judith Plaskow. They applied the ideas of the book to 

the seder, which Plaskow attended. The theme was “Omission, Absence, Silence.” They 

read from Plaskow’s book: “The need for a feminist Judaism begins with hearing 

silence…Hearing silence is not easy.” Bea Kreloff talked about the silence of lesbian 

women in the Jewish community and society in general. Pogrebin wrote her own 

midrash, a homiletic exegesis, on Jephthah’s daughter—according to one interpretation of 

the story in Judges, Jephthah sacrificed his unnamed daughter as a burnt offering to God. 

The Seder Sisters sought to give a voice to the “silent victims of the Hebrew Bible” and 

to themselves.
77
 They rewrote the past and inserted themselves into it. The reconstructed 

the stories and traditions of the past. By writing and creating their own rituals, they 

granted themselves authority and power. At the traditional Passover seder, you re-

experience the Israelites’ bitter past in Egypt through rituals such as the tasting of the 

bitter herbs. At the feminist seder, these women related to the past by becoming a part of 

it—by writing themselves into it and sharing their personal and political struggles. Broner 

poignantly describes this method:  

What made the Story different from the traditional readings was the 

incorporation of self, the insertion of our lives into the tale, to create living 
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history. We spoke of our mothers, our fears, hurts, and hopes. And, 

thereby, we created a new legend.
78
  

Furthermore, by applying Judith Plaskow’s theories on a feminist Judaism, they are also 

granting her authority and power. Following her teachings and interpretations on different 

issues puts her on the same level as the Talmudic rabbis—or even beyond it, as the Seder 

Sisters rejected the sexist commentary and restrictions that the rabbis imposed on women. 

The Seder Sisters and Plaskow become part of their own version of the Jewish canon; 

their texts become the ritual texts, and their struggles became the ritual struggles. 

 Another dimension of these feminist seders was self-criticism and change. The 

Telling begins with the first seder in 1976 and ends with the seder of 1992, which was the 

last one before the book was published in 1993. The book’s structure is somewhat 

chronological, somewhat topical, and, like the Passover festival itself, somewhat cyclical. 

Every year, they changed the seder, but it is difficult to chart its development since 

Broner organized the book by these various categories. However, in the book it is very 

apparent that throughout the years, the seders evolved. Each year, the Seder Sisters would 

reflect on the seder and how it could have been improved. The seders they deemed more 

successful seemed to be those that resonated most with them on a personal, spiritual 

level. Gloria Steinem described her experience at the first seder: “I discovered for the 

first time the purpose of ritual, to make an open space, or a path, for emotions to 

happen.”
79
 The ritual was effective when each Seder Sister experiences a transformation. 

They deemed the aforementioned seder of seventy participants a failure because it was 

too large and impersonal. From then on, they vowed to hold only small seders. Their self-
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criticism towards the group was not limited to a few adjustments after particularly 

problematic seders. The criticism was a crucial step in their process. Broner discussed 

how this step fits into the seder:  

After the lengthy ceremony, we have earned the meal. We fill our plates, 

find a place to sit in an intimate group or enter in a larger circle, critiquing 

the event as if it were a play and we the reviewers, loving one another and 

marveling that for yet another year we managed to make holiday.
80
 

The intentionality and self-awareness with which they criticized the ritual is striking. This 

quotation also reveals how creating their own ritual makes the event more rewarding and 

gives them a sense of pride and ownership; they made the holiday. They were not passive 

participants. They did not idly go through the motions of a rote ceremony. They created it 

and had the power to decide if it served them.   

 Not all of the changes were made in attempt to someday achieve the ideal 

Passover seder. The Seder Sisters made changes every year in order to meet their specific 

needs for the time. The theme of the seder, which changed every year, often reflected a 

current social issue. For example, in 1979, the theme was “Veiled References; Women 

and the Veil” in response to Iran becoming a “fundamentalist republic.”
81
 The Sisters 

veiled themselves to show solidarity with women in Iran because they saw it as a 

contemporary feminist issue. By adapting the Passover seder to the most current events, 

the Sisters could better relate to the Passover story and see its relevance to their modern 

struggles. The many themes that Broner recounts in The Telling demonstrate the 

metastructural aspects of the seder. 
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 We’ve seen how The Telling employed feminine God language, rewrote the 

Passover story to support feminist Jewish theology, and modeled an exclusive, intimate 

seder. Broner constructed an alternative space for feminist ritual in Judaism, yet her 

choices hindered the accessibility and appeal of feminist seders. These consequences 

work against the widespread observance of feminist seders, leading one to wonder what a 

more accessible feminist haggadah would look like, and what its shortcomings would be. 

In Chapter 2, an analysis of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah addresses these 

questions. 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE SAN DIEGO WOMEN’S HAGGADAH 

Women on the west coast were quick to follow the New York seder sisters’ lead 

in creating a feminist seder. The Woman’s Institute for Continuing Jewish Education in 

San Diego hosted its first feminist seder in 1979, just three years after the first one in 

New York. In 1980, the Institute published its own haggadah, the San Diego Women’s 

Haggadah, to make the text available to other women interested in hosting a feminist 

seder. The second edition, published in 1986, includes new materials and invites readers 

to add their own. The approach of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah stands in contrast 

to The Telling, which was coauthored by E.M. Broner and included The Women’s 

Haggadah at the end. While the San Diego Women’s Haggadah takes a more 

conservative feminist position, it is also more accessible and universal than The Telling. 

Rather than replace the traditional text, this haggadah simply expands it. Contradictory 

interpretations stand side by side, unified between the covers of the book. By refusing to 

choose between the traditional and feminist texts, this strategy challenges the assumption 

that Judaism and feminism cannot be reconciled—that one must choose between them. 

Their coexistence in the text resists a singular reading. 

The differences are largely a reflection of their different origins. Broner first 

celebrated a feminist seder with her close friends, and the group remained rather insular 

and exclusive throughout the years. The Woman’s Institute for Continuing Jewish 

Education, by contrast, is a non-profit organization that sought to develop and distribute 

Jewish texts written by Jewish women. As this haggadah is intended for wide use at 

community seders, it is more accessible than The Women’s Haggadah. Furthermore, the 

editorial choices, such as the use of masculine God language, target a more conservative 
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audience, which at the same time makes it more appealing to a wider, mainstream Jewish 

audience. While Broner’s memoir represents decades of seders, each with its own timely 

political agenda, the San Diego Women’s Haggadah represents a narrower period in 

American feminist history.  

 

God Language and Liturgy 

The authors of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah made choices over language 

and liturgy that appeal to a wide audience. They designed the text to be read straight-

through during the seder, devoid of meta-introductions, reflections, and commentaries. 

Instead of changing or replacing the liturgy, they reconcile tradition and change by 

offering both. As a result, the text is often ambiguous and contradictory. As a historical 

record, the haggadah represents the struggle between Jewish tradition and feminism; as a 

ritual manual, it enacts this struggle.  

The first paragraph of the haggadah carefully positions the seder as part of 

tradition. It begins, “Tonight we celebrate the story of the Jewish people, who are linked 

throughout time with all peoples in the passion for justice and human liberty.”
82
 The 

language is strikingly universalistic. There is no mention of Jewish women in particular, 

but rather of the Jewish people as a whole. Furthermore, instead of linking the 

participants with all Jewish people throughout time, it links the Jewish people with all 

peoples. This appeal to universalism allows participants to recognize broader struggles 

for liberation that may extend beyond the Jewish people. That way, even if they do not 

consider the oppression of women relevant to Judaism, they are still able to recognize it 

as a human problem. The next sentence continues, “As is traditional in this annual feast 
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of liberation, we give thanks for the preservation of our spirit in the face of challenge and 

threat.” Here, the authors contradict their own request to set one’s Passover traditions 

aside at the feminist seder. By preceding their action with the phrase “as is traditional,” 

they summon the participants to remember seders of the past—the past of both collective 

and personal memory.  

The very next paragraph abruptly breaks from this universalistic connection to the 

past: “This is a special evening, one that our ancestors would not have anticipated in a 

thousand years! We gather tonight as Jewish women to celebrate as well the special part 

that women have played in Jewish liberation.”
83
 The language shifts dramatically from 

universal to specific: an annual feast for all people throughout time to celebrate in passion 

for human liberty becomes a special evening for Jewish women to celebrate women’s 

special part in Jewish liberation. The constant shifting between past and present, 

universal and specific, is not in itself extraordinary; in fact, it characterizes most seders. 

The only difference in this case is the focus on Jewish women. In the first paragraph, they 

claim to act “as is traditional,” yet here, they claim to act in a way that their ancestors 

could have never expected. The authors introduce the seder ritual in a way that both 

embraces and rejects tradition. The participants can simultaneously occupy a space inside 

and outside of tradition: one the one hand, this seder is just like every other seder, and on 

the other, it is new and different. In contrast to the haggadah and seders remembered in 

The Telling, whose author and participants were clearly established as E.M. Broner and 

her friends, the San Diego Women’s Haggadah needed to resonate with a much wider 

audience. The ambiguity of the text here allows room for the wide range of views the 

participants held. The Institute welcomed all of the Jewish women in the San Diego area 
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to its first women’s seder for which it created the haggadah; it also welcomed all of the 

Jewish women in the country to read and use the haggadah when it was first published a 

year later in 1980. One must keep in mind that prior to the Institute’s first women’s seder, 

the participants had never participated in a women’s seder. Furthermore, prior to the 

publication of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, very few women in the country had 

ever participated in a women’s seder or read a women’s haggadah. The transition 

between the text’s first two paragraphs, from claiming tradition to setting itself apart, 

eases the participants’ transition to their very first women’s seder experience. 

Given the Institute’s primary focus on bringing women together at a seder, it is 

unsurprising that many aspects of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah remain unchanged 

from traditional haggadahs. For example, all of the blessings that precede the telling of 

Exodus (Magid) follow the standard procedure; the haggadah provides the standard 

liturgy in Hebrew, transliterated Hebrew, and English, with some explanatory 

commentary in English. The reader can choose one or both or the languages to recite the 

blessings—another attempt to provide options to the reader. Several additions to this 

portion of the text do suggest that it is different. After the blessing over the first cup of 

wine, the participants recite the Shehecheyanu blessing, which is usually only recited on 

the first night of a holiday. They recite it because “this is our first coming together as 

women at this season.”
84
 They use the traditional blessing of the Shehecheyanu in an 

innovative way, to commemorate their women’s seder. The liturgy is traditional, but they 

endow it with new meaning through their explanation. The other change in this portion 

occurs before Yachatz, the breaking of the middle piece of matzah. The text instructs 

someone to uncover the pieces of matzah and say, “The four matsot before me represent 
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the paschal lamb, the people of Israel, the power of women, and hope for the freedom of 

all Jewish people, particularly those still living in tyranny and oppression.”
85
 Traditional 

haggadahs instruct the leader to uncover three pieces of matzah, without any explanation 

of their meaning. The authors of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah again insert new 

meaning into a usual ritual. The paschal lamb, the people of Israel, and the hope for the 

freedom of all Jewish people are all common themes throughout traditional haggadahs. 

Instead of shifting the entire focus onto women, the authors add the power of women to 

the list of preexisting, traditional Passover themes. They present their alternative rituals 

for Shehecheyanu and Yachatz as traditional, so that there is no abrupt divergence, but 

rather the changes are weaved into the traditional seder. 

 

Magid 

It is worth noting that for even the most innovative, transformed pieces that 

follow, a traditional counterpart is usually provided. For example, the authors completely 

rewrite the Four Questions, the Ten Plagues, and Dayeinu to express the oppression of 

women, but they also provide the traditional texts. The new texts supplement, but do not 

replace, the old ones. In the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, the telling of the story 

begins, as usual, with the Four Questions. The participants address the questions to their 

foremothers, Deborah, Beruriah, Hannah, and Gluckel, who offer commentary 

throughout the story. These foremothers parallel the five rabbis who offer commentary 

throughout the traditional haggadah. Before the imaginary response of each foremother, 

the participants read about her special characteristics, struggles, and achievements. The 

first question goes, “Mother, we ask, why is this night different from all other nights? 
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Why do we celebrate a women’s Seder?” Deborah, “judge and prophetess,” responds: 

“We celebrate a women’s Seder tonight so that we are free to be ourselves, not afraid that 

our actions will be misjudged or misinterpreted, considered bold or unwomanly.”
86
 The 

remaining three questions follow the same model, in which the response opens an 

opportunity to recognize the foremother’s story. Many haggadahs incorporate the 

experiences of Biblical women such as Miriam. The San Diego Women’s Haggadah, 

interestingly, also incorporates the experience of a Holocaust survivor and woman from 

pre-20
th
-century Europe who had twelve kids. These references make the content more 

relevant to the participants.   

While The Telling presented a radical critique of patriarchy, the San Diego 

Women’s Haggadah presents a reformist critique of sexism, suggesting that the unequal 

treatment of women can be reformed through the legislative and electoral processes. This 

haggadah captures the feminist movement of a specific cultural milieu and historical 

moment, namely, the second-wave of feminism when white, middle-class women sought 

equality in the family, workplace, education, and politics. This reformist inclination is 

especially apparent when the authors enumerate their timely grievances, deemed the “ten 

plagues brought upon women in Jewish life,” following the standard description of the 

Ten Plagues that God cast on the Egyptians in Exodus. Most of their grievances, while 

centered around Jewish life, also apply to the general conditions in the United States in 

the 70s and 80s. They address several inequalities in Jewish institutions: “lack of 

recognition of women rabbis, cantors, scholars, and decision makers”; undervaluing 

women’s education; the wage gap and “glass ceiling” in Jewish education and 
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community service; “repressive divorce laws”; and “the exclusion of women as witnesses 

in a Jewish court.”
87
  

 

Metastructure of the Seder 

In order to understand the goals of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, it is 

important to take into account the goals of the Institute as a whole. As a graduate student 

in Jewish studies, women’s studies, and adult education, Irene Fine realized that no 

facility in San Diego would allow her to teach courses on Jewish women. In 1977, she 

decided to set up her own facility, aptly named the Woman’s Institute for Continuing 

Jewish Education. For this achievement, Fine has been declared “the preeminent pioneer” 

in the field of continuing Jewish education for women. At the Institute’s campus in San 

Diego, women taught and attended courses on Torah, Talmud, and midrash. The Institute 

also published seven short books written by and for Jewish women between 1980 and 

1997, with this haggadah being its first publication. These publications allowed the 

Institute to extend its mission to women beyond southern California. According to the 

Jewish Women’s Archive, an online encyclopedia of American Jewish women’s history, 

the publications “have served as a resource for Jewish women nationwide and have 

empowered lay women to reflect on Jewish sources and to create midrash and liturgy.”
88
 

From the outset, this group of women wanted to reach out to women across the country. 

E.M. Broner, an individual woman, simply did not have the same goals, 

resources, or organizational power that the Woman’s Institute had. It is easy to say that 

she and the rest of her seder sisters were self-centered and cliquish—that they followed 
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“the male model of an ‘old girls’ club,’” as a young woman’s letter suggested.
89
 The fact 

that her telling is a first-person memoir gives it that exclusive air, and her own seders 

were certainly exclusive. The fact that the San Diego Women’s Haggadah was published 

fourteen years before The Telling—in spite of Broner’s earlier participation in feminist 

seders—seems to confirm that she wanted to share her personal story more than she 

wanted to teach and spread feminist seders. Interestingly, in the benchmark 2005 New 

York Times article “Feminist Seders Reach the Promised Land,” Broner laments her 

memoirs’ belated publication. She attributes the delay to Jewish presses’ unwillingness to 

publish such a controversial, radical haggadah. She recalled, “‘I couldn’t get the women’s 

Haggadah published forever. Jewish presses said ‘it's a trick Haggadah,’ but in the 

meantime they were publishing the Zen Haggadah, the animal lovers’ Haggadah.’”
90
 

Broner apparently tried to get her book published for a long, albeit unspecified, amount 

of time. Perhaps the publication’s tardiness resulted from its edginess, and not an 

exclusive attitude. In any case, its edginess and memoir format render The Telling far less 

accessible than the San Diego Women’s Haggadah. 

The writers of the San Diego Women’s Haggadah were smart and privileged 

enough to have the ability to, in essence, self-publish through the Jewish Woman’s 

Institute for Continuing Education. While Broner created the first feminist seder, the San 

Diego Women’s Haggadah was the first feminist haggadah to be published; both events 

hold a special, foundational role in the popularization of feminist seders. The San Diego 

Women’s Haggadah represents the second step in the process, and in some ways provides 

a foil for Broner’s potentially divisive text. In contrast to Broner, who wrote with a 
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retrospective lens, the authors of this text wrote in the moment, and the haggadah is a 

product of that moment on Jewish feminist history. The two editions combined span less 

than a decade, while The Telling spans about twenty years of history.  Although The 

Telling features the first feminist seder, the San Diego Women’s Haggadah still precedes 

it. When the San Diego Women’s Haggadah was first published in 1979, the authors 

lacked the ability to retroactively write their story with the foresight that feminist seders 

would someday reach “the promised land.” By the second edition seven years later, they 

had started to reminisce and develop traditions. The preface to the second edition 

provides some retrospection. They describe the vision for their women’s seder: 

This would be a time when women could sit down, share a meal and recite 

stories about their liberation in terms of the exodus from Egypt. The 

seventh night was designated for this occasion because it was removed 

from the celebration of family Seders during the first and second nights of 

Passover. This would be a time when we could rest and recline as free 

women.
91
  

This brief blurb elucidates many of the authors’ goals for the seder and haggadah. They 

intended for the haggadah to be used at women’s seders, meaning seders in which all of 

the participants are women. That may seem obvious, but it reveals that they did not 

intend to write a women-themed haggadah that could be used at family seders. For them, 

the act of women celebrating Passover together was an important goal in its own right. 

Their women’s seder took place on the seventh night of Passover, so they clearly did not 

design it to teach women ideas to integrate into their respective family seders. Years later, 

Jewish women’s organizations such as Ma’yan would host women’s seders a few days 
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before Passover for this reason—which illustrates the point that women’s seders do not 

all share the same goals. This vision also implies that before and during the celebration of 

family seders, women do not have the freedom to rest and recline; presumably because 

they are preoccupied with preparation, cleaning, and cooking. At an additional, separate 

seder just for women, they could “rest and recline as free women.” Again, the main focus 

seems to be the experience of the seder itself, and not the content of the haggadah. 

 Broner’s original impetus to create a women’s haggadah came when she realized 

that the story of Exodus in the traditional haggadah was patriarchal and devoid of the 

women’s voices. Then, she hosted a women’s seder as an opportunity for the women’s 

haggadah to be used. In contrast, the women at the Institute merely wanted to use the 

story of Exodus as a metaphor to talk about their own liberation. It was only after an 

unsuccessful search for a haggadah that included women’s stories that they decided to 

create their own. 

  They note that in the seven years between the first and second editions, their 

annual seders had evolved and grown. For their first seder in 1979, 27 women met for a 

potluck-style meal in a private home. By 1986, 75 women met for a catered dinner at a 

local synagogue. For example, they developed an ongoing tradition of embroidering the 

seder leader’s name on the pillow against which she reclines. This tradition is a way of 

connecting the group’s annual seder to each of its past seders.
92
 By performing this ritual 

each year, with the same ritual item, the participants infuse their innovative ritual with the 

authenticity and nostalgia that tradition holds. The fact that they have developed their 

own tradition shows that they have successfully grappled with and made it through some 

of the challenges that innovative feminist rituals face. Innovative rituals, by definition, 
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are new, so they fail to invoke tradition through memory in the way that old rituals do. 

But after a few years of repetition, even innovative rituals can become part of memory, 

and thus, of tradition. The Institute’s pillow tradition mimics family traditions that get 

passed down from year to year, generation to generation. The pillow too, as a ritual 

object, is passed down like a family heirloom. 

While the haggadah’s is a collective effort of the Institute for Continuing Jewish 

Education, it credits twelve women as co-authors, including editor Jane Sprague Zones. 

The text represents multiple voices and perspectives, under the banner of an Institute, 

which lends it more authority than the work of a single author. The preface is personal, 

specific, and written in the first-person plural voice of the women involved in the project. 

In the “Notes to the Leader of the Seder,” which follow the haggadah text, the focus 

shifts from “we,” the authors to “you,” the reader. As the title of this section suggest, the 

ideal reader is someone who hopes to host her own feminist seder. The Notes offer 

insight into the authors’ goals and struggles, and reflect the wisdom they have gained 

through years of experience. 

They begin the Notes by setting up the tension inherent in creating a feminist 

seder. First, they invite the reader to remember their Jewish experiences from childhood. 

As the Passover seder was—and still is—one of the most universally celebrated Jewish 

rituals, it held an undeniable place in virtually every Jewish person’s memory. One could 

even argue that, given its widespread observance, it is part of Jewish collective memory. 

Interestingly, in the specific context of Passover, the act of remembering is the ritual 

observance. Jewish law dictates that during Passover, “In every generation a man must 
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regard himself as if he himself had gone out of Egypt.”
93
 In this sense, memories of 

Passover—of Exodus and every seder that has ever been celebrated—are inscribed in 

Judaism. The authors paint a picture of the Passover memories the readers shared:  

Memories of the Seder table laden with ritual objects, the aroma of 

delicious foods, the sound of the Seder—songs, voices of relatives—these 

are all powerful images even after many years. Add to this the image of a 

father or grandfather at the head of the table, leading the Seder with a firm 

but loving hand, and you have a picture that many can recall.
94
 

The authors stress that this picture, a deeply engrained and embraced memory, cannot be 

the picture of a women’s seder. They point out two key differences, and urge the reader 

to “accept these differences as realities of the celebration and not be inhibited by them.”
95
  

First, a women’s seder is not a gathering of family, but a gathering of women, some of 

whom may be strangers. Second, a women’s seder is not lead by a father or grandfather, 

but by women.  

These differences reveal a lot about the Institute’s visions of and for feminist 

seders. The acknowledgment that “for many, this will be their first experience at a Seder 

led by women” primarily reveals the status of American seders in the seventies and 

eighties. The second wave of feminism in the United States—as well as Jewish 

feminism—had just started to gain force about a decade before the haggadah’s original 

publication. Even aside from the development of feminist seders in particular, more 

universalistic advancements such as gender-neutral language and women’s leadership 

roles were hot-button issues. To frame feminist seders in a wider context, Reform women 
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began to demand the ordination of women rabbis in the 1960s; the movement ordained its 

first woman rabbi in 1972. The Conservative movement only began to count women for 

minyan (quorum for group prayer) in 1973, and after a decade of debate, began to ordain 

women rabbis in 1983, after the San Diego Women’s Haggadah was first published. The 

decision caused a group of Conservative traditionalists to break away from Conservative 

Judaism and start their own movement.
96
 Clearly, the idea of a woman leading a seder 

was still very novel and controversial when this haggadah was written.  

The fact that the authors distinguish a feminist seder from a family seder reveals 

more about their goals as well as their historical context. While some women wanted to 

make their family seders more feminist, and saw community feminist seders as an 

opportunity to acquire the tools necessary for doing so, the authors of this text envisioned 

feminist seders as separate entities, not to someday become one with family seders. This 

intention also becomes clear when they urge the reader to accept the differences between 

family seders and feminist seders. Rather than viewing this tension as an opportunity to 

grapple with tradition and change, they view the tension is an inevitable fact. Because 

they set feminist seders up against childhood memories of seders, to accept their 

differences is to discard one’s preconceived notions of a seder, which is to forget one’s 

childhood memories. In a sense, they want the reader to start with a blank canvas, so that 

she can paint with complete freedom and creativity. After all, creating new rituals 

requires artistic freedom. On the other hand, starting with a blank canvas hinders the 

reader from connecting to the past, to the very tradition she is attempting to reform and 

enrich. By invoking the past before rejecting it, the reader must remember in order to 
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forget. This dilemma highlights the tension inherent in feminist seders, in spite of the 

authors’ efforts to accept the differences between family and feminist seders. 

The text of the haggadah manages to circumvent the dilemma—or perhaps just 

further complicate it. As much as the authors want the reader to forget her previous 

seders, this haggadah certainly resembles their previous haggadahs in many ways. 

Clearly, the Institute did not start with a blank canvas at all. Instead, it used the 

traditional, mainstream haggadah as a framework, a basis that it could embellish, 

supplement, deconstruct, criticize, and reimagine. Even if it completely transformed 

tradition—tore it down and rebuilt it—the building blocks did not change. 

Just as the authors use the traditional haggadah as a jumping-off point, the reader 

can use this haggadah as one as well. The authors attempt to provide options; they 

encourage the reader to personalize and supplement the haggadah. A blank page at the 

end leaves room for the reader to record “additional songs, prayers, ceremonies or 

stories.” They remind the reader of other choices that the haggadah leaves open, such as 

the seating arrangement, theme, and the type of participation—song leading, responsive 

reading, individual reading, and so on. 

The San Diego Women’s Haggadah succeeds where The Telling fails. It preserved 

the traditional liturgy, offered an ambivalent reinterpretation of the Passover story, and 

modeled an inclusive community seder. Although traditional liturgy is more widely 

accepted than feminist alternatives, it nevertheless limits the accessibility and appeal of 

the haggadah, since it provides only one option to readers. Furthermore, the San Diego 

Women’s Haggadah was designed only for use at community seders—again, this choice 

narrows its audience. How, then, can a feminist haggadah serve diverse readers who may 
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not agree about everything? In Chapter 3, an analysis of The Women’s Seder Sourcebook 

considers this question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

58 

CHAPTER THREE: THE WOMEN’S SEDER SOURCEBOOK 

A recent set of anthologies reflects the current status of feminist seders in the 

United States. Published in 2003, the set includes the voices of many Jewish women, who 

over the past thirty five years have written poems, prayers, essays, prose, commentaries, 

and exegeses for use during the Passover festival. The Women’s Passover Companion is a 

collection of longer essays to be read before and during the week of Passover; it address 

topics such as preparation, cleaning, and reflection on the holiday. The Women’s Seder 

Sourcebook, on the other hand, focuses specifically on the seder and haggadah, and will 

be the main focus of this chapter. 

The Telling presented a radical transformation of Judaism and created an 

alternative space for feminist practices. However, Broner accomplished this task by 

drastically changing traditional liturgy, rewriting the Passover story, and hosting an 

exclusive seder; all of these choices limited the ritual’s appeal and observance. The San 

Diego Women’s Haggadah preserved the traditional liturgy, took a more conservative 

stance on feminism, and promoted inclusiveness. However, it still offered readers only 

one perspective and one approach to feminist seders. The Women’s Seder Sourcebook 

resolves many of the former two texts’ shortcomings. Instead of making divisive 

decisions in the negotiation of tradition and change, it offers everything and lets the 

readers make the decisions. The Women’s Seder Sourcebook is the most accessible, 

inclusive, and non-hierarchical of the three texts. These characteristics increase its 

audience and help the new rituals spread into mainstream Jewish practice. However, 

sometimes these gains come at the expense of its feminist vision. Some of the authors do 

nothing to challenge, change, or expand tradition except by virtue of recording their 
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experiences—as women—in this book. It does not paint one clear picture of feminist 

Judaism, but this lack of cohesiveness is what makes The Women’s Seder Sourcebook so 

successful.  

 

God Language and Liturgy 

 As we have seen in The Telling and the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, the 

choice between feminine and masculine God language has heavy implications for 

feminist seders. These two haggadahs took opposite approaches to the issue. The 

Women’s Seder Sourcebook took a third path that circumvents the dilemma by including 

more than one perspective. As the Women’s Seder Sourcebook is organized around the 

order of the traditional seder, the first section after “Opening the Seder” is 

“Candlelighting.” The section’s introduction explains that lighting Shabbat candles, a 

mitzvah traditionally performed by women, spiritually and physically brings light to the 

world as God during Creation. The traditional blessing for lighting candles assigns 

masculine pronouns to God and calls him “lord” and “king of the universe.” This 

introduction invites participants to experiment with different God language in the 

blessing, confidently stating that “many women’s haggadahs draw on references within 

Jewish mystical tradition to the Shekhinah as the feminine aspect of the Divine.”
97
 

Although The Telling also encourages the use of alternative God language, a key 

difference lies in their approach. When The Telling presents feminine God language, it 

does so in the form of a script to be read. The Sourcebook presents it as a suggestion, 

which affords the readers more authority and is less likely to scare some readers away. 
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The first piece in the section, “The Radiance of the Infinite,” from the William’s 

College Feminist Haggadah, explicitly calls on women to embrace their traditional duty 

to light candles and to praise Shekhinah, “the feminine face of the Eternal.” It connects 

the act of lighting candles to the Passover theme of liberation, praying that the light 

brings “the radiance of the Infinite to all who still live in darkness.”
98
 The piece “In 

Sarah’s Tent,” a commentary on the midrash about Sarah’s tent, avoids the idea of 

Shekhinah altogether. The omission is surprising given that the cloud attached to the 

entrance of Sarah’s tent is often interpreted as the Shekhinah, God’s imminent presence. 

Nevertheless, the piece takes a different direction. It honors biblical foremothers and 

emphasizes the link contemporary women share with them: “As we light these candles 

tonight, we continue a tradition that began three thousand seven hundred years ago in the 

tent of our mother Sarah.”
99
 Similarly, “A Passover Tkhine” links Jewish women to the 

past by offering an English translation of a Yiddish prayer that central and Eastern 

European Jewish women recited after lighting the Passover candles in the early sixteenth 

century.
100
  

 Several significant themes underlie these three pieces. They enrich the story of the 

Jewish people—of key importance for the Passover seder—by giving a voice to Jewish 

women of the past. Traditionally, Jewish women’s experiences are absent from the 

telling, but here their experiences become the focal point. Furthermore, in keeping with 

the traditional seder, these texts consciously connect the participants to the past. 

However, they stray from the traditional seder by forging connections with the women of 

Israel in particular. In the Torah, God commands the Jewish people: “and you shall 
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remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt,”
101
 but Jewish feminists ask: how 

can we remember our people’s story if we are not written in it? Giving a voice to their 

foremothers allows women to better relate to the past, and therefore fulfill this mitzvah.  

 One ongoing problem women encounter as they create new feminist rituals is that 

innovations lack the rich memory, history, and tradition that long-standing rituals draw 

on. This problem played out in the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, when the authors 

vocalized the need to let go of tradition as they simultaneously drew from it. These 

candle lighting texts—which, of course, entail the rituals of reading them at the seder and 

also lighting the candles—offer a solution to that problem. They invent and imagine, but 

they appropriate the authority of tradition as well. They insert their new feminist 

language and voices into old stories and old liturgy, and thereby transform tradition. They 

simultaneously lay claim to and reject their traditions; they hold onto and discard 

remnants of their patriarchal past as they please. When Jewish women take ritual into 

their own hands, their creative and authoritative power allows them to wrestle and dance 

with tradition in this way. 

 

Magid 

The Women’s Seder Sourcebook includes many versions of the Four Questions, 

the Ten Plagues, and Dayeinu. Each piece has its own vision, yet none of them stand 

alone. The Telling and the San Diego Women’s Haggadah each presented a single option 

for the reader’s seder. The texts represent many years of women gathering for women’s 

seders, but ultimately, they give the readers a single set of instructions for how to do the 

same. The strength of The Women’s Seder Sourcebook lies in the diversity of voices it 
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includes. To focus too much attention on any given piece would defeat the purpose of this 

collaborative effort: every contribution is equal, and the sum is greater than the parts. 

However, the editors carefully selected each piece for a reason, so they deserve some 

specific analysis. While they interpret the Four Questions, the Ten Plagues, and Dayeinu 

in vastly different ways, they all do so within the framework of tradition. They interpret 

traditional symbols in new ways, and apply traditional themes to new ideas. The 

introduction to each section succinctly identifies common strands and indicates what the 

editors view as the overarching goal.  

The introduction to “The Four Questions” section of The Women’s Seder 

Sourcebook begins by framing the meaning of the text in terms of tradition. First, it 

makes the point that the Talmud requires at least one question to be asked before the 

telling of Exodus can begin. It goes on to say, “our sages stress that the rote recitation of 

the Four Questions does not fulfill this requirement.”
102
 Based on these traditional 

sources, The Sourcebook argues that participants “should” infuse the seder with “honest 

inquiry, curiosity, and reflection.” In the pieces that follow the introduction, this spirit of 

questioning manifests in the questioning of tradition. The Sourcebook uses the authority 

of the Talmud and the Sages not only to justify, but to explain the need for criticism of 

traditional texts and practices and command innovation. It simultaneously seeks and 

denies the authority of tradition. By framing the section in terms of traditional sources, 

even the most dissident piece appears to satisfy the traditional requirement to ask a 

genuine question. In fact, the most dissident piece may be the best-suited for the task.  
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The Sourcebook further argues that even the “traditional” Four Questions have 

changed over time, as different settings have necessitated and encouraged new questions. 

Here The Sourcebook appeals to historical precedent to support its goal of transforming 

tradition. The introduction concludes: “In the words of an old Yiddish proverb: Fun a 

kashe shtarbt man nisht. From a question, no one has ever died. Indeed, the seder teaches 

that it is our questions that keep us alive.”
103
 Again, The Sourcebook draws on a 

traditional wisdom for support. The proverb originates from an “old” yet recent past, so 

that it directly links the readers with tradition. In contrast to the Talmud and Sages, which 

constitute authoritative sources, the proverb lends credibility to folk tradition. The 

reference hearkens back to an earlier time when everyday Jewish folks encouraged 

inquiry, just as they always had and always will. When the readers question tradition, 

they can rest assured that they are fulfilling the tradition’s requirements and walking in 

their ancestors’ footsteps. 

The first piece in the section, “The Spirit of Mah Nishtanah,” reinforces the 

sentiment of the introduction. The author, Melissa Klein, laments the way that many 

people today practice the ritual: the children at the seder blindly “memorize and recite” 

the popular song Mah Nishtanah.
104
 In my analysis of the Four Questions, I have thus far 

regarded that song as the traditional text against which to measure feminist 

reinterpretations. Yet in this piece, Klein never grants the song the status of tradition, and 

instead calls it “the familiar text.” She explains that “originally” children learned the song 

“only if they did not know how to ask questions.” In other words, the way that most Jews 

currently perform the Four Questions diverges from tradition. She draws from the 
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Mishnah, an ancient collection of Jewish oral traditions, to paint a scene of the traditional 

seder, the way that Jews used to practice and should still practice. The scene includes 

eager, inquisitive children. They would ask spontaneous, unscripted questions and invite 

discussion over the meanings of Passover. Klein implores readers to return to the “spirit 

of the original mah nishtanah” by asking new questions. She artfully implies that feminist 

practice of the Four Questions preserve tradition, while the common practice today 

perverts it. She accomplishes this twist through the appropriation of traditional 

authoritative sources. I call it appropriation because she only selects specific aspects of 

the sources that justify and advance her agenda. The Sourcebook rejects practices that 

those same sources affirm. 

All of the pieces on the Four Questions promote questioning, yet they interpret the 

Four Questions in ways that reflect very different purposes. “Free to Answer Our 

Questions,” taken from the Jewish Family Service of Delaware’s Women’s Seder begins 

with the statement that “tonight, as free women, we will answer the four questions freely, 

from our own experiences.”
105
 It interprets matzah as a symbol that “as women we were 

once less full…” and reclining as “a symbol of our freedom…” This language implies 

that women were once oppressed, but now they are free. The seder does not demand, but 

rather celebrates, women’s liberation as a realized dream. In “The Daughters’ Four 

Questions,” adapted from the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, the fourth daughter asks: 

“Mother, why do we find it so difficult to lean back and relax during this meal?” The 

question challenges the tradition of reclining as a symbol of freedom, implying that 

women are not yet free. The seder demands women’s liberation as a future goal. These 
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two texts make contradictory claims about the status of women, and thus provide the 

script for two very different women’s seders. “Four Questions for a Women’s Seder,” 

taken from the Yale Women’s Haggadah offers ambiguous questions such as, “Why, on 

this night, have the women from our community gathered together?” and “Why, on this 

night, are the women served, rather than serving others?” These questions (to which no 

answers are given) leave room for the readers to make their own claims about the status 

of women. This text could potentially support or contradict the aforementioned texts, 

depending on how the readers choose to answer. However, it too makes implicit claims 

about women’s seders—that the participants are all women, and that women do not serve 

the meal. Other contributors to The Sourcebook wrote pieces for coed family seders. The 

book does not favor one interpretation or attempt to resolve differences. It allows readers 

with diametrically opposed opinions to find something for their diametrically opposed 

women’s seders. How they define “women’s seder” is up to them—and yet, this 

distinction should not be discounted. The Sourcebook’s internal dissonance opens it to a 

wider audience than any harmony could. The disagreements among its constituent texts 

reflect the disagreements that inevitably exist among all people. If the book had only 

included a set of consonant texts, excluding any that caused tension, it would have 

excluded many potential readers as a consequence. The diversity of voices broadens the 

book’s usability. It thereby encourages more people to participate in a women’s seder. 

While Klein distinguishes women’s seders from “familiar” (not traditional) seders 

with respect to the Four Questions, the section on the Ten Plagues focuses on a 

commonality. The introduction describes a popular ritual in which participants spill one 

drop of wine from the glass as each plague is recited. It interprets the ritual as a mark of 
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ambivalence toward the event of the Ten Plagues, saying: “we cannot rejoice fully, we 

cannot drink from an overflowing cup knowing that such great suffering and loss of life 

on the part of the Egyptian people accompanied our liberation.”
106
 Likewise, women’s 

seders acknowledge this ambivalence. The only difference, according to the introduction, 

is that women’s seders tend to express the ambivalence “even more strongly.” Because 

the common ritual already expresses some criticism of the traditional story—a bittersweet 

combination of celebration and disapproval—the introduction only has to distinguish the 

intensity of the ritual at women’s seders. The notion that God gave the Egyptians boils 

and sent the angel of death to kill their firstborns—to name two of the plagues—offends 

modern sensibilities. In this case, the feminist and common attitudes agree. Many of the 

pieces in The Sourcebook capitalize on the disapproval and disgust that the cruelty of the 

Ten Plagues incites in contemporary Jews. These pieces identify contemporary plagues 

that humans cause. The association forces participants to scrutinize human-caused 

suffering the same way they scrutinize God-caused suffering. The traditional format, a 

list, facilitates constant revision. Participants can easily update the list each year to reflect 

the most pressing problems.  

The Sourcebook’s pieces on the Ten Plagues demonstrate its adaptability. 

“Wrought by Humankind,” a piece borrowed from the Jewish Family Service Women’s 

Seder of Durham/Chapel Hill, lists ten “contemporary plagues” that are “committed by 

humankind.” These plagues lack specific markers of context, focusing instead on general 

problems like “persecution” and “violence.”
107
 The lack of specificity strengthens its 

universal appeal and permanence. Other pieces, by contrast, are markedly particularistic 
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and ephemeral. “We Will Walk Beside You,” a piece based on a reading by Shalom 

Bayit: Bay Area Jewish Women Working to End Domestic Violence, takes a totally 

different direction. It lists the cruelties that battered women and girls have endured, such 

as “shame,” “rape,” and “beatings.”
108
 It compares life “under a domestic reign of terror” 

to slavery in Egypt, and the perpetrator to Pharaoh. The piece addresses a specific issue 

that concerns the organization that hosted the seder. Similarly, in “Our Hardened Hearts,” 

Catherine Spector enumerates school shootings that occurred in various American towns 

between 1996 and 2001. She recalls that Pharaoh had many chances to free the Jewish 

slaves, but instead his heart hardened. He refused to free the slaves, and consequently, 

God inflicted devastating plagues on Pharaoh’s people. Her point is not that God is 

punitive or vengeful, but that humans had the power to prevent the plagues. In light of 

this lesson, Spector asks if, like Pharaoh, we have hardened our hearts and desensitized 

ourselves to the violence that surrounds us. The piece addresses a pressing issue in the 

United States. It even states details such as the exact date and location of the shootings. 

This degree of specificity renders it eerily relevant to some readers—it sounds almost like 

a news report—yet completely irrelevant or outdated to others. “We Will Walk Beside 

You” and “Our Hardened Hearts” demonstrate the haggadah’s ability to adapt to varied 

interests and needs.  

In “A Healing Ritual for the Earth at Passover Time,” Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb 

contemplates an often overlooked dimension of the Ten Plagues: their implications for 

the environment. She juxtaposes the former overabundance of frogs, insects, and wild 

beasts—three of the plagues—with the assertion that these creatures are “vanishing from 
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the earth” because humans are “devouring the habitat.”
109
 She interprets the Ten Plagues 

as a testament to the interconnectedness of all living things; when one aspect of life 

suffers, such as the slaves in Egypt, it can lead to a “disastrous chain of events,” such as 

the Ten Plagues. She concludes that humans must liberate the natural world from human 

domination before they can truly celebrate freedom. The piece, like the rest, incites 

questioning, reinterprets a traditional text, addresses current problems, and calls for 

liberation. Yet it does not address women, aside from humanity as a whole, in any way. 

Why, then, did the editors select it for The Women’s Seder Sourcebook? Their intentions, 

of course, are unknowable, but the presence of this piece speaks to the inclusiveness and 

diversity of the book. It enriches and expands the scope of the book, as well as the scope 

of feminism. The wide range of topics addressed in this section ensures that “there’s 

something for everyone.” It also opens the readers to the wide range of possibilities for 

their own seders. Even if domestic violence, school shootings, and environmental 

degradation do not resonate with the readers’ experiences, together they suggest that 

readers can and should infuse the Passover seder with whatever issues concern them. 

The Sourcebook’s selections on Dayeinu vary just as much as its selections on the 

Four Questions and the Ten Plagues. The introduction observes that many women’s 

seders problematize the declaration that “it would have been enough for us.” They 

transform the song from an expression of gratitude for every blessing into an expression 

of discontent with the status quo. Some list past injustices and assert that “only if they 

had not been perpetrated would we be able to say Dayeinu.”
110
 Others list the goals that 

we must achieve in the future before we can say “dayeinu.” The introduction makes 
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general observations like “…few women’s seders consider this moment of the seder to be 

simply an exercise in gratitude” and “…many women’s seders find it too difficult to say 

Dayeinu.” From a third-person objective perspective, it evaluates women’s seders as a 

whole category.  

These interpretations rethink the questions that underlie the traditional song: Is it 

enough? Was it enough? When will it be enough? The varied responses to these questions 

highlight the tensions between celebrating and grieving, expressing gratitude and anger, 

and embracing and criticizing tradition. “Are We There Yet?” by Susan Estrich starts 

with a straightforward question: “Do women have enough power today?”
111
 Each 

paragraph thereafter applies the question to a different social sphere, such as school, 

work, and government, and concludes: “Dayeinu? Not yet.” The piece utterly refutes the 

traditional song, in which each verse concludes with the declaration: “Dayeinu!” The 

poem “It Would Have Been Enough” by Tamara Cohen offers a more nuanced response. 

The first half reiterates, in English, the miracles enumerated in the traditional song. 

Midway through, the poem abruptly diverges, stating: “Yet, we must never confuse these 

way stations with the redemptive destination. / Because there is still so much to do in our 

work of repairing the world.”
112
 The remaining half enumerates steps humans must take 

toward repairing the world—listening, organizing, volunteering, and so on—each 

followed by the declaration “Dayeinu.” The poem embraces God’s miracles with 

gratitude yet insists that they are stepping stones on an unfinished journey to freedom. It 

calls on humanity to finish the journey. The poem’s structural division between God’s 
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past actions and humanity’s future actions reinforces the message that the traditional 

Dayeinu brings us only halfway to the destination of freedom. 

 These selections clash in ways that highlight the ongoing tensions that feminist 

Jews negotiate. However, not all of the pieces can be easily mapped onto some binary 

spectrum of viewpoints. In “Scallions and Dayeinu,” Sherry Farzan recounts a family 

tradition that many Persian Jews practice: during the reading of Dayeinu, everyone whips 

each other with scallions to “reenact the whippings that our ancestors received from their 

slave masters in Egypt.”
113
 In this brief anecdote, Farzan describes the anticipation she 

feels moments before her father begins reading the song. A footnote tells readers how 

they can incorporate this custom into their own seder. The inclusion of this piece 

complicates and expands the category of texts that constitute a women’s seder. The piece 

makes no attempt to question the traditional text of Dayeinu. It makes no mention of 

women’s oppression or liberation. It does not criticize her father’s patriarchal role in the 

seder or even indicate that such a role might warrant criticism. Why, then, do the editors 

include this piece in a book called The Women’s Seder Sourcebook? Farzan, a Jewish 

woman, asserts her own presence and voice in Jewish tradition. The relationship between 

the narrative levels demonstrates this point. In the story, her father reads the traditional 

song Dayeinu to Farzan and the other family members. Farzan narrates this story about 

Dayeinu. Her perspective mediates the readers’ contact with the tradition. In other words, 

by telling her own story, Farzan’s position in the Jewish tradition shifts from margin to 

center, and yet, on a discursive level she wholeheartedly embraces the patriarchal aspects 

of the tradition. The Sourcebook provides space for many interpretations of feminism. 
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Metastructure of the Seder 

While E.M. Broner’s The Telling features the voice of woman who experienced 

feminist seders throughout the years, and the San Diego Women’s Haggadah features the 

voice of one group that created a haggadah for a community feminist seder, The Women’s 

Seder Sourcebook features the voices of more than one hundred women united only by 

their shared interest in women’s seders. Like E.M. Broner and the Woman’s Institute for 

Continuing Jewish Education, the women behind this project were heavily involved in 

Jewish and feminist causes. Jewish Women at Yale, a student group at Yale University, 

held its first Yale Women’s Seder in 1993. They put together the Yale Women’s 

Haggadah, which included their own commentaries and alternative texts. A few years 

later, they organized the first national Jewish women’s conference for young women. In 

1999, as they tell their story, two important events happened. Firstly, after years of using, 

changing, and expanding their haggadah, the Yale students considered publishing it. 

Secondly, they organized their second conference, this time on the topic of Jewish 

women and freedom. The conference sparked a “provocative and powerful conversation,” 

and the Yale students said they “wanted, and indeed felt they had an obligation, to 

capture this dialogue and share it with a wider audience.”
114
 In 2000, those two projects 

came together when postgraduates Tara Mohr and Catharine Spector, along with Rabbi 

Sharon Cohen Anisfeld, began to work on a feminist haggadah that would share the 

writings of students and the other conference participants—activists, scholars, artists, and 

authors.  

 The three editors soon encountered the many challenges to writing a feminist 

haggadah for an audience wider than themselves that would be comprehensive and 
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pluralistic. They wanted the haggadah at once to voice many different Jewish women’s 

explorations, provide pluralistic liturgy, and be usable at family seders. They decided that 

in order to meet all of these goals, they would need to create a seder sourcebook instead. 

Furthermore, they decided to seek submissions from women outside of their circle of 

Yale students and conference participants as well, to make it a truly comprehensive 

collection. 

 In 2000, the editors of The Women’s Seder Sourcebook were in a position to see 

the overall progress feminist seders had made, and The Women’s Seder Sourcebook is a 

testament to and embodiment of that progress. Previous feminist haggadahs only offered 

a single voice and lacked room for diversity. Women wrote feminist haggadahs because 

they were not readily available—but also because the process of writing one was in itself 

valuable. The Women’s Seder Sourcebook makes a variety of women’s seders accessible 

all at once. Furthermore, the sourcebook format encourages—requires—readers to create 

their own seder ritual by personally selecting which pieces to include in their haggadah. 

Given that the vast majority of women have never written their own haggadah, selecting 

pieces from a sourcebook provides readers with more creative and authoritative power 

than simply reading a single, ready-to-use feminist haggadah. It also allows readers to 

change the seder each year. By including a diverse range of voices, it attempts to have 

something for everyone.  

 The Women’s Seder Sourcebook builds on the many feminist haggadahs that came 

before it, including unpublished haggadahs created by “campus Hillels, chapters of 

Jewish women’s organizations, federations, congregations, and individual women.”
115
 It 

is the first collection of its kind; before its publication many of its constituent texts had 
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“remained, for the most part, in the filing cabinets and attics of their creators.”
116
 While 

The Telling represents the beginnings of feminist seders, The Women’s Seder Sourcebook 

represents their maturity and success. It demonstrates a wider perspective and a greater 

self-awareness of feminist seders as a collective movement. Furthermore, it seems to be 

the product of a critical mass of feminist seders; for the first time, there are enough 

manifestations of feminist seder texts to compile them into one all-encompassing source. 

It is difficult to assess the development of feminist seders as a movement on a 

large scale considering that, despite their nominally shared commitment to feminism, 

their goals and methods for achieving them vary greatly. The Women’s Seder Sourcebook 

unites all the variations under the same banner within the pages of the book, which 

promotes diversity and gives options to the readers. It circumvents potentially divisive 

editorial choices by allowing alternatives. The publication of The Sourcebook marks a 

point at which enough people around the country had participated in women’s seders that 

finally someone could take a step back and see them all. Given that the book was first 

published less than a decade ago, it is unsurprising that it reflects on the development of 

women’s seders with greater depth and breadth than The Telling or the San Diego 

Women’s Haggadah. However, The Sourcebook’s power exceeds the mere ability to 

engage in retrospection. Its authoritative tone and anthology format suggest a canon 

formation of women’s seders. Literary critic Barbara Mujica articulates the connection 

between the anthology format and canon formation:  

The very format of an anthology prompts canon formation, for while a 

miscellany invites short, disconnected readings, an anthology invites 

prolonged study. Anthologies convey the notion of evolution (the 
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succession of literary movements) and hierarchy (the recognition of 

masterpieces). They create and reform canons, establish literary 

reputations, and help institutionalize the national culture, which they 

reflect.
117
  

Anthologies, then, are the mediums of canons. Postmodernist critics have rejected 

anthologies on the basis that they “propose a hierarchical classification of literature as 

determined by an intellectual elite.”
118
 Similarly, new historicists argue that, “By 

canonizing some texts and omitting others…professionals propagate and perpetuate the 

values of the ruling class.”
119
 Both of these claims assume that the agent occupies a 

position of power. The fact that women, an arguably oppressed group, edited The 

Sourcebook, complicates this assessment. Some scholars prefer the word “archive” as a 

non-hierarchical, inclusive alternative to “canon,” countering the notion that there is one 

universally-accepted great body of works.
120
 Whether The Sourcebook lets the subaltern 

speak or merely creates and perpetuates hierarchies falls outside the scope of this project, 

but either way, it inevitably required a process of selection. Given that the editors did not 

accept every women’s seder text that ever existed, they necessarily privileged certain 

texts over others. 

 Although the editors inevitably privileged the texts they included, The 

Sourcebook is the largest source yet on feminist seders, and it certainly includes more 

voices than any other source. Unlike an anthology of the greatest works, it does not 

reinforce the hegemony of a dominant group, but rather disrupts it and empowers 
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subaltern voices. The image of dusty, unread texts escaping from the file cabinets of 

dozens of Jewish women around the country illustrates a breakthrough in the 

democratization of Jewish practice.  

According to participants themselves, women’s seders have come a long way in 

the past thirty years. Whether or not women’s seders have become ubiquitous, their 

proponents perceive them to be. The Women’s Passover Companion expounds upon their 

success:  

Each year, thousands of Jewish women come together in celebration at 

women’s seders, which have become one of the most vibrant and popular 

communal gatherings in contemporary Jewish life. In communities around 

the world—from Kansas City to Manhattan, New Orleans to Berlin—

women create haggadahs and plan seders with creativity, energy, and 

dedication. The largest of these gatherings attracts more than two thousand 

participants, and hundreds of smaller seders are held in living rooms, 

synagogues, and campus Hillels around the world.
121
 

Although the numbers are unknown, communities around the world have organized 

women’s seders, and the Ma’yan seder, the presumed largest of these gatherings, has 

attracted more than two thousand participants. This two-volume compilation is evidence 

of the myriad individuals and communities that have organized a women’s seder. The 

editors and authors grappled with the challenges that arise in any Jewish feminist 

endeavor and in Passover observance in particular. Inevitably, as they put their ideas into 

practice, they made decisions that affected themselves and their communities. They 

included together their own haggadahs, and sometimes accounts of their seders were 

                                                 
121
 Cohen Anisfeld, Mohr, and Spector, eds., 2003b, 1. 



 

 

76 

published in the newspaper. However, aside from press coverage and interpersonal 

connections, the participants of the seders around the country—and the world—had no 

way to share their texts and experiences with each other before this compilation was 

published. The compilation allows them to simultaneously influence future seders and be 

influenced by past seders. Furthermore, outsiders—people who have never participated in 

a women’s seder—have access to the book as well. The compilation helps feminist 

Passover rituals spread to more people. 

One innovation in particular, Miriam’s Cup, has trickled into family and 

community seders. The Women’s Passover Companion documents its success through 

multiple pieces. E.M. Broner, upon declaring Passover “now a universal feminist 

holiday,” observes that “Miriam is now invited to drink from her cup at tables 

everywhere.”
122
 Plaskow also notes that her family seder always includes the cups of both 

Miriam and Elijah. The origins of these innovations have been told and retold in Jewish 

feminist circles; academic texts periodically make references to them as well.
123
 In this 

way, women have written their own histories and inserted their voices into the history of 

the Jewish people. 

The ritual of Miriam’s Cup actually started in a women’s celebration of the new 

moon, Rosh Hodesh. Like women’s seders, women’s Rosh Hodesh groups grew out of 

the women’s movement and the spirituality movement of the sixties. Rosh Hodesh groups 

similarly appropriated an old tradition and attempted to transform it. The idea of 

Miriam’s Cup started in 1979, when folklorist Penina Adelman was deeply inspired upon 

hearing the legend of Miriam’s Well. According to a midrashic legend, God created a 
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well of chayim mayim, living waters, on the second day of Creation. Throughout time, the 

well has been passed on to worthiest individuals in need of water in the desert. When the 

Israelites wandered through the desert away from Egypt, Miriam received this well. By 

summoning these living waters with her beautiful singing, Miriam sustained the Israelites 

throughout their exodus. When she died, the waters dried up.
124
  

Adelman viewed the legend as a “powerful metaphor for the experience of Jewish 

women as sustaining the Jewish people during times of adversity,”
125
 and she expanded 

the metaphor to her compilation Miriam’s Well: Rituals for Jewish Women Around the 

Year. In 1989, a Rosh Hodesh group developed a ritual and ritual object, both named 

Miriam’s Cup, to commemorate Miriam’s Well. First the women tell the legend, and then 

they sanctify a cup of water that represents the living waters. The Hebrew blessing uses 

gender neutral God language such as “source of life.”
126
 The same year, the group 

developed a ritual using Miriam’s Cup for Passover. Since the legend of Miriam’s Well 

revolves around the Exodus, integrating Miriam’s Cup into the Passover seder was a 

logical extension of the Rosh Hodesh ritual. The Passover ritual also included the 

sanctification of the living waters, but the language further emphasized Miriam’s role in 

the Passover story. Miriam’s Well fits into the Passover motif of remembering and 

experiencing, drawing comparisons between the participants’ current struggle for 

freedom and the Israelites’ deliverance from slavery, looking to Miriam’s Well as a 

source of healing, renewal, and transformation.  

Adelman insists that the original idea of Miriam’s Cup was not conceived as a 

mere female complement or parallel to Elijah’s cup. Nevertheless, as evidenced by 

                                                 
124
 Pirkei Avot 5.6; BT Tractate Sukkah 3.11. 

125
 Adelman, 1994, 156. 

126
 Adelman, 1994, 164. 



 

 

78 

Plaskow’s seder table, they do balance each other well. Side by side, they represent 

wholeness and unity. They fit into the feminist vision for Judaism, in which men and 

women have a place at the table and a voice in the story of the Jewish people. Numerous 

Talmudic and midrashic accounts cast Elijah as a symbol of redemption. Traditional texts 

portray Elijah as the herald the Messiah.
127
 At the Passover seder, Jews leave a cup of 

wine for him in order to welcome the coming of the Messiah and their future redemption. 

The meaning behind Miriam’s Cup echoes the same theme. It represents Miriam’s Well, 

the waters that sustained the Jewish people as they were delivered from slavery. The 

prophets Miriam and Elijah bring redemption, and their cups symbolize the past and 

future redemption of the Jewish people.
128
 

Adelman appreciates that Miriam’s Cup is a small, simple, portable ritual object. 

These characteristics play into the legend of Miriam’s Well, reminding participants that 

access to life-sustaining, potable water is a privilege. Furthermore, during Exodus the 

water had to be portable, so a cup that is portable is “small enough for a child to hold” 

seems appropriate. Years after women first added Miriam’s Cup to their seder table, 

Vanessa Ochs, as an anthropologist and Jewish feminist, reflects on the development of 

this new ritual in The Women’s Passover Companion. She explores the question: “how do 

we—Jewish women engaged in the creation and development of new rituals—come to 

experience a new ritual object as authentic?”
129
 This question is nothing new for Jewish 

feminists. But Ochs brings to the table, so to speak, years of experiences. She begins with 

Adelman’s narrative about the invention of Miriam’s Cup, and connects it to her personal 
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narrative, when she first placed Miriam’s Cup on her seder table in 2000. The piece 

inspires readers to add Miriam’s Cup to their family seder. 

As we have seen in the article “Feminist Seders Reach the Promised Land,” the 

popularity of Miriam’s Cup has been cited as proof that feminist seders have gained 

mainstream status.
130
 Yet, due in part to The Women’s Passover Companion, ritual actors 

now have the ability to isolate the ritual of Miriam’s Cup and add it to their otherwise 

unchanged family seder. One questions how transformative or feminist such a seder 

would be. The spread of Miriam’s Cup exemplifies the positive and negative aspects of 

accessibility. Moreover, it puts into question what constitutes a feminist seder. 

 Judith Plaskow, author of the groundbreaking Jewish feminist theological work, 

Standing Again at Sinai: Judaism from a Feminist Perspective, offers her thoughts on this 

question in the essay “The Continuing Value of Separatism.”  She addresses a number of 

related questions that Jewish feminists have struggled with throughout the years. Are 

women-only seders just as problematic as the men-only, patriarchal brand of Judaism 

they are trying to change, and thus counterproductive to an egalitarian, inclusive 

Judaism? Is the prospect of men attending a women’s seder an oxymoron?
131
 Are 

women’s seders a “temporary means to a more inclusive tradition of a permanent feature 

of Jewish life”? Plaskow argues that the “contradiction between the increased 

participation of women in all aspects of Jewish life and the content of the tradition […] 

provides the warrant and necessity” for women-only seders.
132
 While women now enjoy 
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greater participation in the tradition, the tradition itself remains patriarchal and devoid of 

women’s voices. Women’s seders literally create a space for women in tradition. 

 However, Plaskow’s defense of women’s seders assumes certain requirements. 

She cautions that women’s seders are only effective so long as they are feminist. 

Virtually all sources, including Plaskow, use the terms “women’s seder” and “feminist 

seder” interchangeably. In some cases, an organization might avoid the loaded, 

stigmatized term “feminist” in order to appeal to a wider audience—a practical strategy 

given that many people who espouse feminist ideals would never call themselves 

feminists. Here, Plaskow emphasizes that feminist seders share a commitment to change, 

“a commitment that is neither a natural outgrowth of being a woman nor necessarily 

limited to women alone.”
133
 Without this commitment, without viewing Judaism with a 

critical lens, a women’s seder would not be feminist. She concludes that feminist-minded 

men can participate in women’s seders, but that this decision should be left up to each 

individual or group organizing a women’s seder. 

 Interestingly, some of the pieces featured in The Sourcebook may not satisfy 

Plaskow’s requirements for a feminist seder. Some of them do not view Judaism with a 

critical lens at all. For example, the aforementioned piece on the custom of seder 

participants whipping each other with green onions does nothing but embrace tradition. 

Yet, it is included—perhaps because a woman wrote it. The Sourcebook privileges 

inclusiveness over a strong commitment to feminism (or over one type of feminism). 

Thirty five years after the first feminist seder, this recent book makes the category of 

“feminist seder” hard to define. 
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CONCLUSION 

Feminist seders are paving the way for contemporary Jewish observance. Arnold 

Eisen proposes “predictors” of postmodern Jewish ritual performances that feminist 

seders embody: politics, symbolic explanation, nostalgia, authority, and tradition.
134
 

These conditions point to the process of negotiation whereby ritual actors make 

decisions. I found that despite the common conditions that feminist seders share, the 

decisions implicit in feminist haggadahs vary in significant ways. I analyzed three 

feminist haggadahs: The Telling, the San Diego Women’s Haggadah, and The Women’s 

Seder Sourcebook. I focused on three common aspects of the haggadahs in order to 

compare them on equal planes: God language, the Passover story, and the metastructure 

of the seder ritual. I found that the haggadahs employed different strategies in their 

negotiation of Judaism and feminism—tradition and change. 

The choices that the authors made work towards different visions of feminism and 

Judaism. The article “Feminist Seders Reach the Promised Land” first intrigued me 

because the title declared the success of feminist seders as a movement. Ma’yan 

measured success through growth—increased participation and the spread of feminist 

seders across the country.  In those terms, feminist seders had reached the promised land. 

However, upon closer examination of three feminist haggadahs, I found that their 

measures of success varied. The feminist seder “movement” is not monolithic; as such, 

its success cannot be determined without privileging one goal of many that are espoused 

by various feminist Jews. Recognizing this diversity, I began to notice various aspects of 

the three haggadahs that helped or hindered their success—depending on how they define 

success. For example, while The Telling proved to be the least accessible to readers 
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looking to hold a feminist seder, Broner transformed tradition and, in turn, created a 

feminist ritual that rejuvenated, united, and inspired the Seder Sisters. As a memoir, this 

book provides the most insight into the power of feminist rituals. The San Diego 

Women’s Haggadah preserves much of the traditional text and follows the traditional 

format, which made it more accessible but less transformative. It is the most convenient 

haggadah to read straight through at a community women’s seder. Lastly, The Women’s 

Seder Sourcebook reaches the widest audience. It gives readers the ability to choose 

different liturgy, interpretations, commentaries, and rituals. While it promotes the 

diffusion of these practices into mainstream Passover observance, it expands the scope of 

feminist seders by diluting and fragmenting them. A reader could use The Women’s Seder 

Sourcebook to add one new poem to her or his family seder.  

Now that this study has determined the different goals of the three haggadahs, 

future research could focus on their successes and challenges. This research could take 

various forms. The Telling sparked my interest in the performative and experiential 

aspects of feminist seders. These aspects appear most clearly in the ritual itself, so they 

prove difficult to study through the text of feminist haggadahs. Thus it would be 

interesting to conduct an ethnography, an in-depth observational analysis of an actual 

feminist seder. 

The San Diego Women’s Haggadah is a blueprint for community women’s 

seders. Its preface, along with the article on Ma’yan and the foreword of The Women’s 

Seder Sourcebook, describes the growing popularity of women’s seders hosted by 

synagogues, community centers, and campus groups. In my research, I encountered 

dozens of newspaper articles that documented community women’s seders around the 
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country. Unfortunately, I did not encounter any studies that gathered quantitative data and 

trends. Many popular and academic texts have made anecdotal observations and vague 

claims about the proliferation of feminist seders. A sociological study could determine 

how popular feminist seders really are. 

The three texts in this study made important contributions to the feminist seder 

movement—and to Jewish feminist spirituality in general. While The Telling was by far 

the least accessible of the three texts, even the young woman who did not receive an 

invitation to Broner’s seder can now purchase the book and learn how to host her own 

seder. In this sense, all three publications contributed to an amorphous archive of feminist 

Passover rituals. The Women’s Seder Sourcebook, the most recent text in the study, 

represents a new era of feminist Jewish rituals. It attempted to organize the archive. It 

included a diversity of voices, but by nature of being an anthology, it privileged certain 

voices and silenced others. Furthermore, by nature of being a printed book, it cannot 

continuously expand and evolve over time.  

Soon, it may be outdated. Scholars have pondered the future of ritual in light of 

new technologies and media. Lori Lefkovitz and Rona Shapiro, the creators of Jewish 

feminist website Ritualwell.org, observe the emergence of a “third path” of Jewish 

spirituality that lies somewhere between “reified and spontaneous ritual practices.”
135
 The 

third path, “a Jewish spiritual democracy,” is characterized by the democratization of 

leadership and individual empowerment to create rituals and prayers that personalize life 

events. The proliferation of feminist seders and haggadahs is a testament to this emergent 

revival in Jewish practice. Women across the country have taken Judaism into their own 

hands in observance of Passover. They have written new liturgy, reinterpreted the 
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Passover story, and infused tradition with their own voices in feminist haggadahs. They 

have participated as equals, shared their experiences, and enriched Passover celebration 

with new rituals and objects at feminist seders. 

The Women’s Seder Sourcebook may soon be the dusty predecessor of Internet 

archives. I predict that feminist Jews will increasingly use the Internet as a tool to share 

feminist Passover texts and rituals. Of course, this trend would reflect the fact that the 

Internet is quickly becoming the primary mode of communication in general. But the 

Internet offers particular advantages to feminist Jews: it appears the ideal vehicle for the 

third path, the Jewish spiritual democracy, outlined above. In contrast with The 

Sourcebook, the Internet does not require a process of selection that creates and 

perpetuates hierarchies. To the contrary, the Internet democratizes leadership and accepts 

all voices. Furthermore, it allows for constant evolution, so rituals can be added or 

adapted whenever necessary. It reaches a wide audience and can be accessed at any time, 

from almost any location. It fosters communication, creativity, self-expression, and 

personalization. 

 Future studies on feminist Passover rituals should pay careful attention to the 

Internet’s role in the creation and circulation of new rituals. A quick Google search 

reveals numerous websites devoted to the topic. Ritualwell.org contains an entire section 

on women’s seders. Miriamscup.com focuses on the ritual of Miriam’s cup, but also 

includes a history of feminist Passover rituals, gender-neutral blessings, and a variety of 

other resources. Opensourcehaggadah.com allows users to create a personalized 

haggadah by browsing and selecting texts according to the order of the haggadah and the 

“affiliation” of the text. The affiliations include not only the mainstream Jewish 
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denominations, but also categories such as “feminist,” “revolutionary,” and “New Age.” 

In a plethora of news articles and blog posts, women recount their experiences at feminist 

seders. I suspect that this living archive will grow tremendously in upcoming years.  

To be sure, online texts and websites will bring distinct challenges to feminist 

ritual practice. This study examined the challenges that ritual actors have encountered in 

creating feminist haggadahs. I found that the authors dealt with these challenges in many 

different ways, thus demonstrating different visions of feminist Judaism. I hope that as 

haggadahs take new forms, scholars will build on this study. 

Last Passover, just a few months ago, I attended a “Women’s Passover Seder” 

hosted by the local Jewish community. If I had attended the seder before working on this 

project, I would have been baffled. Imagine a room full of three hundred women, mostly 

upper middle-class and elderly, chitchatting and singing traditional Passover songs—but 

on each table, Miriam’s Cup sits next to Elijah’s. Now, after analyzing three feminist 

haggadahs firsthand, this image does not surprise me. It represents the era of The 

Women’s Seder Sourcebook, the same era in which Ma’yan no longer hosts feminist 

seders, because they have reached the promised land. This image points to one direction 

among many that American Jews have taken as they navigate new spiritual paths. As I 

reflect on this project and look to the path ahead, I realize that feminist Jews are still 

making their journeys to the promised land. 
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GLOSSARY 

This glossary provides brief definitions of non-English and esoteric terms used in 

this thesis. Several notes on the use of language in this thesis and glossary are due. First, 

Hebrew and Yiddish words are italicized except for those that have entered English 

lexicon. Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary was consulted to determine whether a word 

had entered the English lexicon. The same source was consulted in writing the following 

definitions. The suffix -ot denotes the plural form of Hebrew words—except for those 

that have entered English lexicon, for which the suffix -s denotes the plural form. The 

most obvious example of the latter is the word “haggadahs.” An effort was made to 

transliterate Hebrew and Yiddish terms in a consistent manner; however, as the cited 

sources followed various transliteration conventions, consistency was not always 

possible. Lastly, the following definitions should not be taken as prescriptive or 

comprehensive; rather, they are descriptive and inevitably incomplete. 

 

Afikomen The half-piece of matzah which is broken in the beginning of the Passover 

seder and set aside to be eaten as a dessert after the meal. See Yachatz. 

 

Ashkenazi A member of one of the two great divisions of Jews comprising the eastern 

European Yiddish-speaking Jews. 

 

Bar mitzvah A Jewish boy who reaches his 13th birthday and attains the age of religious 

duty and responsibility. Also, the initiatory ceremony recognizing a boy as a bar mitzvah. 

The Hebrew term translates as “son of commandment.” 

 

Bat mitzvah A Jewish girl who at 12 or more years of age assumes religious 

responsibilities. Also, the initiatory ceremony recognizing a girl as a bat mitzvah. The 

Hebrew term translates as “daughter of commandment.” 

 

Beruriah One of several women quoted as a sage in the Talmud. The wife of 

the Tanna Rabbi Meir and the daughter of Rabbi Hananiah Ben Teradion, who is listed as 

one of the "Ten Martyrs,” killed by the Romans in the period after the destruction of the 

Second Temple. 
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Candle lighting The ritual of lighting candles at the beginning of Shabbat and holidays 

in order to sanctify the holy time, followed by the recitation of a blessing. Women 

traditionally perform the ritual.  

 

Chametz Leavened products that are forbidden to be consumed during Passover. 

 

Charoset A sweet, dark-colored, chunky paste made of fruits and nuts eaten during 

the Passover Seder. Symbolizes the mortar Israelites used to bond bricks when they were 

slaves in ancient Egypt. Comes from the Hebrew word for clay. 

 

Chavurah Originally referred to the separatist religious fellowships that formed during 

the late Second Temple period. In modern usage, it refers to a small, non-hierarchical 

group of Jews who meet regularly for Jewish study, worship, and celebration without a 

rabbi. The Hebrew word translates as “fellowship.” 

 

Dayeinu A song sung during the Magid portion of the seder. Enumerates gifts that God 

bestowed on the Jewish people, declaring that each one would have been enough on its 

own. The Hebrew word translates as “it would have been enough for us.” 

 

Deborah A prophetess and the only female Judge of pre-monarchic Israel in the Tanakh. 

Her story is told in Judges Chapters 4-5. 

 

Elijah A prophet described in the Tanakh, Talmud, and Mishnah. Traditional texts claim 

that he will herald in the coming of the messiah. Also called Eliyahu in Hebrew. 

 

Elijah’s Cup The fifth, final cup of wine poured during the Passover seder. It is left 

untouched in honor of Elijah, herald of the messiah. Biblical verses that invoke the  

Jewish people’s future redemption are read as the door is opened to welcome Elijah. Also 

called Kos Eliyahu in Hebrew. 

 

Exodus The second book of the Torah, it describes the departure of the Israelites from 

ancient Egypt. Also refers to this departure itself. The Passover holiday commemorates 

the events of Exodus.  

 

Four Questions, The A song sung during the Magid portion of the seder, customarily by 

the youngest person at the table. It begins with the words “Mah nishtanah.” The 

questions point out differences between Passover night and all other nights, necessitating 

the telling of the Passover story in order to answer them. 

 

Gluckel A Jewish businesswoman who lived in Germany from the late-seventeenth to the 

early-eighteenth century. Married twice and had twelve children. Her personal diaries, 

written in Yiddish, were published posthumously. 

 

Haggadah The book of readings for the seder. The Hebrew word is a form of “telling,” 

in reference to the narration of the Exodus story. 
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Halacha The collective body of Jewish law, including biblical law, Talmudic law, 

rabbinic law, traditions, and customs. Also refers to each constituent law. 

 

Hannah Senesh A Hungarian Jew who parachuted into Yugoslavia during the Second 

World War in order to help save the Jews of Hungary, who were about to be deported to 

the German death camp at Auschwitz.
 
She was imprisoned, tortured, and eventually 

executed by firing squad. 

 

Kadeish The blessing said over the first cup of wine at the seder. The Hebrew word is the 

imperative form of kiddush, meaning sanctification. 

 

Karpas Seder participants dip a vegetable into a liquid (salt water, vinegar, or charoset, 

depending on custom), recite a blessing over the vegetable, and then eat it. The word may 

refer to the ritual or the vegetable. 

 

Kashrut The collective body of Jewish dietary laws. 

 

Kiddush A blessing recited over wine or grape juice to sanctify Shabbat and holidays. 

The Hebrew word translates as “sanctification.” 

 

Kippah Skullcap that some Jews wear. 

 

Magid The portion of the seder when the Exodus story is told. Traditionally includes 

many distinct pieces, including the Four Questions, the Ten Plagues, and Dayeinu. The 

Hebrew word translates as “telling” in reference to the telling of the Exodus story. 

 

Mah Nishtanah The Hebrew title of the Four Questions. The phrase, meaning “what is 

different,” comes from the first line of the song. 

 

Maror Participants say a blessing over the bitter herb, dip it in charoset, and eat it. The 

word may refer to the ritual or bitter herb itself, often horseradish. 

 

Matzah Participants say a blessing over the matzah and then eat it. Matzah is the 

unleavened bread that Jews eat during Passover; the holiday is also called the Festival of 

Matzot, Chag haMatzot in Hebrew. 

 

Ma’yan A Jewish feminist organization that hosted community feminist seders for a 

dozen years in New York. The Hebrew word means “fountain,” “spring,” or “well.” 

 

Midrash A haggadic (homiletic) or halachic (legalistic) exposition of the underlying 

significance of a Tanakh text. Also, a collection of these expositions. The Hebrew word 

means “to investigate.” The core of the Passover haggadah is a midrash. 

 

Minyan Quorum of ten people required for group prayer. 
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Mishnah A collection of mostly halachic Jewish oral traditions compiled around 200 CE 

and made the basic part of the Talmud.  

 

Mitzvah A commandment of the Jewish law. 

 

Pesach A Hebrew name for the holiday of Passover; the term from which the English 

“Passover” derives. It literally means “to pass over,” in reference to the event described 

in Exodus in which God passed over the houses of the Jews when slaying Egyptian 

firstborns. Also, the name of the sacrificial offering of lamb that was made in the Temple 

on this holiday.  

 

Rosh Chodesh The first day of every month in the Hebrew calendar, marked by the 

appearance of the new moon. The term also refers to ritual observance of this event; 

women often celebrate it as a feminist holiday. 

  

Seder A Jewish ritual meal traditionally held on the first two nights of Passover to 

commemorate the Exodus from Egypt. Participants retell the story of the Israelites’ 

liberation from slavery in Egypt and eat symbolic foods. The Hebrew word means 

“order”; the haggadah lays out this order and provides the script for the ritual. The word 

generally denotes any Jewish ritual meal, but in this study it specifically denotes the 

Passover seder. 

 

Shabbat The Jewish day of rest starting on Friday night and ending on Saturday night 

every week. Also called the Sabbath. 

 

Shalom Bayit The Jewish concept of domestic harmony and good relations between a 

husband and wife. The Hebrew phrase literally means “peace of home.” 

 

Shehecheyanu A blessing recited to celebrate special occasions, recited at the beginning 

of Passover and other holidays. 

 

Shekhinah Denotes the settling or dwelling presence of God. Held by some to represent 

the feminine attributes of the presence of God. 

  

Talmud An authoritative body of Jewish tradition comprised of the Mishnah and the 

Gemara. 

 

Tanakh The Jewish bible, comprised of three sections: the Five Books of Moses (Torah), 

Prophets (Nevi’im), and Writings (Ketuvim).  

 

Tefillin Small square leather boxes containing scriptural passages and traditionally worn 

on the left arm and on the heard by observant Jewish men during morning prayers. 

 

Ten Plagues, The The plagues that God inflicted upon the Egyptians to convince 

Pharaoh to free the Israelite slaves, as told in Exodus Chapters 7-12. Also refers to the 

traditional text enumerating the Ten Plagues, read during the Magid portion of the seder.  
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Tkhine Yiddish-language prayer books, first compiled in the 17th century, for use by 

Ashkenazic Jewish women. Yiddish for “prayers” or “supplications.” 

 

Torah The primary holy scripture of Judaism, comprised of the Five Books of Moses: 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. 

 

Urchatz The first ritual hand washing in the seder, directly preceding Karpas. No 

blessing is recited. 

 

Yachatz Participants break the middle matzah of the three stacked on the seder table. The 

larger half of the middle matzah is hidden as the Afikomen. The smaller half is placed 

between the other two pieces again. 

 

Yarmulke See Kippah. 

 

Yiddishkeit Yiddish word meaning “Jewishness.” May encompass elements of Eastern-

European Jewish culture or a broad range of secular practices based on identification with 

and commitment to the Jewish people. 
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