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Wake up! Wake up to this moment. And what an exquisite moment it is!  Our fourth child, our only daughter, one of two Dollin natives born here during our (what is now 16 year) tenure at the Hebrew Education Alliance in Denver, CO (Rose Hospital), becoming a bat mitzvah.  Thank you all (family and friends) for being here to celebrate with us.
I have been patiently waiting all my years as a mother for this moment…the moment my only daughter celebrates her coming of age as a Jewish woman.  I’ve written this speech a dozen times in my head.  In it, I share with all of you what I have finally figured out…how to be a modern, and religious Jewish woman; how to reconcile tradition and modernity; how to make your voice heard while maintaining tzni’ut, modesty; how to infuse old rituals and traditional woman’s roles with new meaning (significance);  How to be fluent in deciphering passages of Torah and Talmud, while adding one’s own distinct voice to the conversation of our patriarchs;   how to care for others when they need help, while knowing how to make a good brisket for Shabbat.  How to be a ‘mother in Israel’ without being subservient and relegated to a supporting role in history.
Needless to say, it’s been a humbling experience.  Because I realized that I haven’t yet figured it all out!  In many ways, I find being a woman in religious Judaism as challenging to me personally as it was 20 years ago.  Actually, more so, as twenty years ago, at least I knew I was right!  Now, I’m not so sure.  Women in Judaism have come really far…the fact that you, Aviva, attend a school that unapologetically teaches Talmud to girls is proof of that.  At the Denver Academy of Torah, a modern orthodox school, you have been taught Torah, Jewish law, Hebrew, prophets, and Talmud alongside your male classmates.  

The question I have for myself, for Vivi and for you today, is ‘what will your role be in the history of our people’?

I have been privileged this year to be the teacher for an extraordinary group of women.  This minyan of women, including many female leaders of our Jewish community, and I have been studying leadership and looking at our biblical foremothers as models.  What do we learn from them?  How do we learn it?  When we look at women who came before us, what lessons of leadership do we glean?  How have we exercised leadership differently than the men in our world?  What are the different ways we make our voices heard?  We found we could learn quite a lot from our biblical foremothers.  And we were a bit surprised…while the techniques and strategies they employed were different than the patriarchs, their actions often led directly to redemption: of the Jewish people, and even of humanity.  I’d like to introduce you to some of the women we have studied.
Sarah is our most ‘traditional’ woman.  We don’t learn much about her from the biblical text, but the midrash (rabbinic commentary on torah) fills out her personality.  The grammatical nuance in her name change, from ‘Sarai’ to ‘Sarah’ takes her from Abraham’s wife to the princess of a nation.  And it is in her tent (her home) that God’s female presence (Shechina) dwells.  
At the same lesson, I introduced two other Sarah’s of Jewish history:  Sarah Schenirer, a fervently Orthodox woman, recognized that women needed to be Jewishly educated so their commitment to traditional observance stayed strong.  With the blessing of the Belzer Rebbe, she founded the first Beis Yaakov school for girls.  Agudat Israel adopted the Beis Yaakov model as its educational arm for women.  Absolutely revolutionary in her time.
Sarah Aaronsohn forged a new role for women in the resettlement and regeneration of Palestine as a Jewish homeland.  Born in Zichron Yaakov in 1890 to a prominent family, she never completed her formal education, yet spoke Hebrew, Yiddish, Turkish and French, some Arabic and taught herself English. She learned agronomy and botany, widely traveled the land of Israel (Palestine). Around the time Sarah Schnirer was organizing Beis Yaakov in Poland, Sarah Aaronsohn, a secular Jew, joined ‘Nili’, a pro-British underground movement of Jews in Palestine, determined to create a new Middle East by liberating the country from corrupt Turkish rule.  She worked in intelligence and espionage, was captured and tortured by Turkish authorities, and committed suicide rather than divulge further information. She was called a “Jewish Joan of Arc”, and her martyrdom shattered many myths about Jewish women.
I asked my ladies to share the Sarah they most identified with; the maternal, pious, home-based biblical Sarah, the fervently religious Sarah who believed the perpetuation of Judaism depended on Jewishly educated women, or the brave, Zionist Sarah who forged new paths for women engaged in the enterprise of creating a Jewish homeland?  We learned from each other as each of us chose the Sarah with whom we most identified:  some of us choosing a quiet, home based life of devotion to faith and family, some pushing religious boundaries from within, and some shattering established norms of femininity.
Judges 4:5; “Devorah the prophetess, wife of Lapidot (Barak)…would sit under the date palm, between Ramah and Bet El on Mt. Ephraim, and the children of Israel would go up to her for judgement.”   Devorah is history’s first female prophetess and judge; highly unusual, considering traditional Jewish law does not allow women to be valid witnesses.  Her placement between two cities teaches us she had an innate sense of fairness, not favoring one over the other.  She prophecies that the general Barak will be victorious, but that his success will come through the hand of a woman, which in fact happened.  God had plenty of men around to choose as prophets.  Why did God choose Devorah?  She apparently, had something to bring to the table that a man did not.  She referred to herself a ‘mother in Israel’.  It is her maternal faith in the people, similar to what a parent feels for a child, that is needed at this moment in Jewish history.  Devorah reignites the peoples’ sense of value as God’s chosen.  

From Devorah, we studied the question “In a man’s world, how have you exercised leadership differently than a man?”  We learned about empowerment rather than imposition, invigorate rather than force, cultivate rather than command.  The skills Devorah used as judge and prophet in Israel were very different than the skills men brought to the job.  At that time in Jewish history, patience, insight, and the ability to inspire and nurture were required, and God purposefully chose a woman to lead the people in that way.

We just celebrated the holiday of Purim, where we read the book of Esther.  God’s name is absent in the book of Esther – God is not mentioned in the whole book.  Yet by the end, God’s presence is felt.  We learn from this that even when things appear hopeless, miracles can and do happen; and they can happen through the hand of man (OR, as in this case, through the hand of a woman).  We further learn about the role of a woman.  Esther, like other Persian maidens in the king’s palace, spends a great deal of effort and time focused on her beauty.  As the Jewish people are threatened with extinction, her uncle Mordechai admonishes her, “Who knows but for this very moment you were destined to be in this place…in a position to save your people?”  And in a transformative moment of clarity, showing exemplary courage, Esther accepts the challenge, saying “I will go to the king on behalf of my people, and if I should perish, I will perish.”   Esther leads us to the question, do any of us experience such moments of clarity?  Would we realize it, or would we need someone to point it out to us?
In just over a week, we will celebrate the holiday of Pesach.  We will recount the story of the exodus from slavery in Egypt.  We will recognize the sorrow of the Egyptians as they suffered through the plagues.  We will feel the fear of uncertainty, doubt about our future as we rapidly bake our matzah and prepare for our leaving.  We will joyously recognize the miracle of the parting of the Red Sea.  And as we arrive safely on the other side, and our enemies are vanquished, Moses will sing a song of deliverance, and we will celebrate the crossing of the Red Sea, following Miriam’s lead, where she takes her timbrel and leads the women in song and dance.  Miriam teaches us that God chooses women also as prophets; and that their way of prophecy may be different than a man’s.  Miriam added the element of spirituality to our lives.  We learn from her that God is not only served through the mind and through deeds, but also through the heart…the spirit.  Miriam’s reward is no less than to be the progenitor of the Messiah.
Sarah, Devorah, Esther, Miriam, each exercising leadership of the Jewish people, yet in so many different ways.  I used to think there was one way…lead like a man…out in front, bold, charismatic.  But now I feel differently.  Getting a bit older, learning from biblical and historical role models, engaging with modern women and their leadership choices, I am not so sure about the one way…the right way.  So I ask Vivi today, and all Jewish women here, ‘what will your role be in the history of our people’?

Many of you don’t know that this is Vivi’s second bat mitzvah.  Her first took place last year, as she turned twelve, quietly, among her girl friends and some family members and congregants present to hear her deliver a d’var Torah at mincha, followed by a gathering where we made blankets for Newborns in Need… and ate ice cream sundaes.  This is what Vivi wanted.  And to respect her as a young Jewish woman coming of age, this is how we honored her.

And this morning, is how she honors her father.  As the rabbi’s daughter, he expected her to do what other 13 year olds did at our congregation, lead the service, read torah and haftorah, and speak before the kahal.  And she did, beautifully, dutifully and happily.   Through her actions, she taught me a lesson in humility.  She was not so strident to think that there is only one way to behave in the world; she recognized that she was faced with competing priorities, each of critical importance in her life.  She didn’t agonize, criticize or complain.  She was not grouchy or resistant or mean.  She accepted her world the way it was.  She made peace with her place in it.  She is a model to me of a righteous Jewish woman.  

To wear a hat in shul or not? To accept an aliyah to the Torah or not?  To speak out in front of others or to lead the way through subtle modeling? To cook a good brisket or to fight for our homeland?  Who knows what is the ‘right’ way?  In the words of your favorite country music song, (written by a man) “the only thing for certain is uncertainty.”  So it is with humility, and uncertainty that I move forward.  Perhaps I will be able to look back on my life and see clearly what my place was in the history of our people.  
What I wish for you is not certainty, but security in knowing that before you came many, many Jewish women who all made their place in the history of our people in a different way.  Know that all around you are amazing Jewish women, adding their unique spirit to our people.  Know that this moment is precious, and will not ever be repeated.  Don’t wait until you have it all figured out…you may never…but accept each moment for what it is. My wish for you is that you find your way, you add your unique voice to the history of our people, and I think, you are well on the way to doing just that.

Shabbat Shalom.

