EXPANDING THE PALACE OF TORAH





By Tamar Ross

EPT is a challenge.  The writing is scholarly, but lucid and rational, and  Ross’ arguments are logically developed.  The material, covering so many years of Jewish traditions and rabbinic history is a lot to absorb and learn, so the reader is required to study the material in order to follow the arguments.  Motivated readers may be found, but probably not in great numbers.


Moreover, EPT is a challenge because the ideas are political dynamite.  Any woman who has lived through and chafed against the constraints of traditional Judaism may erupt with (possibly long suppressed) anger at the unfairness of many of our patriarchal traditions.


I must ask, what would be the aims of a discussion of this material?  Surely it is not simply “information”.  The result of reading this book may likely be to radicalize the  thoughtful reader.  (That may indeed be the purpose of the writer.)  Conversely, other readers may become defensive.  These readers willingly embrace the traditions, role prescriptions, and limitations for women of orthodox Judaism.  Others may be caught between honoring old traditions and feeling betrayed by them.  Any discussion of EPT  is therefore likely to be combustible and explosive. 

Placing these caveats to the side for the moment, here are the presentation formats that I propose:.


1.  Round table discussion with modern Jewish  feminists, traditional orthodox, conservative, and reform representation.  They share their religious experiences.  The audience listens.  When the presentations are over, they break into small groups for discussion of prepared questions and personal reactions to the presenters.  At the conclusion of the small groups, they return to the larger assembly for more discussion and summing up.  An impartial, knowledgeable facilitator conducts the (day-long?) discussion.


Questions:  Who would attend?  Who is our target audience?  What might be the results of such a discussion, a call to arms?  Would political action be one of the results?  Would participants feel closer or more alienated to each other and Judaism?

2. A classroom setting.  The teacher must be learned and 

objective.  Participants discuss the contents of the  book as the author presented her arguments:  “The First Stage:  Acknowledging the Problem”;  “The Third Stage:  Revamping the System”;  “Beyond the Third Stage:  Expanding the Palace of Torah”.  (As you know from your own reading, the book is very logical and progresses well from one stage to the next.)

Where might such a course be offered?  Brandeis Women’s Institute, Jewish Community Centers, Hillels at universities, Stern College for Women, 92nd Street Y in NYC, similar institutions in Los Angeles, and other major centers of Jewish population centers, including Israel.

3. A Lecture Series:  Major ideas from the book are 

highlighted in handouts, or chapters from the book are assigned prior to each lecture.  The lecturer must present Tamar Ross’ progression of ideas and conclusions with the same reasoned tone as the author.  Ample time must be left for discussion following each lecture.

4. Small study groups (possibly in the “conciousness raising” format)  Whatever the venue, the skilled facilitator and the sponsor of these lectures and discussions should be prepared to deal with a lot of passion --- to be channeled to appropriate institutions, organizations, and people.

The fall-out from this material is potentially revolutionary.

