Louisa B. Hart: An Orthodox Jewish Woman’s
Voice from the Civil War Era

Jonathan D. Sarna

In saluting Blu Greenberg on her 80th birthday, | recall a teaching of my late father,
Prof. Nahuim M. Sarna z "/, a friend of the Greenbergs, He showed in one of his last
public taiks, delivered in honor of his own 80th birthday, that the famous line in the
book of Psalms (90:10), “The span of our life is seventy years, or, given the strength,
eighty years” has been widely misunderstood. The Hebrew word “gevuror,” he
demonstrated, invariably refers to the power {“mighty acts”) of God, not fo the
strength of human beings. So to attain the age of eighty is a divine gift -— a display of
God’s power. In a similar way, the rabbinic phrase, “gevuror geshamim ™ refers to the
rain that comes through God’s power (see BT Ta'anif 2a), When we congratulate an
80-year-old for attaining the age of gevurot, we are thus not just congratulating her on
her own strength, but on the display of divine power with which she has been favored.

Surely, nobody is more deserving of gevurot than our honoree Blu Greenberg. She has
devoted much of her long life to empowering women and the underprivileged. She has
also spoken out courageously on behalf of feminist issues within Orthodox Judaism.
in addition, she has reached across the spectrum of Jewish life, and also reached out to
‘non-Jews, demonstrating by example that strict Jewish observance need not demand
- parochialism. An Orthodox Jew, she properly insists, can also be socially and
“politically engaged.

In Blu Greenberg’s honor, 1 present here three extracts from the Civil War writings of
-a much earlier Orthodox Jewish woman, who was socially and politically engaged:
Louisa Barnett Hart (1803-1874), diarist, professional volunteer, superintendent of the
Hebrew Sunday School Society, and, like her mentor Rebecca Gratz, a broadly
‘cultured, active figure in Philadelphia Jewish life, whose wide range of acquaintances
:'_'i_I__l'_Ciuded Jews and non-Jews alike.! Louisa was the product of a Sephardic-Ashkenazic

Brief published biographies of Louisa B. Hart can be found in Henry S, Morais, The Jews of
“hilndelphia (Philadelphin: Levytype, 1894, pp. 149-1538) and Joshua Trachtenberg, Consider the Years:
e Story of the Jewish Community of Easton, 1752-1942 (Easton; Centennial Committee of Temple
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the wealthy Easton. Pennsylvania merchant,
Michael Hart (1738-1813); and her mother, his second® wife, was the proudly
Sephardic and much younger Esther Cohen (1769-1855), daughter of hazzan Jacob
Raphae! Cohen, originally from the Barbary Coast in North Africa. '

anion: her German-born father was

as piety. According 0 Louisa, her father was “strictly
observant of Sabbath and festivals; dietary laws were also adhered to, although he was
obliged to be his own shohet [ritual slaughterer] 3 Louisa and her mother maintained
their strict religious observance following Michael Hart’s death. They moved to
Philadelphia and worshipped at the venerable Sephardic Congregation, Mikveh Israel.
In Philadelphia, Louisa received a Jewish education that included Hebrew and “the

history of her people.”

What united her parents W

Louisa Hart never married. According to her biographer, Mary M. Cohen (who also
never married), *Louisa ... was S0 plain in personal appearance as to have been made
aware of the fact to a very painful degree, and to have been convinced that she was
not valued nor loved by any outside the family circle™ In fact, many of the
philanthropic and cultural elite among Philadelphia’s Jewish women ~— Rebecca
Gratz, Simha Peixotto, Eilen and Emily Phillips, Evelyn Bomeisler, Katherine Cohen,
Charity Solis Cohen, Esther Baum, and many others — likewise never married, Nor,
for that matter, did some of Philadelphia’s leading Jewish men, including lsaac
{eeser, Mayer Sulzberger and Moses Dropsie. Ideology (“the cult of single
blessedness™), sociology (a small number of available and appropriate committed
young Jews). and sexuality (would some of them today have identified themselves as
LGBTQ?) may explain this phenomenon, but Louisa Hart, at least, did not

recommend her status to others. «O)ld maids may be very happy,” she wrote to an

unnamed female correspondent in 1862, “but the road is a very sad one to travel
ds, I pray you get married.”

before one reaches the climacteric; so, young frien

Brith Sholom. 1944, pp. $3-84). Bolh heavily rely on Masy Cohen's " Memoir of Lonisa B, Hart” (see

n.3y.

2 Michae! Hart's first wife, Leah Marks (1753-1786) passed away at the age of 32,

3 Mary M. Cohen, A Memair of Louisa B. Hurt with Extracts from her Diary and Letters, The Jewish
Record {1878-1879), chapter L. The material was pubjished serinlly beginning on Octaber 11, 1878.
4 thid on Mary Cohen, see Dianne Ashion, Crassing Boundaries: The Career of Mary M. Cohen,
American Jewish History 83 {June 1995, pp. 133-176).
5 Louisa I3. Harl to unknown recipient { 1862) reprinted in Cohen, A Memoir of Louisa B. Hart, chapter
V1. On the many nnmarried Jews in Philadelphia, see Ashton. “(rossing Boundaries.” 154 Jonathan D.
Surna, The Making of an American Jewish Culture, When ridaism Was the Capital of Jewish America,
ed, Murray Friedman (Philadelphia: Balch institute, 1993, p. 154, n.17); Saily L. Kitch, Chaste
Liberation; Celibucy and Female Cuttural Stares (Urbana: University of Hlinois Press, 1989). Charles
Rosenberg. No Other Gods (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978, pp.7 1-88Y; Lec Chambers-
Schitler, Libersy A Beter Husband: Singie Women in America {New Haven: Yale University Press,

1987).

96

Louisa B. Hart: An Orthoc Wi ’
s An Orthodox Jewish Woman's Voice from the Civil War Era

Louisa H - .
theu;ii;la;‘t m;untamed a diary for twenty years, from 1842 through 1862, Following
friem.i; apdefo Rebecca Gratz, she also corresponded with a broad group of relativej
o Mn g (:mer students. Hart’s successor at the Hebrew Sunday School Societ:;
. Cohen, who gained access o these i :
. materials upon Hart’s h,°
" 1 pon Hart’s 1874 death,
ﬂe‘_i,ilihf sjev;n chapters of excerpts from her diary and letters in the Philadel Iﬁa
sh Record (1878-79), but what may have been a planned volume based on tl?ese

writings never materialized. Subs
ubsequently, the articles we
: : \ : ere fargely fo
students of American Jewish women’s writing, sl foreoten. even by

Dianne is uni . .
Coh;‘:sA;:;f?nb uril\}gue, so far as'I know, in analyzing this material. She argues that
g making her~ selections was “to promote Orthodoxy among American
Jews and as \:on?;]: =}?r::te?d “the respectability of single Jewish women both as
ot Chtes S.OCie ' exc;:cll'PtS, she suggests, “placed Jewish women within an
standard of piety. But peg];;;m;zdi‘:;?;alrltd atntd aéln;lire, and demonstrate a common
) o artant to Cohen,” § “ o [,
could give Jewish women a means to value themselves b(IJ]tehCz?snilll::rsi’car}jsazjdh;:

Jews, while offerin
. g them a language for talkin rsonal pi
their non-Jewish neighbors.”’ - ¢ shout personal piey valued among

Here I want i s i
A to focus on Louisa Hart's little-noticed comments concerning the Civil
ﬁom. ‘ g a ;:ni“ c?rpus of Jewish women’s writings on this subject survives, more
te South than from the North. Ma i ‘
. Many Jewish women, a survey ( i
shows, veiled differences ori , o
. carefully censoring themselves i
shows ve _ . ves in order to preserve social
e a 1”l|1.a}] relationships. Even the aged Rebecca Gratz, who strongly supported tl
nion, “either veiled political disa 7 iti .
. areements,” In writing to h ami
oo et ‘ : \ g er far-flung family, or
played them in a way that supported and strengthened religious and familial tiés 4

By contra i s
Se)lf-vice tost}.LtOUfsa Hart was forthright in her defense of the Union. She paid lip
- ictorian constraints upon women, b i ‘
: : , but tacitly sub d :
freely a it ; " Y verted them, speakin
y about political affairs even, as we shall see, when she addressed a congrgssmqng
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-atticles are extremely rare.

7 Ashton, {pp. 159-61).

¥ Dianne As hifting Veils: Religi
i E:i?:lh f:)”f“”!_q’ i;ﬁzls, Religion, Politics and Wamanhood in ihe Civil War Writings of
o an et [) ; ame;: omen and .:1rfterin’an Judaism: Tistorical Perspectives, eds. Pi o lq
Bra. g 2 S { hjlg;?rl Birandeis University Press, 2001, pp. $1-100 esp. 84, 931 St ? Nﬁde“
1oAY, i i 141, -1865, American Jewish Archives, (April 1963, pp. 34-75), Hasia R
D e . : ‘ ewish Archives, 17 (April 1963 4-73), Hasi

ivil War in the United Siates. Jewish Women: A C‘ompre:’rensive[j‘fisruricr.:!p Pnijc?j;ec}i{dsllﬂ "

Facy iz,

Aarch 2009, Jewish Women's Archive, (Viewed on April 27, 2016:
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She invoked her faith, her gender, and her joyalty to the Union in her writings, far

more than other religiously sraditional Jewish women of her time,

So it was that on the last day of 1860, following the secession of South Carolina, she
inscribed into her diary a “Upion Prayer,” almost certainly of her own camposition,
adding the comment “Alas for the discord that induces it.” Rebecca Gratz had
previously composed an English-language prayer for children, recited at her Hebrew
Sunday School,” and the religiously Reform Jewish poet and educator, Penina Moise,
wrote Jewish hymns in Charleston, '’ but prayers concerning contemporary events by
Jewish women were at that time few and far between. Hart’s prayer, probably written
for a mixed audience of Jews and Christians, is notable for its universalistic tone, and
the interweaving of American, Jewish and conventionally Protestant elements:

Father! When the wisdom of man is naught, when counsel breeds but
strife, and knowledge seems turned to folly, oh then we look to Thee;
Thou only canst save, Father, hear our cry. In Thy providence, an
asylum was granted for the wayfarer and the weak, for the persecuted
and the oppressed; Thy blessing o ershadowed it, and that which gave
refuge to all, gathered within its territories myriads of the wise in
action, the gifted in thought, the aoble in deed. Nations looked on and
wondered ‘whence comes this greatness, surely it were well to
emulate it; we, too, will be freemen, we, too, will say “Love God and
serve thy fellow-man,” nor wili we ask what art thou? Prayer and
praise shall ascend from chureh, from synagogue, from tented camp
or grand cathedral. God alone shall know its acceptance. But see the
dark pall that threatens fo overthrow that asylum, this glorious
structure, our heaven-appointed Union: shall it cease fo be? Father of
all, by Thine own inspiration, do Thou endow the legislators of these
States with a noble and wise patriotism: ennoble them with an infinite
desire to perpetuate this glorious republic; make them to understand
that to uphold an example of truth, of justice, of universal
philanthropy, is more worthy, more sublime than aught of supremacy
that the mightiest potentate could attain. Grant, oh Father. that the
elements of discord may cease and harmony again reign.'!

® Jonathan D. Sama, God Loves an Infant’s Praise” Cultura
American-Jewish Sunday-School Texts, " Jewish History 27 (March 2013, p. 79).
19 Ghirg Wolosky, The First Reform Liturgy. Penina Moise s Hymns and the Discourses of American
Jewish Identity. Studies in American Jewish Literaire 33 (2014, pp. 130-146).

1 Cohen, A Memoir af Louisa B. Hars, chapter VL

98

! Borrowing and Cultural Resistance in Two -

Louisa B. Hart: An Orthodox Jewish Woman's Voice from the Civil War Era

Hart { : ion,'” i

o Irer_lu;a;t;adl her defense of the Union," invoking many more Jewish themes, in a
rch : i ,

ol etter o an unnamed (male?) Jewish correspondent sympathetic to the
nfederacy, who had apparently seat her a pro-Southern article:

You say ‘read it without prejudice and you must approve.” Well, then
I Enust plead guilty to prejudice, for [ do not approve nor aélmirej
mlsstz.itements authoritatively uttered are nevertheless not fact anci
my historical knowledge, albeit not beyond that of average fe’male
readersﬁ‘enab]ed me to detect gross ones. Again, | must repeat that
that Union was (or is) as nearly approaching perfectibility as aught
that humanity has devised or is likely to devise, and when reﬂectﬁl

th£}t to us as Israelites, it has been almost the realization of ‘1 am thg
shield, thy reward is exceeding great,” {Gen.15:1] | lrcn;nbie at th}::
non—appre'ciation of it. Already we have seen a petition offered ‘that
the Constitution recognize a God and Jesus Christ’ and if you should
say that was Northemn fanaticism, remember that some Southe

s%atute-books display sectarianism, and but few years have ela G:ﬁl
since Israelites, feeling aggrieved by exclusion in the wording I;f a
Thanksgiving call, in vain asked that it should be amended so as to
enable them to join in its commemoration, whilst, on a like occasio

the Governor of our State promptly acceded to the request. * "

l::rte];eHz:jtn?.o\srefizd g fear'common among Jews of that time that with the destruction
, nion, the onstitutional guarantee of religious liberty would be lost
t:mflform[;ng Jegs into second-class citizens.” She pointed to a proposed amendmen;
e U.8. Constitution, initiated by the R i i
Pennsylvania and advocated by Senatgr Charlezfog;};?lerpr?;bbl[t;;an c:zflblﬁ'novd f .
ficlf:'nowledgment of the authority of Christ and recognition of divir;e Iaw"}g: Sl?;
;:;iisted, h.owiver, th'at tlhe E(')nfederacy was no better with regard to its treatl;lent of
s, not:ng- SeFtarla:HISIn in some Southern state constitutions; she probably had
North Carolina in mind.'"® She also recalled an infamous incidént in 1844 . Ia
Governor James Hammond of South Carolina directed a Thanksgivin,g WISZ:

12 According to Mary : ; s
o Mainstgﬂ;v;\/x? S:;lt;{l (_{brizf). Han_s ‘fudgment pronounced, then and always. against secession
2 Y. ortunately, she included no anti-slavery comments in the extracts from kiarl ihnt

. she published.

B 1bid.

" For a parallel fear in 1862 {
2, see Jonaths . 740 .
Sebockin. 2012, 25, 35371 ce Jonathan D, Sama, When General Grant Expelled the Jews (New York:

1s . . .
Ndolnl W COth, JEH-’ i C’ isti Z ¢ l( ! i 1 i}
y ) 4 ) e ) . . r
U ’ ) ‘ S‘ ! ISR il?f rica: -{1{’ Ptm\m! (]fRé'if GIOUS Lt J'lf'j.’ (NG\V \ (]I'l\' O,\do!’d

'® Innathan [1. § A i i
. Sama and David G. Dalin, Religion and State in the American Jewish Experience (Nolre

Dame: University of Notre Dame Press. 1997, pp. 82-83).
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proclamation only to the Christian citizens of his state. and reft_Jse'd to. ar'nencl .It
following Jewish protests.'” In Pennsylvania, she pointed out, a 51m|1ar:.|_nf:u.:ient in
1848 ended far more happily, from a Jewish perspective. Governor Wllllar'n‘l?.
Johnston apologized for his phraseology and invited lews 1o celebrate Thanksgiving

it e 18
alongside citizens of all other faiths.

Hart's self-effacing depiction of her own historical knowledge in this 1ettef ~-—*not
bevond that of average female readers™ - acknowledged the gender boundarles'of h.er
da;f to which she cutwardly conformed. In reality, though, her commenvt seefns ironic,
fo; she at once displayed a significant mastery of past events, especu‘xlly insofar as
they affected Jews. By evoking the gender boundary — the socu}l order that
constrained women to their place — she effectively pushed beyond .ltt subverting
those very norms by proceeding 1o express her well-considered opinions on the

Union’s behalf.

Hart employed this same strategy in her remarkable letter to “Honorable W.E.L. ---
almost certainly Congressman William FEckart Lehman (1821-1 895)’ of Penn‘s?zlzama,
dated January 20, 1862. The context here was the “'chapiaihr?cy affair, .thg
Congressionally-passed law mandating that a military chflplam be a “regular c'rda:ne]D
minister of a Christian denomination,” an eligibility requirement that excluded Jt?ws.

The Jewish community mounted an organized and ultimate!y successfju! can'lpalgn to
change this discriminatory legislation, and numerous petitions on ‘[hlS subject were
filed with Congress. But only one letter seeking the law’s change is known to have
been written by a woman; the following letter by Louisa Hart to Congressman

Lehman:

January 20" 1862

[ comply with the request of Rev. L Leeser, to say to you, dt.ear sir,
that he had posted a letter to you, supposing you to be in Washington;
the letter refers to the Jewish chaplaincy. Without attributing to me
‘woman’s rights,” folly. or assumption, will you permit me to give

17 Sarna and Dalin, Religion and State in the American Jewish Experience. 11 I—.l'.llz J;Jn%tl?all'{l').‘SE)lrrntL
Christians and Non-Christians in the Markeiplace of American Rghg.'rm: ,‘!n'wn‘ca.n C CJLJrsrzcxln;_lfﬁs‘, :
History of Dominance and Diversity, eds. Cathering A, Brekus and W, Clark Gilpin (Chapel 11113
University of North Carolina Press, 201 {ilpog;. 1 l?:i?.2t.

18 Opcident 6 (November 1848, pp. 403-410); online & ‘ .

http i, jleuu'shhfsmry, com/occidentvolume6/nov ! 848/thanksinpa, hm'uf.N ok S

19 Sec Jonathan D, Sama and Benjamin Shapell, Linco/n and'rhe Jews: A History ( ':"\;l-" ( N"w ok
Martin’s Press, 2015, pp. 100-110); Bertram W. Ko, American Jewey and the Civil War {Ne :

Atheneum, 1970 1195 1) pp. 36-97).
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expression to some views on that subject? it may be very difficult to
seem {o be impartial whilst avowing that | glory to belong to that (oft
proscribed) race, and vet | think it is as a citizen of the United States
as well as an Israelite, that [ iremble at the beginning of that which, as
an end, would o’ershadow the ultimate good and glory of our country
— proscription for conscience’ sake. Shall we darken the page of
history with that from which, after the experience of centuries, other
governments, slowly but surely, are disenthralling themselves? Shall
we renew it after proclaiming to the world that to God alone is Jew or
Christian amenable for faith or worship? Therefore, on that score,
neither can claim exemption nor ask privilege; it is of little import to
me whether or not an individual Jewish chaplain is appointed; it is the
principle involved that has induced these (perhaps) crude remarks;
had 1 not been asked by Mr, L. to inform you of his leiter, you would
probably not have been troubled with them >

Here, as before, Hart wrote in a self~effacing manner, describing her remarks as
“crude,” forswearing all interest in the nascent “women’s rights” movement,
admitting partiality as an “lIsraelite,” and apologizing for having “troubled” the
Congressman with her missive, written at the request of the Philadelphia Jewish
religious leader, Rev. {saac Leeser. But the core of her letter belied these conventional
sentiments. She stirringly appealed to America’s principles in opposing the law,
insisting that proscription on the basis of conscience would undermine “the ultimate
good and glory of our country.” The major Jewish communal organization, the Board
of Delegates of American lIsraelites, in memorializing Congress argued that the
Christian basis of the law was unconstitutional, and that “the said Acts are oppressive,
inasmuch as they establish a prejudicial discrimination against a particular class of
citizen, on account of their religious belief.”?! Hart insisted, by contrast, that the issue
was broader and more universal. It was not about an “individual Jewish chaplain,” she
explained, but about the principle of liberty of conscience — in effect, whether
America was being true to itself.

Hart’s three contributions to Civil War discourse modify regnant generalizations
concerning Jewish women and the debate over the Union, contributing both to the
literature on Jewish women’s prayers and to the (meager) literature on Jewish
women’s involvement in American politics. They also suggest that Hart’s concerns as

*® Cohen, 4 Memoir of Louisa 8. Hart, chapter V1,

2 Korn, dmerican Jewry and the Civil War, p. 67 reproduces the text of the Board of Delegates’
memarigl, which Korn characterizes as being moderate in tone and cautious in wording.
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an Orthodox Jewish women reached beyond Victorian ideals of piety, respectability
and modesty. Though she paid lip service to those ideals, she also demoTastr_gt_e.d‘w- Es
Blu Greenb;:ra does in our day — that an Orthodox Jewish woman can in addition be

well-informed. creative, and politically engaged.

Yeshivish Women Clergy: The Secular State and
Changing Roles for Women in Haredi Orthodoxy

Laura Shaw Frank

Earlier this year, | had the privilege of attending a seudah organized by the students of
Yeshivat Maharat in celebration of the anniversary of the ordination of Rabba Sara
Hurwitz. Rabbi Yitz Greenberg shared the following anecdote with the gathering: In
1984, Blu wrote an article in which she made the then-highly controversial argument
that there would be Orthodox women rabbis in her lifetime.! As was their normal
practice with one another, Blu gave the article to Yitz to review before submitting it.
Yitz read the article and quipped, “I support everything you wrote...but you just said
you're going to live forever!” While | do hope that Blu lives forever, the truth is that
she was prescient back in 1984 because, thanks to visionary and courageous Orthodox
rabbinic and lay leaders and to the founding of Yeshivat Maharat in America and a
number of similar programs in lsrael, there are a growing number of ordained
Orthodox women clergy serving communities throughout North America.

Of course, while women continue to make inroads as ordained clergy in the Modern
Orthodox world, formal s 'mikhah for women remains unacceptable in the eyes of the
vast majority of Orthodox leaders, particularly among those affiliated with haredi
Orthodoxy.? Indeed, the concept of women rabbis in right-wing Orthodoxy seems
well-nigh impossible. In addition to fierce rabbinic opposition to women rabbis.
yeshivish/fiaredi women are not permitted to study Talmud and therefore cannot leam
the material required to obtain traditional s 'mikhah. Furthermore, since the haredi
Orthodox are more separate from, and therefore more immune to, external society’s
ideals of equality, fraredi Orthodox women are not pushing for equity in religious
leadership. However, beneath the wall of opposition to female religious leadership in
the faredi community, a quiet sea-change is taking place, Whether it is spiritual
leadership roles embraced by women in the kiruv (outreach) community, or whether it
is certain legal stances that communal leaders have taken with respect to women
clergy, there is no question that Aaredi women are increasingly serving and being

' Bhu Greenberg, Will There Be Orthodox Women Rubbis? Judaism 33 (Winter 1984), pp 23-33.

- ? T use the term “haredi ™ in its broadest sense. encompagsing both the yeshivish and hasidic communities,
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