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This year at the opening night of the Kallah we will celebrate and appreciate all those who have helped to create ALEPH and therefore Jewish Renewal.  We will tell the story of the renewal of Judaism in our lifetime and acknowledge the many gifts and contributions that you have made as individuals and as communities.

This evening has been designed by master ritualist Rabbi Hanna Tiferet Siegel and will honor the dreams and contributions of our most precious resource – YOU!

PRESENTERS:  Rabbi Hanna Tiferet Siegel, Rabbi Burt Jacobson, Reb Zalman Schachter-Shalomi (video), Julie Leavitt, Rabbi Arthur Waskow, Rabbi Hanna Tiferet Siegel, Joyce & Cantor Lev Friedman, Rabbi Jeff Roth, Bobbie Breitman, Rabbi Shefa Gold, Rabbi Diane Elliot, Cantor Linda Hirschhorn, Sharon Alexander

Hanna Tiferet Siegel:

Tonight, we are gathering for a shehechianu celebration of who we are and who we are becoming.  

The awesome phenomenon of Jewish Renewal has come to fruition during our lifetime.  

We are a garden of precious souls who serve as both the gardeners and the flowers, tending the soil, and repeating the blessings of earth and heaven.  

Our intention is to begin the thirteenth Aleph Kallah, this, our b-nai mitzvah year, by telling a part of the history and the “herstory” of this journey.  

We want to integrate and initiate those who are new to Renewal with those who heard the call and have been manifesting this dream since the 1960’s.  

We want to build on the path and move forward with renewed vision as we breathe together now and sing shehechiyanu:

Mark Novak at piano:

Baruch atah …  Shehechiyanu

Hanna:

I am Rabbi Hanna Tiferet Siegel, one of the vatikin (?), the wisdom keepers of Jewish Renewal and, I’m joined by a wonderful team in the creation of this evening:  With Mark Novak masterful musician, eishet hazon Julie Leavitt, extraordinary movement artist, and Skye Pelicrow, (I hope he manifests), our audio visual wizard.  

We will hear personal stories from many of those who volunteered to describe the area of the garden that they tended.  (Please forgive me if you do not hear your story.  There is so much to tell and we each hold a piece of the holiness.)  What I discovered in talking to people was there is a book, (maybe many books here), of all the stories that we have to tell of how we were called and how we came to express this wonderful being within the Jewish people.  

There are many who have been the visionaries and the builders of this movement and countless others whose names we do not know, who laid the groundwork in the generations that preceded ours.  What was the call?  Why are we here?  And upon whose shoulders do we stand?  

Out of the dried ashes and the burnt soil of the Holocaust, seeds that were dormant for countless generations began to sprout from the heat of the fire.  

And the detonation of the atomic bomb shook our roots and alerted us to the need, not just to save the Jewish people, but to awaken humanity to the interdependence of our lives and the world we all share.  

The society was breaking down and reemerging, much of this as it is today; it was a contraction and an impulse (?) forward: A birth pang. 

Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi and Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach, two shlichim / messengers of the Friediker Rebbe from Lubavitch were driven by these cataclysmic events to reach out beyond the confines of their world to those of us who were lost and hungry.   

Sparks of the Hasidim, nitzetze Hasidim, were reborn through us thirty years after the shoah.  Sensitive souls were being guided, led through the labyrinth of consciousness to a new heart center.  We were the rebirth, after such terrible destruction, and we were called to find each other.  

The war in Vietnam politicized (?) us, but ? rhetoric and rallies did not bring in a peace.  

A burning desire for spiritual wisdom was ignited everywhere and we began seeking, searching, exploring the vastness of inner space through the teachings of many traditions to find what was true and universal.  

We were told that the synagogue was a house of God.  But where was the connection to spirit in those cavernous and empty buildings?  We imagined a Judaism that was spiritually meaningful and politically and socially engaged and we wanted to encounter the unitive consciousness that brought people together rather than dividing.  

Jews in their twenties and thirties joined together in small communities, havurot, to learn, to davven, to care for each other like family, to work for social change and, some of those very early Havurot were Havurat Shalom in Boston, the Upstairs minyan at the University of Chicago, the West side minyan at Anshe Chesed in New York, the Germantown minyan in Philadelphia and Fabrangen, in DC.  

Jewish Renewal grew out of the mystical weight (?) of the Havurah movement.  The early Renewal Communities of the sixties and seventies included the House of Love and Prayer in Haight Ashbury, the Aquarian Minyan in Berkely, B’nai Or in Philly, Or Shalom in Vancouver, the Eugene Havurah, Nachalat Shalom in Albuquerque.  

And are there some that I missed from those who are here? 

Yes.  Havurah Gesher Or in Boulder.  One in Chicago from the seventies.  ?

So I would like to invite all of you who participated in the very early days, who were the founders, the visionaries, the community builders to please stand just so we can see who ?

Thank you.

Now I want to call on one of the founders of this movement, the founder of Kehilla in Piedmont California, (the largest renewal congregation), Rabbi Burt Jacobson.  

Burt Jacobson:

Thank you, Hanna Tiferet.

Arthur Green had been an undergraduate at Brandeis University in the early 1960’s when he met Reb Zalman and came under his influence.  After graduation, Greene entered Rabbinical School of the Jewish Theological seminary and studied with Abraham Joshua Heschel.  

At the time, I was also a Rabbinical student at the seminary.  Arthur and I become friends during those years, in part because we were both connected to Heschel.  Art introduced me to Kabbalah and became a kind of Rebbe for me.  He also introduced me to Reb Zalman and to LSD.  A new world opened up that was ? in my life.  

After my ordination in 1966 I went to Columbus Ohio to work in the field of Jewish education.  

In the Spring of ’68, I received a long distance call from Art.  “We’re going to do it, Burt,” he says.  “We’re going to start an intentional, Jewish spiritual community in the Boston area this coming Fall.  Will you join us?”  

It’s a good time in my life.  Should I give up my job in Columbus and move to Boston to join this Utopian venture?  Will I have to give up some of my newly emerging, personal autonomy to a community?  I’m not all that certain, but I call Art back and say, “Yes.  I will come.  In August, I pack all my stuff and moved to Cambridge.  

Havurat Shalom, the first Havurah, was special and unique.  Like ? David Roskies (?) has written, “ what one saw on a Saturday morning on Franklin street in Cambridge was a room full of beautiful Jews, bearded men in jeans and open shirts, long haired women in peasant blouses and skirts sitting on the floor chanting hassidic niggunim.  We had created a neo-hasidic utopia, a small synagogue, songs, prayers, ruse ? and all.  

We agreed to be members for at least three years and to live within walking distance of the havurah.  There are intense classes, experimental forms of davvenen, silent meals, retreats in the country and there are powerful anti-war actions even though several members are apolitical:  It’s an exciting moment in time.  

A few snapshots of the Jewish counter-culture as I had seen it ?:

Item:  Members take turns leading Shabbos morning services, but more often than not it was a hyper Zalman ride.  Zalman would lead an ecstatic davvenen and I would harmonize with him.  The next week, I would lead, cutting open the novel nusach that neither I nor anyone else had ever heard before, except that Zalman would do the harmony.

Item:  One shabbos, the parashah focused on korbanot / sacrifices.  Before the service, Zalman sets up a hibachi in the prayer room.  During the Torah service we offered a vegetable burnt offering.

Item:  I’m traveling with a friend on one particular freeway high on acid.  I begin to experience the freeway as a map of the Sefirot.  Every sign points to a place in the tree of life.  “Oh my God.  For sure, the Sefirot are not merely symbols or concepts; they are places of the soul and places in the universe.

Item:  There are so many brilliant people at the Havurah, secretly I feel inferior.  “What am I doing here among these great ?”

Item:  The members of Havurat Shalom are all men.  Two women take classes, but essentially, wives and girlfriends are appendages.  During the third year, 1970, the women demand an encounter group.  The stuff hits the fan.  Questions about gender equality, gender relations, sex, questions about Democracy versus charismatic leadership:  After that, things would never be quite the same way at Havurat Shalom.  Nor anywhere else.

Item:  Who am I?  Who am I beneath the veneer of ?  Who am I beneath all of this Jewish stuff?  Is there anything of value in my core?  I’d like to find out.  

And so I leave Havurat Shalom to have time for myself and to figure out my life.  

I travel to California.  I spend time visiting communes, teaching in pre-schools, living in the Haight Ashbury, hanging out at the House of Love and Prayer, smoking dope.  

Item:  I discover the Baal Shem Tov and the writings of my teacher, Abraham Joshua Heschel.  The discovery is a kind of revelation.  It is clear that the Besht knew a great deal about higher states of conscious and how to integrate those higher states into ordinary life.  Most important, the Baal Shem teaches me how I can uncover the glory of my own human existence and the light of being a Jew.

Item:  It’s 1973.  I hear that Reb Zalman started a new minyan in Berkeley, the Aquarian Minyan.  I attend a seminar taught by Reb Zalman and ?.  Zalman comes up to me excited to see me.  “Where have you been, Burt,” he asked.  I give him the low down.  “Good for you, Burt,” he says.  “It’s really important for seekers to drop out, to take time to make personal and spiritual discoveries on their own.  Just look at what fits in the great ?”  And I ?, “Isn’t that what Zalman himself did when he left Lubavitch?  Isn’t that what the Baal Shem did when he spent seven years as a hermit in the mountains?”

Item: In 1984, I get a picture on how the American synagogue needs to be transformed.  The vision draws twenty people and we start Kehilla Community Synagogue at Berkeley.  Kehilla will be a spiritually-oriented, politically-progressive, feminist synagogue, open to gays as well as straights and non Jews as well as Jews.  It will be part of the newly named Jewish Renewal Movement.  I know precious little about how to organize a community, but the vision draws many talented people who know more than I about how to create community and over the years, Kehilla becomes a congregation of some 400 families.

Hanna:  

In the early 1960’s, Reb Zalman wrote an article entitled, “Toward an Order of B’nai Or:  A Jewish Religious Fellowship.”  He imagined that an urban community would live together and practice together on seven-year liturgical cycles, so each year a different liturgical nusach.  

Well it didn’t quite go in that direction, but with his dream a seed was planted.  Many of you may not even know Reb Zalman and so I invited him to speak to us via video transmission.  He’s the grandfather and the grand gardener of Jewish Renewal.  

Zalman:  

Shalom, Shalom.  I’m so glad you people have come to be at this Kallah.  

It’s an act of courage and both an investment in your spiritual life to have come.  

And let me begin and say right away that whatever expense it came to, that this will be restored to you with blessings in many, many ways, God willing, in the coming year.

The most important part will be that you will have refreshed your soul and your spirit and your heart and, you will be able to manage the difficult passages that we have to go through before things will get a lot better.  

And this is our teaching, of course, that this is where we will have to deal a lot more with the weekday stuff than with the shabbos stuff.  And that’s why we say in the davennen, uk’doshim b’chol yom y’halelucha selah / and the people who in the every day world can be holy [praise You forever].  And that is what gives praise to God when we meet that person in the every day life and that person lives in such a good and holy way that people are impressed by that and say, “Hallelujah that there are some people like that.”  

And the teaching that is so important of the four worlds comes in here, because God will bless us all and especially you now who have come to the Kallah, that everything that you need in the world of Assiyah should be available for you.  

But do not confuse the needs that are in the world of Yetzirah, feeling and attitude things; they can’t be handled on the physical plane; there just isn’t enough to go around at a difficult, critical time.  So remember to be friends with each other, to celebrate time with each other; not so much through buying things as enjoying each other’s presence, learning together, singing together, and davvenen together.  This is what we are about.

And of course there are needs that we have, in order to understand the place of the worlds much better, and those are the needs to the world of Beriyah.  And learn together.  Understand all the teachings that come through, how we have filtered the useful material from Kabbalah to be able to be able to be available for you and for Kabbalah (?).

But most of all, most of all, shiviti HaShem L’negdi tamid.  You are not going this alone.  The Ribono shel olam is going to be with you.  

So I bless you with awareness of God’s presence in your life and the lives of all the people whom you love, Shalom, Shalom, Shalom.

Julie Leavitt

Reb Zalman:  When I first met you in Boston in 1984, you taught me a chant.  And it was a chant about the four worlds, the world of Assiyah, of the Earth, of “doing;” the world of Yetzirah, of “feeling;” of Beriyah, of “dreams and imagination and thoughts;” of Atzilut, of “connection with the Holy one of blessing.”  

And this is what you said:  “Everyone who is able, please stand.” And then you said, “Please repeat after me:  (singing) It is perfect, you are loved, all is clear, and we are holy.”

Hanna:

That was Eishet Hazzon Julie Leavitt.

In those turbulent times we were called to merge our politics and our spirituality, the renewal of prophecy and revelation.  

There were courageous voices that alerted us, cautioned us, prodded us to be honest with ourselves and others.  

One, who continues to speak his truth and be just, the founder of the Shalom Center is Rabbi Arthur Waskow.

Arthur:

The first thing I want to say is I encourage us not to be apologetic about announcements but to think of announcements as prayer in the world of Assiyah.  

So that’s something I could not have even imagined imagining saying on April 1, 1968, when I was a secular anti-war pro-civil rights activist, casually Jewish with only one connection to the tradition: the Passover Seder, (which was, after all, about freedom, and that was a good thing).  That was April the 1st.  

On April the 4th, 1968 Martin Luther King was murdered.  

On April the 5, Black Washington and Black communities all over America exploded and by the evening of April 5, the president, President Lyndon Johnson, had sent the army to occupy the capital of the United States.  And I mean occupy:  Taking over schools, roads, those traffic circles to place troops so that they could control all the avenues, and had imposed a curfew, which, in theory, applied to everybody in DC, but in fact, the police didn’t care about Whites being off the streets.  

More than 10,000 Blacks were arrested in the next few days simply for being on the streets, but Whites were actually, in fact, free to move about.  

And those of us who had been involved in Anti-war and Civil Rights activities put together a network to get food and money and medical supplies and doctors and lawyers into the Black community which otherwise was totally cut off.  

And that’s what I was doing night and day for about a week after Dr. King was killed.  

But a week after he was killed came the first night of Pesach.  And that night, like every year, I walked home; ready to get ready for the Seder.  But that meant walking past detachments of the army; it meant walking past a jeep with a machine gun pointing at the block I lived on.  And somewhere, half-way in that walk, my kishkas, (much more than my brain), began to say, “This is Pharaoh’s army; I am going home to celebrate the Seder and this is Pharaoh’s army.” 

And for the first time, that night, my family, my friends and I not only did the Seder, but stopped to connect the Seder in the streets with the streets in the Seder; with the line in the Seder that says, “In every generation, every Human Being” - not every Jew; “every Human Being, kol adam, is obligated to look upon him- or herself as if we come forth from slavery,” a line I read again and again and again and never noticed.  

That night, we noticed.

During the next six months, America in upheaval, I was a delegate to the democratic convention, the famous, infamous Chicago convention, pledged to Bobby Kennedy, (though he too was murdered).  I found myself that Fall sitting, with in my left hand passages from King,  from the Warsaw Ghetto uprising, from the slave uprisings of the 1830s and 40s, from Allen Ginsberg and, in my right hand the Haggadah, (the Saul Raskin illustrated Haggadah I was given when I became Bar Mitzvah, archaic English.)  (What I remembered from being a teenager with that Haggadah was the sexy pictures of Miriam and Pharaoh’s daughter half naked in the Nile rescuing Moshe.  That’s a story!)  

And I integrated the readings from King, from Ginsberg, (all those readings), from Ghandi, from Thoreau into the Haggadah.  There’s a whole story beyond that, but I wanted to save time tonight, (because this is the week of July the fourth, the Fourth of July, to tell a story about that too), [so I will] simply [leave it] to say that that integration became the Freedom Seder; that a group I’d never heard of, ? Injustice actually created the Seder in physical reality on the first anniversary of Dr. King’s death in 1969, the third night of Pesach, that it was published all over America, that I still meet people today who say, “I read that in my family Seder and when I read that passage from Ginsberg, my grandfather said, - the passage said, ‘holy, holy, holy, holy, holy are the c--ks of the grandfathers of Kansas’ and my grandfather said, ‘such a thing you said in my Seder?’”  

What I never expected, never imagined was that the Freedom Seder became a seed of the transformation, the liberation you might say, of the Haggadah itself, that hundreds and thousands and I think tens- or hundreds of thousands of Jews, at least in America, took the Haggadah into their own hands, began to shape it in ways that spoke to their sense of liberation:  Personal, political, communal and that that has deeply influenced not only the Haggadah, but many of the ways we go about renewing Judaism.

Second story:  1974, America’s convulsed by the Watergate scandal and the increasing realization that the President of the United States has committed constitutional crime.  And a gathering of Havurah folk at a retreat center in New Jersey, Weiss’ farm, is coming together on July the fourth.  And we decided to read the Declaration of Independence as the Haftorah.  And the Torah portion to which we connected that Haftorah is from D’varim, from Deuteronomy, the section called Derech Hamelech which tells the controls of the power of a King; you might say, the ultimate ancestor of the Declaration of Independence.  

And in every year in which some community of Havurot or Renewal has gathered on July 4th and at every Kallah since 1985, (all but one of them scheduled on the week that included July the 4th), we have read that passage from the Torah as a Yom Tov reading from the Torah and part, or all of the Declaration of Independence as a Haftorah and we have invited Midrashic transformations and free interpretations and additions and commentary and critiques on the Declaration.  

At the first Kallah, we wrote on an enormous bedsheet, (onto which we then tied tzitziot of red, white and blue), under the heading, “We hold these truths to be self-evident,” what the folks at that Kallah thought were the self-evident truths of controlling uncontrolled power.  That sheet, (tallit), is here.  We’re going to put it up, (we have brought it to every Kallah since), we will put it up, (probably near the dining hall), so that people can look and see.  

And this Shabbat in one of the services, Marcia Prager and Jack Kessler, (Jack has created, or drawn on, the traditional Haftorah trope by which to chant the Declaration), and we will again continue this tradition of transformation of the meaning of Torah and the meaning of our politics at a moment when, again in American history, we are confronting the question of a president who has been out of control through half the lines of critique of the king in the Declaration would have applied to.  So that’s a sense in which the integration can happen.

And one last thing:  About two weeks ago, a group of great Environmental leaders called on the World Community on October 24th to create actions in defense of the planet’s climate.  And I reading this thought, “October 24th.  I wonder what that is in our calendar?”  I looked it up and it’s Shabbos Noach.  I decided that ? must have had the Ribono Shel Olam tapping him on the shoulder and say, “Here’s a good date (?)”  

So we have now brought together official national leaders of the Jewish community and great grass roots activists of eco-judaism to call for celebrating observing Shabbos Noach and the week that leads up to it as a time for healing the climate of our planet.  

Hanna Tiferet:

The first time I met Reb Arthur was the March on Washington and I was very much inspired by his work.  And the first year he went to Philadelphia as well, has reached since that time far and away (?)

This is not the first time that Judaism has been renewed.  Hitchadshut hayehudut, the renewal of Judaism, has occurred throughout our 4000 year evolution, often rising out of times of loss and destruction, or confusion and despair.  The biblical Prophets, the Talmudic period, the mystics in Tzfat, Hasidism and the Baal Shem Tov, the State of Israel, the writings of Buber, Heschel and Kaplan.  

A voice was missing, however.  It began to be heard in politics but took longer to find its place on the bimah.  Another sign of the renewal of Judaism was the ordination of women rabbis.  For the young people here today, it may be impossible to imagine Jewish spiritual world in which women and men were not considered equal.  Women were not counted in a minyan or allowed to be called up for an aliyah.  The Shechinah was still in exile.  It was a very black and white, barren Jewish world, especially for the women.  It took courage, perseverance and a willingness to stand alone in the face of criticism and attack.  Everything shifted.

The Shechinah was looking for a home, a place to dwell.  In the hearts of our communities, she was welcome to speak through us.  We began to give each other permission to be told, not by our voices or our power, but to work in collaboration and cooperation to create a renewed Judaism.

When I first met Reb Zalman in 1972, he spoke about the unexplored Sefirah of Hod, the emanation of glory and beauty experienced through the senses.   He said, “That would be our work.”  

The rainbow Tallit which he designed opened the gates of creativity.  Women and men began to cultivate that garden with beautiful prayer garments and embodied prayer experiences.  New music, liturgy, rituals and Torah insights began to invite us all.  It was the flowering of the Flower Children in Judaism.  

I was born with the state of Israel, in May 1948, a boomer, a spark of renewal from the great cloud of the Holocaust.  Jewish Renewal has been the journey of my lifetime.  

Reb Shlomo came to my university for a Shabbaton in January 1967.  I didn’t know what Hasidism or a niggun were, but when he began to davven, I knew I had come home.  

Five years later I met Reb Zalman.  Our rural house in British Columbia had burned to the ground, caused by a spark from the wood stove while I was planting strawberries.  It was June 30, (our anniversary), 1972, and I was barefoot and pregnant.  (It was two weeks before our first son Noach was born).  The fire consumed our past, including the precious, silver flute that was mine.  

In early September we set off on a quest for Winnipeg to work and study with Reb Zalman.  He gave me $100 to buy a new flute and a book of Chabad Niggunim to learn and play for him.  The pieces of the puzzle began to fit together.  

In 1976, Daniel and I and our two sons (at that time), moved to Philly, and lived in Zalman’s Emlen Street house, managing the household ?, planning the first fellowship house farm retreats, participating in the Germantown minyan, and watching the rebbe make Shabbos and “tie his shoelaces”.  

Everything changed for me that year.  Rabbi Lynn Gottlieb came to town on a cold night in January1977 with her performance troop, Bat Kol.  She wrote midrashim of women in the Bible, and told their stories while two other women brought the words to light through dance.  My inner circuitry was totally rewired that night.  Women had a voice in Torah?  I had never seen it.  I had never heard it.  I had never imagined it.  

The following week I wrote a Midrash on Miriam, and then one on Tziporah which I gave for a davar torah at the minyan.  I rocked a few boats that day and many more over the years to come.  “The times, they were a changing.”

Music and embodied prayer has been my gift and inspiration and one of the first prayers that I choreographed was the well-known verse ?

V-ahavta l’rayacha v-ahavta kamocha ani hashem.  

And you shall have love in your heart for yourself and your friends, hope and peace light of hashem.

Lev and Joyce Friedman were early visionaries and together founded B’nai Or of Boston.

Joyce Friedman

Thirty-one years ago, on Rosh Hashannah, that’s almost a third of a century ago, a couple of twenty-something lovebirds wandered the Boston neighborhoods in our earth shoes looking for a synagogue where we might feel at home.  We went everywhere, ? and we didn’t find one.  

Very determined by Yom Kippur, we invited friends to our apartment, and bumbled through a service filled with prayer and song.  

Around the same time that Fall, (I was a Sufi), I invited my boyfriend to the Jamaica Plain Sufi Order to a story ? where we met Zalman who is also a Sufi.  ? To make a long, complicated story short, we were so inspired by Zalman, that Lev, began studying ?.  We began meeting in groups regularly in ever bigger apartment living rooms, attics and function halls.  We had no idea that what we were exploring was part of something larger that was renewal.  B’nai Or Boston was born September 1982 ?.

Lev Friedman

It was like a Close encounters of the Third Kind because we didn’t know Arthur was doing and what everybody else was doing, we were just drawn to this other planet. 

So when Reb Zalman came to that…  , when Joyce first invited me to this event at the Sufi house, I listened to Zalman tell stories and I began weeping. And, I really didn’t understand why I was weeping until a few days later I figured it out, that all throughout my childhood, my father who grew up in Brooklyn and the Bronx with a Socialist father and a mother whose family had been Rabbis forever, long ago,  and actually my father’s, father came from a Hasidic line; it’s that his father he called fanatic and he became socialist.  

Anyway, my dad would always tell me he loved to have Shabbos with his grandfather who had a long beard, and was a very respectable Orthodox Rabbi in the Bronx and he would love to crawl under the table with his many, many first cousins to listen to his grandfather tell stories about the Baal Shem Tov.  

So when I got older, I said to my dad, “So tell me the stories.”  And he said, “I don’t any.  I don’t remember.”  

That’s why I was weeping when I went to hear Zalman that first night, to hear his stories. And I was so inspired I called him a few days after that and I told him that I wanted to learn.  So he hooked me up with a wonderful guy named Natan Schaeffer, some of you may know him, who was the Bostoner Rebbe’s right hand.  Actually he was a chossid at the time and he was also very into Shlomo Carlebach.  So he introduced me to Shlomo and I started hearing the singing Rabbi and became very excited about it, to integrate music with Judaism in a way that was kind of yeshivah rock they called it.  

Anyway, so I began to learn and we continued having services in our home and it got crowded and the Sufi house, and it got over-crowded and we found a space in a friend’s actic and then we couldn’t fit people; and it just got bigger and bigger, every year bigger and bigger.  

So in 1981 ½ or so, I called Zalman and I said, “Look.  We’ve got to do something here in Boston because something’s really happening.”  He said, “Okay.  You can be B’nai Or of Boston.”  So I said, “Okay.  Well, how do we do that?” and he said, “I’m going to come to Boston and we will make it happen.  

So in the Fall of 82, two weeks after our first daughter was born, Zalman came to an overflowing Shabbaton and he declared “B’nai Or of Boston.”  Shehakol Nihiyeh B’dvaro, it happened through his word; and he empowered me to be the rebbe (with a small “r”).  

And mostly young people, (I think everyone’s told this story) mostly young people, 20- and 30-somethings, were flocking to our fledgling community where they found singing with guitar, dancing, torah drama, good interpretation of Torah, meaningful egalitarian prayer:  A total departure of what we’d grown up with.  

And within 10 years, as far as we knew, what we were told, we were the largest Jewish Renewal Community in the country, with about 250 members at that time.

This is just a short story:  So after 16 years of leading the community, (very much with Joyce’s help), I resigned.  I had really felt the calling for sixteen years and I wasn’t feeling it any more so it was time to let go.  We had a gap year, (a transition year, which was a smart thing), and then ? in the amazing and wonderful Hanna Tiferet and Daniel Siegel to be our new Rabbis and that was a wonderful chapter in our history.  

And I’m going to leave it there so that’s how a little bit of our story [went], and Hanna did ask me to end this little segment with the history and herstory and mystery of one little song that eventually made its way into the Jewish Renewal canon of liturgy and I think you all know it.  I’m going to sing it once and then tell you how it happened.

Barchu, Dear One, Shechina, holy name, when I call on the light of my soul I come home

So at the maariv services Reb David Zaslow said, “Lev Friedman wrote this song for Borechu.”  The fact is that I didn’t write this song:  I stole it; I adapted it.  And many people asked me over the years, “Can I have your song and put it into such and such a Siddur,” and I would say, “Listen.  It’s not my song.  I really truly ripped it off.  I simply changed a couple of words.”  

So I want you to know that.  The truth should be told.  I’ve been trying to tell it for years.  The original words go like this.  I learned this at a workshop of …  I studied ? for a while, that’s another story; that actually sent me back to Judaism in a way.  So, the guy who led the workshop, (one of the leaders), would sing this song every time he started the workshop; he would sing:

Hare om, dear one, Krsna, holy name

I said to myself, “Holy sh-t that should be a Jewish song.”  

You can ask Hanna when she first heard it, she thought I wrote it, she thought it was brilliant.  “He put ‘borechu’ in front of ‘dear one,’ and ‘shechina’ in front of ‘Holy name!’  Oh my G-d.  The man is a genius.”  

I don’t know who wrote this song.  This guy sang it and he didn’t know.  That’s the story.  Thank you.  

Hanna:

Is everybody having a good time?

The movement grew.  The seed spread.  

There was a need for a vessel, a container, a structure to focus the process and to make it financially viable.  

First it was called B’nai Or, then P’nai Or.  Aleph was officially founded with the merger of P’nai Or Religious Fellowship with the Shalom Center in 1993.

 Through the years, there have been many people who have served on the Aleph board, and on the staff, who have held and nurtured the practical Gashmius needs of the whole.  I just want to invite you to stand, the unsung heroes, all of you who served on the boards or staff.

So much has come to light under the wings of Aleph.  The Kallah began in 1985.  Elat Chayyim followed as a retreat center and all the many projects of Tikkun olam and Tikkun halev, the outer and inner healing.

I would like to call upon Jeff Roth who brought to light the first Kallah and founded Elat Chayim.  

Jeff Roth

So when I was just thinking in the early seventies about whether I could find a home in Judaism, it was because someone said, “You should read the work of Arthur Waskow,” because I was really committed to Tikkun Olam work, some kind or another, without that name.  But ? and I wanted to know how it could end up being Jewish.  So I got Arthur’s book.  I got involved with chavrom (?) and the early havurot that were mentioned, with the West Side Minyan, and ?.

And in 1980, I moved to Portland Oregon.  And there I met Aryeh Hirshfield z’l. I met him on the first day of Sukkot in 1980, the day he wrote the song ufros aleinu.  I met him in a Sukkah and he sang that song.  

He introduced me to the works of Reb Zalman.  He started talking about Zalman and the ? Havurah and we listened to a tape of Zalman’s.  

And then in June of 1981, Zalman came to Portland Oregon to do a Shabbaton.  And that’s where the spiritual side of Judaism came alive for me.  

And Shabbat afternoon, (Zalman had been teaching us prayer and teaching us things), and Shabbat afternoon, late afternoon, he said, “Well does anybody have any…  I want to hear questions.  What are your big…  What’s the biggest question you have about life and death?”  

He took ten questions in a row, (he didn’t start answering them), he called on somebody, he took ten questions in a row and then he started to speak.  And he answered all ten questions with one answer.  

And it was really good.  He knew exactly when he was answering, which part of the question, but it was one coherent answer.  

Then I was very moved, but I would never have made the move to hang out with him if he wasn’t also teaching a universal approach to Judaism, completely post-triumphalist, non-chauvinistic, open to all traditions ? about, but that’ what allowed me to work with Reb Zalman.  

So I moved to Philadelphia in January of 1983 to be around Reb Zalman and Reb Arthur because they both happened to be teaching at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College.  So I was at the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College and that’s where they were; for one more semester, that’s how long they were there.

And when I got to Philadelphia, I needed a job and B’nai Or Religious fellowship needed a half time director.  And that’s how I was there.  

I began working with Zalman and the first year that I was there, Zalman had a sabbatical.  He actually was gone during my first year.  

And I was meeting the people who were...  We ran retreats, which I had been doing since I was a teenager, I ran retreats.  We ran retreats without Zalman, which were very empowering.  ? on a service that we could do some of this work without him.

When he came back from Israel after that first year he said to me, “You know, I think it’s time to fold it up.”  (I’ve never told this story to anybody.)  He said, “It’s not working.”  He had formed this organization to sort of support him and he was shlepping the organization basically and was sort of said attached over it  initially ?, and he said “I’m tired.  I don’t want to do this any more.”  I said, “No.  We’re just getting started here.  We’re just getting started.”  

And the piece that I wanted to bring then was that we needed some organization.  We needed to figure out how to bring this work that Zalman was teaching in Assiyah, in the physical plane, to figure out how to make it work.  

And there were two key teachings that Zalman was saying over and over when I first met him.  (Also, I wanted to say if it wasn’t for these two teachings I wouldn’t have wanted to hang out with him.)  But the two teachings were, “I’m not the rebbe.  We’re all rebbes.  Everyone’s the Rebbe.  Sometimes you’re the rebbe for me; sometimes I’m the Rebbe for you.”  So that was certainly critical.  And the other thing he said was, (he was teaching us this all the time that year): “The only way to get it together is together.”  (It goes hand in hand with “Not one Rebbe.”  “The on way to get it together is together.”)

So in my role of facilitating that, I said, “We need to get it together.”  

At that point, (I think Lev was starting to make a reference to that), Zalman was Jewish Renewal, just because he was the only one everybody knew.  He had the ideas.  He had the teachings, but around the country, he was the only one everybody knew because he went from place to place.  And so it seemed to me we needed to do reverse.  We needed to get all the people from their places and bring them all together.  

And that was the idea of the first Kallah we held in 1985.  Cabrini College.  It was smaller than this gathering.  We’re still bigger than that first Kallah was.   

I just went on from there to keep creating places where people would come together, like you guys coming together, all of us coming together.  There’s no reason this movement is ? the only way to get it together is together.  We’ve got to be together.  Can’t be together without you.

Hanna:

So I want to call on Eishet Hazon Bobbie Breitman followed by Rabbi Shefa Gold to continue these stories.

Bobbie:

So in the early eighties, I was moving back and forth in my spiritual life between my Feminist Jewish women’s ritual, liturgy and theology groups and the B’nai Or Fellowship and going to the services for the retreats that Zalman and ? were leading at Fellowship farm. 

And then came 1985.  And the experience was, right over here, we were creating feminist theology, we were doing amazing women rituals with each other, (some things that are kind of unmentionable), and over here I was connecting with Hasidism and Jewish mysticism and Kabbalah.

And then came 1985.  

And it was clear that in the planning of the Kallah this was a place where a few of us women could really bring all of ourselves and begin to try to find the places of connection between the Women’s Spirituality and the Feminist Theology we were creating and Hasidism and Kabbalah.  

So at the very first planning meeting of the very first Kallah, Mordechai Liebling, who at that point was a student at RRC, led us in a guided visualization:  And he said, “Picture the parking lot at the end of the Kallah.  What are people saying to each other?  What were they saying that they remembered?  What are they feeling?  What are the most important things that they’ve learned, that they’re sharing?”  

And as we came out of that meditation, we shared the vision that we had gotten, and he said, “Okay.  Now let’s create a gathering that’s going to get people there.”

One of my contributions to that process was the creation of Mishpacha groups, which, I’m sorry to say, I haven’t been to the Kallah for many years, and they’re not here any more.  

The vision of that Kallah, (and the first four that we planned in Philadelphia), the vision was that it wasn’t only [a new gathering of the tribe], (although it certainly was), there was also a sense that we were creating a community that was one great, evolving and dynamic organism and, that we were wanting ways to support the evolution of group consciousness within the community that would culminate in Shabbat together.  

So the idea, originally, of the Mishpacha groups was not only that it would create opportunities for people to come together in kinship groups and share experiences and be able to process what was going on; the idea also was that I would meet with Mishpacha group leaders every day and that we would be getting feedback on an ongoing basis throughout the week of what were people’s needs that weren’t being met, what were the creative things that weren’t merging in community, what were the visions that people were having?  And we as planning people would stay up till 4 o’clock in the morning and actually keep changing the organism, keep adding things, keep building new things into the week.

And one of the things that got built into that week, which was completely extraordinary, was a coming out ritual at Shabbat that…  This is the moment in 1985 when Gay and Lesbian Jews that were in Rabbinical school were deep in the closet.  This is the time when, if you were Gay or Lesbian or if you mentioned that you were bi-sexual or that you were transgender at all, (even in Gay or Lesbian circles), you could not be a Jewish professional and be out.  

And at this Shabbos morning, there was an extraordinary Aliyah and people were invited to come up; and people started to come out:  Gay and Lesbian and bi-sexual and transgender.

Are there any people here who came out at that ritual, who would stand up and shed their light into the community?

It was an extraordinary moment of standing on the steps of Cabrini College’s student union in the sunlight and one by one people coming out and you could see the light beginning to shine.  

And we knew that we had brought down the meaning of God ?

The groundwork for some of this was laid because during the planning committee, we had many difficult meetings as the Feminists and the Hasidim ? kept banging and bumping up against each other, and one of the issues that had emerged was that a couple, a heterosexual couple, (who actually were a couple that we knew), asked if they could be married, if they could have a wedding, at the Kallah, (and invite the entire Kallah).  

It was a very stormy meeting, but ultimately we decided that actually the Kallah could not sponsor the wedding of a man and a woman because it was a moment in history when Gay and Lesbian people could not be married either civilly or jewishly and so we did not do that.

And at the end of that meeting Zalman said to all of us, “Now that we’ve come to this, sit quietly for a moment:  These are the birth pangs of the Shechinah.”

I have one more story.  So you can imagine, or you might imagine that for those of us involved in the creation of Feminist Theology, belonging to an organization called B’nai Or was somewhat concerning because it was a moment when B’nai Or, like the masculine names of God, that these were thought to be generic, this was the generic male.  

And we tried to change the name ? ? because this name had come from Zalman and was connected ? 

And then I was sitting in Reb Zalman’s class at the first Kallah and he was teaching about the Partzufim of God, Arich Anpin, Z’er Anpin, Ima, Abba and these are the countenances, the faces of the divine.  And all of a sudden it came to me:  “Ah.  We are P’nai Or.  We are the faces of light facing the Partzufim of God.”  

I brought this idea to the then board of B’nai Or and there was a lot of…  people were not so happy about it.  

And then day, Art Waskow was davvening maariv and he saw the line, golel or m’pnai choshech v’choshech mi-p’nai or and he said, “Okay.”

And that’s how B’nai Or came to be P’nai Or.

Shefa:

So back in the early eighties, I was an artist and a seeker and a student of philosophy.  And because creativity was my life, I was always asking questions.  And the question I would ask is what does it mean to be creative?  

And when I studied for a degree in philosophy and I decided to pursue a Masters Degree in the Philosophy of Creativity.  

And at that time, I was married to Skye who is a tech person here and he is an amazing actor.  And so when it came time for me to write my thesis, I thought, “The only way I will see my husband act is if I write a play to act in.”  

So I wrote a play as part of my Master’s thesis that was called “Creativity and the Between” and it was a dialogue with Martin Buber.  And Skye played this magnificent, wise Martin Buber.  And everybody thought that he was so wise that everyone forgot that I wrote the play.

So we traveled around the country performing this play and had discussions with the audience afterwards, and the Jewish community wasn’t so interested.  They seemed a little bit suspicious of Martin Buber because the Christians loved him so much. 

But there were a few synagogues that invited us and one of them was the place in Marin.  Joseph and Nathan’s synagogue.  The Shabbos Shul in Marin.  

So Joseph and Nathan Segal invited us to perform this play of Martin Buber and after the play, he went into his Rabbi’s study and he called Reb Zalman and said, you have to invite these people to come to the first Kallah which was happening two weeks later.  

So Reb Zalman said “Yes,” (I don’t think he consulted with the committee or anything), and Skye loaded up the car and pretty much a couple of days later we drove across the country from California to Philadelphia and there at Cabrini College I met all the people who were to become my friends for life.  I then also met people in the Aquarian minyan back in Berkeley, so we drove back to Berkeley and became part of the Aquarian minyan and there I discovered that being Jewish could be really fun.  

And I had never known that before.  And as someone who is really interested in a creative life, what I found out is that I could create the Judaism for our time and I could just pour all of my creative energy into bringing my Judaism alive and I just went for it.  

And after while I realized that I needed some foundations for my creativity and I went to Philadelphia and onto the Reconstructionist Rabbinical School to create that foundation for that creative light

But while I was at the Aquarian minyan, and it was ?, I think maybe it was the first High Holy days that I was there, I just sort of dove into the liturgy and I was sort of dismayed by the images of God that seemed so incredibly one-sided in very hierarchic, male way.

And so I wrote a song in response to that energy and sort of exploring that liturgy and to come to terms with it.

Chorus:  No more big daddy 

the monarchy is dead

I take responsibility

For the devils in my head

My love is like a circle

That spins to set me free

My heart belongs to the lord

Who doesn’t lord it over me.

Sometimes we feel like children

Sometimes we feel grown up

Sometimes we look for God below

And sometimes we look up

When we keep God in the sky

We put the vision on the shelf

I pray with all humility

To find God in myself

Chorus

Let’s take our rightful place

Beside ? divine

Ride on into the light

And leave the greed and pride behind

Let’s cross that mighty river

Into the holy land

Just open up your fist

And find the truth inside your hand

Chorus

Hanna

We’ve been blessed with many wonderful teachers and students and we have forty-two thriving communities across the United States and Canada, England Brazil, Germany, Switzerland, Australia, Peru and Israel.  And today, Beit Hachidush in Amsterdam affiliated with Aleph.  

We invite Rabbi Diane Elliot of the Aquarian Minyan to teach us through movement and ?

Narrator, Nadya Gross reciting Diane’s text as Reb Diane danced it:

A story; 

Not so very different perhaps from your own; 

Well, maybe a little different.  

Once upon a time a young Jewish girl growing up in the suburbs of Chicago in the 1950’s and 60’s, discovered that she liked the sound of prayer dance ? a ?  maybe two a ?

Later, she loved praying in the outdoor chapel at the Olin Sang Ruby Union Institute Camp in Oconomowoc Wisconsin.  

Under a tall tree 

With broad, heart-shaped leaves which shadowed wooden benches 

Arranged in a square 

Like the Israelite tribes encamped in the desert, there 

She breathed God in and out, 

Eyes focused on the waves sparkling beyond the lawn.

There, 

Forty-three years ago, 

Reb Zalman came 

To dance a Shabbos dance.  

Black robes flapping, 

Fur-brimmed streimel soft and firm on his head, 

Like a dove, 

Fresh-baked challah.  

Then, Elie Wiesel came 

And told them of his youth, 

The years in Auschwitz, 

In a soft voice.  

The campers strained to hear.  

He sat with them in chapel under the broad-leafed trees and stars, 

Listening to the young people praying.  

He grasped the young girl’s wrist in approval 

When she read her poem about “I and Thou” 

And murmured, “Thank God”.  

She loved Israeli folk dancing and Hebrew songs, 

So she joined the staff, 

Dated Rabbinical students, 

went to Israel, 

Drained in the beauty, the ancient energy, 

Breathed God in and out, 

Saw also many soldiers, 

Fear 

And hatred 

And unconsciousness.  

The girl, a young woman now, came home to dance instead of pray.  

She learned to listen with her hands, 

To sit in silence for days on end, 

To long and eat mindfully, 

To let the painful stories 

And the joyful stories 

Arise and pass away. 

One day, 

In 1995, a Jewish woman’s friend said, “Simchat Torah?” 

And she found herself 

In the basement of a Friends Meeting House 

In St. Paul Minnesota 

Hugging a Torah scroll 

To her chest, 

Dancing, dancing, dancing.  

Of the many who came to teach at Havurat Sivan (?) 

One, 

Rabbi David Wolfe-Blank, 

Whose memory is a blessing, 

Opened a space in her mind, 

Like the space in chapel under the trees, 

Like the silent sitting days, 

She breathed God 

Into 

And out of 

Prayers she learned as a girl 

And prayers she’d never heard.

The woman, 

Middle-aged now, 

Began to grasp

At last how paths 

Of joy, of tears, of dance, 

Of gospel song and Hebrew chant, 

Of stories, study, rhythm, silence 

Are all one torah, 

One great hora 

And with her learning just begun, suddenly, 

Reb Dovid left this earth, 

Left her to begin again, 

To find her way, 

Growing, 

Glowing, 

Ever going, 

Renewing 

Day by day her jewing.  

Schooling in Rabbinics at the AJRCA, 

Torah, 

Mishna, 

Talmud, 

Davvening, 

Opening the way, 

To depths of transformation 

Near the San Francisco Bay,

Cycling into 

The Aquarian Minyan, 

Reb Dovid’s former place of play, 

Where she works 

And learns 

And teaches, 

Breathing God into this day.

Hanna:

Now we’re going to combine two presentations.  One is from Cantor Linda Hirschhorn, and the other a slide presentation of Jewish Renewal Communities who sent pictures.

Linda:

So.  My parents were refugees, they came in 1945.  

They weren’t the least bit religious and they lived in New York.  

And they sent me and my brothers to an Orthodox Yeshivah, and we went to shul every Shabbos, on Saturday morning, every Shabbos because they wanted to be sure that we knew exactly what it was we didn’t believe in.  

For me it was all about the music.  I was in the choir in Yeshivah, and then I was a member of Zamir round (?) the first one in New York.

And then, the Sixties were all about politics, (Arthur:  We must have bumped into each other at an SDS convention).

And then moving to California and suddenly, I was the expert, and I had formed a Jewish choir in California, and I was asked to be a Cantor and lead services; because I knew all that stuff.  And so I did.  

And somewhere in the late Seventies or early Eighties, (I don’t have the time-line exactly), there was the very first Feminist Jewish Conference ever held and it was in San Francisco.  And that’s when I began to think, “Well what am I going to sing at a Feminist Jewish conference?”  And that’s when I wrote the Ruth and Naomi song and sang that.

For the second one, I was invited to lead services and I looked at the language and I thought, “This is a Feminist conference; What kind of God language am I singing here?”  So I began to look for texts that describe what you might feel but didn’t name God in any way at all.  And that’s when I wrote Ilu Finu.  Ilu Finu Maley shira Kayam / Let our mouths be filled with song as full as the sea.  And I felt that that could evoke whatever image you wanted or whatever was you were filled with.  

And then, with David Jonathan Cooper and Burt Jacobson and others, we began Kehilla.  And what was so wonderful about Kehilla is that it was not only a spiritual community, but a community that was talking about how can we put politics as part of our every day lives.


So then I began writing lots and lots of music.  And I always had music because that’s what I grew up with.  

And in 1988 I started a group called Vocolot, a women’s a capella group which still is with us today.  

And one of the recordings that I put out was a recording called “Gather Round: Songs Of Celebration and Renewal”.  And one of the songs on that was called “Women Gathering Round” and it was mentioning all the different ways that women had been political all around the world.  

So I want to sing that tonight, but I want to sing a parody that I’ve written, (because I’m allowed to write parodies of my own songs), and I want you to sing it with me in terms of the chorus.  

The chorus goes like this:

Chorus:  Yidden Gathering Round

Yidden Gathering Round

Yidden Gathering Round

Some folks lay tefillin, some folks have none

You can tell all the frumies by their tallis katan

Chorus

Too many tunes to mi kamocha, I mixed them all up in my head

Shlomo and Shefa and Hanna Tiferet singing of the people that Miriam led

Chorus

I saw B’nai Or in Boston, Fabrangen in DC, Kehilla in Californ-i-AY

Ruach Haaretz, the Aquarian Minyan, All doing Jewish in a different way

Chorus

Red stripes, Blue stripes, a rainbow pattern, to decorate the prayer shawl

It was the vision of Zalman, the vision of Arthur, and too many others to mention at all

Chorus

You say “Hashem”, you say “Shechinah”, I say “Eyn HaChayim”

Ain’t it amazing we’re in it together, renewing our renewal dream  

Oh we are all Yidden Gathering Round

Two other very great things:

In the nineties, I put Marcia Falk’s prayers to music.  Marcia Falk has been so important for transforming liturgy so I hope you all have that book of blessings.  

And some of you were here in 1987 at the Kallah in Pennsylvania who sang for me at the very first chorus that I put together and some of you are still singing with me today.  Thank you so much.

Hanna:

And they will come to my holy mountain and rejoice in my house of prayer my house will be a house of prayer for all people

So I think we have reached the end of our slides.  

Sharon Alexander:

I just want to say that what we saw tonight was my history.  And the other thing I want to say it took me until about six years ago to figure out what I wanted to do in this.  And I was already in my fifties, so I want you to know that it can be a long road before you find out what your path is supposed to be and what piece you’re supposed to play.  But if you hold out the attention, it will come.  It will come and you’ll have as much fun as I’m having.

So we’re going sing together a piece that the Jospel choir did two years ago.  Hallelu, This is the day, by Cantor Lisa Levine.  I merged two songs of hers.  And there are three parts in it. 

Hallelujah

This is the day that God has made be glad and rejoice in it

This is the day that God has made.

