Shtibl Duchaning Subcommittee Meeting

Tuesday, May 31, 2005

[1434 S. Sherbourne]

Present:  David Seidenberg (DS), Riqi Kosovske (RK), Mike Werbow (MW), Aryeh Cohen (AC), Chanoch Ben Yaacov (CBY), Diane Klein (DK).

Notes taken and minutes prepared by DK.  Changes from AC, CBY, and RK incorporated June 3, 2005.  Changes from DS incorporated June 5, 2005.

Meeting called to order at 8:50pm.

DS opened the meeting by encouraging us to focus both on what might be difficult or problematic about duchaning at Shtibl, as well as what might be nice, beautiful, and beneficial about it.

DS also distributed two teshuvot on the issue: Rabbi Mayer Rabinowitz, “Women Raise Your Hands”, OH 128:2.1994a (concluding ‘yes’); Rabbis Stanley Bramnick and Judah Kogen, “Should N’siat Kapayim Include B’not Kohanim?”, OH 128:2.1994b (concluding ‘no’). 

AC raised the issue of what duchaning at Stibl might “look like.”

DS confirmed that everyone present has seen it or participated in it, and hence can visualize it.  There are various ways it might be done at Shtibl:

1.
Traditional: by male kohanim

2.
Kohanim + bat kohanim

In either case, it would be optional for kohanim or bat kohanim, and might require some discussion about who among them is permitted (given other restrictions on kohanim duchaning, e.g., if they have been in contact with the dead, etc.)

AC reminded us of a clear psak re: kohanim who may not duchan because of contact with the dead (though not necessarily for violations of other restrictions).  AC also shared a teaching from Rambam explaining why kohanim are not allocated land in Israel – because as teachers, they are supported by tithes, and that anyone may elect to support him-/herself this way.  This may be a model for those who wish to act as kohanim for purposes of duchaning.

3.
Kohanim + bat kohanim + ben/bat bat kohanim (that is, a broader category of those who count as kohanim by “descent”)

All of these options raise a question about whether or what blessing should be used, specifically, the vitzivanu blessing by bat kohanim

4.
Everyone duchans each other

With or without washing?

With or without blessing?

At Havurat Shalom [sp?], everyone duchans, in place.

Aquarian Minyan: whoever wants to, may duchan

RK: 

5.
Everyone who feels called upon to give or receive the blessing may do so.

6.
Led by kohanim in front, and repeated by those in the congregation who wish to.

These approaches also require considering the content of the blessing, including especially gendered God-language and a gendered blessing.

DS stated that the problem of gendered language is implicated throughout the Shtibl service, and should not be a reason to make a decision either way about duchaning.

RK noted that it is different because this blessing addresses the congregation in gendered language, and DS acknowledged that the gendered language unique to duchaning is relevant.

DS briefly reviewed the conclusions of the two teshuvot he distributed.

AC noted that both tribal and religious descent in Judaism has sexist origins, and that the analytic category “what can be done in the Temple” is a tainted category on gender grounds.

DS noted that although he was less moved by historical context, as it contains proto-feminist content as well, the teshuvot make no reference to rabbinic, but only to Biblical texts, and hence are less useful as a result.

AC suggested taking a survey of those present, about their duchaning preferences for Shtibl.  AC himself voted ‘no,’ on the basis that duchaning is anti-egalitarian and reinforces a discredited (spiritual) hierarchy.

MW queried whether this applied to every form.

AC felt he would be most comfortable with everyone duchaning.

RK expressed mixed feelings.  The only time she had experienced traditional duchaning (at an egalitarian minyan [now Kedem] in Jerusalem), it was really powerful.

MW queried how it was done.

RK explained that it was done without bnot kohanim, although at some later point that changed.  She loved it because the kohanim leading included feminist men, it didn’t feel hierarchical, it was done in a small room, and felt really beautiful.  It was sweet and haimish.  RK shared a reminiscence about her friend Ezra and his father; the father was not completely familiar with the “choreography” of the ritual, but it turned out all right.

MW asked, and RK confirmed, that it was done every week.

AC reminded the group that the ritual includes facing the ark, saying the bracha, then turning to the congregation.  

AC agrees that it’s a very powerful ritual, and AC loved it when he did it – although it reinforced hierarchy.

RK shared another reminiscence about Bonna Haberman, a bat kohain who duchaned at the Leder Minyan in Jerusalem 3 summers ago.  It felt “jarring” to RK, which triggered her thinking about whether it is OK that it had been a male-only ritual, or if it could continue to be a male ritual in a gender-egalitarian setting, similar to the issues of patrilineal [tribal] descent, as RK herself is not a supporter.  Duchaning with Bonna had an archaic sense but very different from men duchaning.  It made RK think about what ‘egalitarian’ means, and that perhaps not everything has to be totally equal.  RK did not feel particularly ‘excluded’ by (men-only and cohen-only) duchaning at Kedem minyan.  Although RK does not daven fully in a place where she [as a woman] could not lead davenning (or be counted in a minyan), she is willing to have duchaning in a place where she could not duchan because RK is not a bat-kohen.  If Shtibl did it, RK would want to include bnot kohen also.  But, it puts a different spin on it when the only person performing it is a woman (i.e. bat-kohen).  RK also noted that the way it was done at the Aquarian Minyan in Berkeley once on Yom Kippur[fully participatory, from our seats, those who wished to "send" and those who wished to "receive" blessings could do so] also had a great deal of meaning and depth.

There was some group discussion around trying it a more ‘traditional’ way for some period of time.

DK inquired how many times a year duchaning occurs.

MW clarified (with contributions from DS, RK, AC) that it is done 4 times at Pesach, 4 at Sukkot, 2 at Shavuot, 2 at Rosh Hashanah, and 1 at Yom Kippur.  The Sephardic minhag is to do it every Shabbat.  In Israel, it is also done every Shabbat, except on holidays that fall on Shabbat. [did I get that right? – djk]  There is a now-Ashkenazic, formerly Sephardic congregation in Venice that does it every week.

RK elaborated that she finds gendered God-language MORE offensive; so it raises an issue of consistency.  If the problem is lack of egalitarianism in duchaning, other issues raise that more acutely.  It is good to do things that push people tothink, like the Israel prayer did a few years ago.  At Shtibl today, there is nothing on the egalitarianism front being pushed – this may be a missed opportunity, and duchaning may be a good place to raise it.

MW’s initial take is that people, all people, should be able to take on the role based on some for of reading of ‘a kingdom of priests.’  With his Conservative background, he hasn’t found great support for that, but research is ongoing.  MW believes it would be for Shtibl to possibly do it with everyone standing in place and doing a blessing.  He reminded the group of Leah Fishbein’s email, which focused intriguingly on what it means to be receiving these blessings, whether people want to, are people uncomfortable being blessed by self-appointed kohanim…?

AC mentioned that the same issue arises with respect to certain shliach tsibur.

CBY (1) My idea of egalitarianism is not the traditional one. (2) I want to duchan because it allows me to elevaTE another ½ sefirah – which is not available in Shtibl davenning the way I do currently. (3) it need not be hierarchical.  CBY used the analogy of the 8 oz. glass and the 12 oz. glass, both completely filled – from the frame of the glass therer is no inequality between them.  (4) CBY would be uncomfortable because of his own approach and belief-system with traditional duchaning that eliminated women.

AC asked if CBY therefore favored men and women in traditional [kohanim-only] duchaning?

CBY wants to experience all options and see what is stronger.

AC asked if he is wondering which would be better or worse as a spiritual technique?

CBY stated that as a man he can only assist in a woman’s spiritual growth; as an Israelite, can only experience duchaning as a recipient.  The model of saying everyone can do it, which reflects unity, may be stronger.  CBY wants to experience all of them, he doesn’t know in advance.

DS first stated that he is interested in the most powerful ritual as long as it won't create an injustice.    DS supports equal power, and especially equal access to power, including power to interpret and teach.  For example, if women are not allowed to read from the Torah and lead davenning, etc., that suggests that the Torah or the public space of the shul don't belong to women.  If the Temple were operating, with a class hierarchy between kohanim and everyone else, DS would probably think duchaning reinforced an unjust hierarchy and be less comfortable with it.  But nowadays, with no institutionalized priestly power, it's a pure ritual.

For these reasons, DS is not concerned about the question of egalitarianism v. hierarchy between priests and Israelites.  DS also noted that we are not egalitarian in every way at Shtibl.  We don't say that anyone can lead davenning or be called to the Torah - only Jews can do these things.  So it would be wrong to say we don't have any hierarchy at Shtibl.  However, he thinks it would contradict Shtibl's core values not to allow bat kohanim to duchan.  Therefore DS wouldn't choose to create a Shtibl ritual which excludes women.

DS emphasized that an inherited role, like being a kohen, which one does not have a choice about, requires a certain kind of sacrifice of one's own self-determination - just like being a Jew does.  Being an observant Jew means, even if I want to, I won't do certain things (dietary, Shabbat restrictions, etc.).  Being an observant kohen means I won't go into a cemetery under most circumstances, etc.  We can access a kind of spiritual power through submission to an inherited role or identity.  There are also
rituals one enjoys that go along with the sacrifice of some personal freedom, i.e. Havdalah for all Jews or duchaning for priests. For this reason, he is not in favor of letting anyone who feels called, whether Israelite or Levi or Kohen, to come forward to do duchaning.

DS also loves the aspect of duchaning which requires a group of transmitters and a group of receivers.  The non-priests also have a special role in the ritual as receivers, and without them it couldn't be performed.  Part of the power and beauty of duchaning is also created by the custom of everyone covering their eyes or covering their head with their talis so that the ritual happens with a certain mystery in a hidden way - again, this can't happen without having the roles of transmitter and receiver. When everyone says the blessing to each other in the congregation, without any formal roles or hierarchy, as he has seen at Havurat Shalom, it can be very sweet, but he doesn't think the power of the ritual can be accessed that way.  DS would feel uncomfortable if the only approach we did at Shtibl were to have everyone blessing each other, but if Shtibl wanted to try out the Havurat Shalom approach some times and a more traditional approach at other times, he would be able to support doing that.

For an egalitarian minyan to duchan in a traditional way is a radical and subversive thing - and to have women who are bat kohanim duchan is even more radical and transformative. For DS, to think of Aryeh doing duchaning and teaching his daughter Shachar and son Oryah to do it is very powerful.  It combines ritual power and political power - and in particular it creates political power that is in some sense subversive and liberating.

AC/DS then engaged in a brief digressive discussion about saying korbanot, and the possible misfit between the prayerbook Sim Shalom and the needs of Shtibl.
AC stated that that is not a hierarchical issue.

DS: what if someone had a non-Jewish mother, but a Jewish father?

AC: that came up once, the person undertook a ritual to address it.

DS asks if that is an anology? It is something to think about.  It is also to consider in our decision making whether our approach depends on how strongly people feel about a certain issue, vs. doing it more halakhically – by reasons.  Ultimately, if we decide only kohanim can duchan, then we need to go through a reasoning process to distinguish this situation, from Shtibl’s rejection of a kohen aliyah.  But we don’t want to wait to duchan, because we want the experiential evidence.

CBY compared egalitarianism to zichut (merit) – There is an element of hierarchy attached to Zichut and is traditionally associated with responsibility.  The idea of a hierarchy has some negative connotations, but really it just reflects levels of consciousness, that make up a whole.  The three columns of the Tree of Life, kohen, levi, Israelite – not a hierarchy – just as male/female are truly different yet equal.  The goal is to get past hierarchy’s negative connotations.

AC noted that ‘powerful’ is not always a good category for evaluating ritual for AC – the most ‘powerful’ davenning he has experienced is with communities AC will no longer pray with

DS reiterated that the goal was [ritual] power as long as it doesn’t create injustice.  DS himself used to be Orthodox – it was powerful davenning, but it wasn’t worth the injustice it created.

DK noted that as a relatively ritually unsophisticated person, her interest was in seeing the various options made available, on a clear calendar, so everyone could experience it the way they most wanted to, and not be taken by surprise.

DS raised a concern with the “everyone who wants to” approach.  DS likes the idea that kohanim have to do certain things, but have to accept certain responsibilities.  With that in place, it could be fun, and DS wouldn’t be opposed to it. But if people are going to go up front, they have to do more than just that.

MW noted the similarity to the Conservative movement device – men are automatically ritually qualified, but women have to take on all this stuff.  So are we suggesting kohens would be excluded if they don’t do these things?

DS says maybe yes.

MW noted that there are some analogies to that in the shliach tsibur – one person never led davenning because she sometimes worked on Shabbat [and hence did not feel it was ritually appropriate] – we haven’t talked very much about self-exclusion for the role of shliach tsibur – are we opening up this?

AC would be most uncomfortable with permitting anyone at all to go up and do it.

CBY asked if this could be allayed with teaching about the proper kavannot, or other elements of  restriction?

AC considered if someone had dedicated his or her life to teaching, etc.

DS mentioned restrictions like if you’re going to do this, then you can’t go to a friend’s funeral [as kohens cannot do]

RK noted that of course we do not impose these requirements on kohanim – there are no ‘kohen police’

CBY then asked if the sense of those present was that they would be willing to proceed with some experiment, and meet again on what the minyan wants to do.

DS suggested we might put that fully participatory option last.

RK stated that at the Aquarian Minyan, the alternative duchaning was very profound, and just as meaningful.  Whoever is channeling something kohanic, could share that.  But Shtibl is a fairly traditional minyan, and maybe we should start with something fairly traditional, as we move toward becoming ‘traditional renewal.’

DS noted that traditionally, if you have an enemy in the congregation, you can’t duchan.  If there is anyone you couldn’t bless, you can’t duchan.  It’s a pretty high level.

AC said that for him it was probably the most powerful ritual he took part in – as a ‘vessel’ – but it always reinforced hierarchy, separatism, including respect for kohanim and deference to them – it brings along its larger context.

DS stated in that in our context, which IS egalitarian otherwise – would it feel like something new?

AC said he thought it would go the other way – when brought over piecemeal, the ritual brings over its context.  It is not a simple ‘slippery slope’ argument, but as we have seen with mechitzah.  As an analogy, there is no such thing as a ‘pure’ ritual – all rituals have a social context, which is what is dangerous.

To DS, that is what makes it subversive – same with niddah and mikvah.

[Although DK did not mention this in the meeting, as an editorial comment, DK notes that this is precisely the issue of ‘reappropriation’ of formerly oppressive practices, vocabulary, etc., and always raises the question of whether such reappropriation (e.g. of terms like ‘queer’) is subversive and therefore empowering, as DS argues, or inevitably reinscribes both the categories on which it relies, and the asymmetry between them, as AC suggests.]

CBY asked if AC had participated in pidyon haben.

AC said that he had,– on principle, it’s the same thing, and ordinarily, he would have refused, and in general, he doesn’t do it – this was for a friend.

DS added that he really likes washing the hands – and has no negative feelings about bat levi doing it.

AC mentioned that at Havurat Shalom on Shavuot morning after learning all night, everyone washed everyone’s hands and feet – a really powerful ritual.

MW added that this was washing in preparation for receiving Torah.

CBY analogized this to mikvah.

AC then noted that here, we are washing each other’s, which is an opportunity to be a vessel for someone else.

DS reviewed the blessings involved: the traditional blessing before duchaning, and there are some other versions of that blessing (alternative or regular), hand-washing, the asher kidishanu, and then the lead in blessing.

AC questioned this process while membership issues are still unresolved.

MW indicated those are to be resolved soon.

AC reminded the group that with the Israel prayer, there was a subcommittee, it met and came up with recommendations – this group could be the subcommittee, and others can join of course, but we don’t want to start over.

CBY said we can publicize the subcommittee meeting.

AC noted that given the shortness of time, the goal might be to resolve this by the High Holidays, not Shavuot.

MW agreed that it was not realistic to start at Shavuot, but to have it in place by the Hagim.

DS noted that most of the people who had come to him say, about duchaning, “Why not?”, and AC, MW are probably the strongest in their opposition to it.

MW noted that without membership being settled, it’s pretty much about who wants to be heard.

DS suggested that as for process, if this group can agree, and put it out there, with time to talk, then do it at the next opportunity – we can hope for it by Shavuot.  But DS asks if AC/MW can tolerate a more traditional approach at Shavuot?

Both AC/MW said they would have to think about it.

DS for himself, on the other side, said it would be OK to do it in a participatory way, as grist for the mill

MW wants a greater sense of where other people in Shtibl are, before voicing his own opinion.  We need more meetings, more people to voice opinions, to decide if this is good for Shtibl.

AC noted that the community is fluid.

MW reiterated that to go from one meeting, to scheduling it, is too fast.  We need more opportunities, and hope those who have been here longer, and plan to say, will voice their opinions.

DK noted that the issue has been before Shtibl since Pesach, more than month ago, and people were informed of this meeting, and may just be wondering what’s going to happen.

DS suggested aiming at the fastest rough consensus, put it out for feedback, before or after Shavuot

CBY said people will be too tired on the 1st night of Shavuot, and if we don’t do it the first night, it would be strange to do it the 2nd
DS raised another issue – training novice kohens and duchaners.  He tried it at Metivta, where he was the only one with any experience, trying to show three women who’d never done it, and it was problematic.

CBY wanted to make sure the minutes were made available.

MW agreed with putting them on the website.

The group considered whether it was possible to do anything by Shavuot.

AC felt there was too much to do, not enough time, at Shavuot itself.

MW felt there was not enough time to decide, and not enough voices have been heard.  MW also raised some concerns about doing it at Shavuot: it will be too hard to compare one approach at Shavuot [in June], with other approaches at the High Holidays [in October], there will be too big a gap in time, and also, if we do it at the High Holidays only, we increase the chance of having the same group.  Also, MW is hoping Shavuot will be a really great rejuvenating time for embracing Shtibl, and just letting people “be” – without adding the layer of people having to decide if they like this or not.

RK says this makes sense, but maybe it doesn’t have to be such a big deal – we’ve been talking about it, and maybe it’s fine if everyone is almost asleep.

MW – that sounds great, if that’s the procedure, rather than asking people to evaluate it.

RK – it could be an informal, experiential thing, at the end of the year.

CBY – but maybe we lack a kohen?

MW: Adam Rubin (and there may be others).

RK – but if we do it traditional, will it appear that it has been “snuck in” through the back door?

MW – maybe we don’t do anything without talking more about it

DS – if we do it at Shavuot, that will not be the formal evaluating time – it would be OK to do it, and we wouldn’t “count” it – we might do it with Shacharit, not Musaf – DS is leading Shacharit

DK – it should be announced electronically and “live” at Shabbat

MW – and taken up at the next general meeting after Shavuot

AC suggested an email poll among those planning to attend Shavuot services.

MW – is this shortchanging the membership discussion?

CBY – an electronic survey and meeting announcement should be enough.

RK – another option is to let whoever is shliach tsibur choose whether the Shtibl will duchan

The group agreed the poll would be an opinion poll, not a vote.

AC – at the Israel prayer meeting, people brought sources, prayers, they studied together.  Another objection to duchaning, a la Levinas, is that the Kohanim are not responding in that ritual.

MW remains concerned about timing, and rushing into it.  MW suggested the next meeting should be held earlier in the evening, for those on a different schedule.

AC asked whether earlier is better for those with kids?

After some discussion of availability next week, the group agreed to meet again on Monday, June 6, 2005, at 7p.m., at 1434 S. Sherbourne.

Meeting adjourned 10:40pm.

Next meeting: Monday, June 6, 2005, 1434 S. Sherbourne, 7 p.m.
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