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The Women Who Set the Stage for Women on the Bima 
 

Rabbi Marla J. Feldman 
 

I was blessed to have had the 

opportunity to become a rabbi and serve 

the Jewish community in a time when the 

doors to the rabbinate were open to 

women. As we celebrate the 

50th anniversary of Sally Priesand’s 

ordination, I am acutely aware that this 

was not always the case. Rabbi Priesand 

and the generation of pioneering women 

who came before me pushed through 

closed doors and laid out a welcome mat 

for women like me. We owe them a debt 

of gratitude for their perseverance. But 

even before Rabbi Priesand’s ordination 

there were women chipping away at the barriers to women’s spiritual 

leadership. Generations of Reform women as far back as the late 1800’s 

advocated for the ordination of women; they brought women out of the 

kitchen and into the center of Reform Jewish life. They set the stage for 

women to take their place on the bima and in the board room. They, too, 

deserve our gratitude, not only for their role in the past, but also for what 

they continue to bring to our congregations, our communities, and the Jewish 

world at large. These are the women of our sisterhoods, auxiliaries, and 

women’s groups; they were, and are, Women of Reform Judaism (WRJ).  

Established in 1913, before women even had the right to vote or serve 

on the UAHC (now URJ) Board, the women who gathered to form the National 

Federation of Temple Sisterhoods (NFTS), now WRJ, initially convened to 

support the growth of congregations and to bring their unique skills as wives 

and mothers from their homes into congregational life. But the founding 
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leaders of NFTS/WRJ also took seriously the need for Jewish education, 

leadership development, and spiritual growth among their own members. 

Among the first committees established by NFTS was the National 

Committee on Religion, which encouraged new roles for women in 

congregational life. Initially providing coverage for vacationing clergy, the 

women often took responsibility for leading summer worship services, and for 

the first time carved out space for themselves on the bima. Within a few 

years, the summer services led by women transitioned into an annual 

Sisterhood Sabbath service for the congregation. These Sisterhood Sabbaths 

expanded opportunities for women to lead worship, read Torah, and preach 

from the bima, and exposed increasing numbers of Reform Jews to women as 

spiritual and ritual leaders. Such efforts would lay the foundation and help 

generate the cultural shift that was necessary to alter attitudes and eventually 

change the policies of Reform institutions regarding women’s spiritual 

leadership. It was through the work of NFTS and its National Committee on 

Religion that Reform women first found, and raised, their spiritual voice.  

The prospect of women as rabbis was a topic of conversation early on 

in the history of NFTS. Mention of ‘women in ministry’ pops up periodically in 

the earliest reported minutes of the organization. Carrie O. Simon, Founding 

President of NFTS (1913-1919), was a passionate advocate for expanding the 

role of women in Reform leadership as both lay leaders and clergy. On the 

occasion of the NFTS Silver Jubilee in 1938, Simon reflected on the emerging 

role of women over the course of the organization’s first 25 years:  

 

We find that Temple duties and religious schools, Jewish literature, and 

the larger realm of Jewish and adult education are within their mature 

and ample sphere. Who knows but that before many decades, theirs will 

also be the Ministry of Preaching! This is a Trend toward the Golden 

Jubilee of the National Federation of Temple Sisterhoods. (quoted in 

NFTS publication Topics and Trends, January-February, 1938, “Four 

Presidents on the N.F.T.S. Silver Jubilee.”)  
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Simon’s prediction proved 

prophetic – it was indeed during 

the Golden Anniversary of NFTS in 

1963 that the issue would emerge 

in earnest. Simon had found a 

kindred spirit in Jane Evans, the 

first executive director of NFTS 

(1933 to 1976), who continued 

Simon’s campaign to seek the 

ordination of women. Evans 

brought her quest to the 

leadership of the UAHC, calling 

for the ordination of women in an 

address at the 1957 biennial 

assembly in Toronto: “[W]omen 

are uniquely suited by 

temperament, intuition and 

spiritual sensitivity to be rabbis,” 

she said. Frustrated by the lack of 

response from the male-dominated 

bodies of the Reform Movement, Evans placed the issue on the agenda 

of the NFTS 50th Anniversary assembly in 1963. Following two years of 

planning, study and outreach, a resolution calling for the ordination of 

women was overwhelmingly adopted, with a demand that the major 

institutions of the Reform Movement be convened to resolve the 

matter expeditiously. No such gathering of Reform leaders took place. 

Yet, less than ten years later, Sally Priesand was ordained by HUC-JIR. 

No doubt, the years of cajoling, organizing, challenging, and 

demanding change had a role in making that moment possible.  

 

The relentless determination of Carrie O. Simon, Jane Evans, and the 

thousands of sisterhood women they inspired, helped unlock the doors for 

Rabbi Priesand, for me, and for all our women colleagues. The lay women of 

Carrie Obendorfer Simon 
 

        Courtesy of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of 
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Reform Judaism, from the inception of NFTS until today, set the stage for 

women in congregational leadership. They placed women around the Reform 

Movement’s institutional tables, carved out new roles for women in the 

sanctuary, and helped women discover their spiritual voice in prayer. They 

tirelessly nurtured the attitudinal changes taking place in American Jewish life 

and brought those changes into our synagogues. Thank you, WRJ! 

 
Rabbi Marla Feldman is Executive Director of Women of Reform Judaism. This 

article originally appeared on the WRJ blog on May 21,2013 as part of WRJ’s 

Centennial Celebration. Reprinted with permission of the author.  

 

On Wings of Angels: A Reflection on the Future of Reform Jewish Women’s 

Organizations 

Our journey down memory lane to consider the impact of WRJ’s role in the 

Reform Movement in the past does not necessarily answer the question of 

whether there will continue to be a role for a Reform women’s organization in 

the future. Will the next generation of women seek opportunities for book 

clubs, mah-jongg games, or other social and educational outlets with other 

Jewish women? If the Reform Movement is able to provide true equality for 

women in religious life and if women have paths to leadership equal with men, 

will there still be a need for financial or emotional support to engage women? 

With talented development professionals at work in our institutions, the 

growth of foundations, and passionate donors, will dedicated women’s 

philanthropy still play a unique and valuable role? If anyone sharing our 

progressive values is capable of addressing public policy issues, including those 

that particularly impact women, will they? And if gender is fluid and we no 

longer define who is, or is not, a woman, will there be any discreet roles that 

those who identify as women might play in our community in the future? 

A hundred years from now, when our angels help us look back and 

consider what the world would look like without us, what will we see? Will 

there have been accomplishments that could only have come about due to 

the power of women’s collective action, or will there no longer be a need for 
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an organization of, and for, women? Is our work done, or is there more yet 

to do?  

We cannot predict the future, but if the past is prescient, then it is safe 

to assume that women, however defined, will find their way to one another 

for sisterhood, spirituality, and social good. Whether they do so within the 

structures of our Reform congregations and institutions, or go elsewhere to 

pursue their passions, is up to us. But wherever they are, organized women, 

inspired by faith, can change the world. 

An excerpt from Rabbi Marla J. Feldman’s article, “Sisterhood, Spirituality, and Social Good: The 

Power of Women”, in the Fall 2020/Winter 2021 CCAR Journal, pp. 59-60.   Reprinted here with 

permission of the author. Read the complete article, “Sisterhood, Spirituality, and Social Good: 

The Power of Women”  

 

 

 


