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The Remarkable Role of Women in Reform Judaism

From Rabbi Devon Lerner – Issue Editor:

The history and evolution of Reform Judaism are not complete with-
out understanding the tremendous role women have played in Reform 
synagogues, Jewish philanthropy, religious school education, social 
justice causes, and so much more. Yet many of the accomplishments of 
our foremothers have not been chronicled and honored as they should 
have been. It is in that spirit that this issue has come into being – to 
chronicle, to recognize, and to honor some of the remarkable women and 
their impact.

As we celebrate Rabbi Priesand’s 50th Anniversary as the first woman 
ordained by a Jewish seminary, Roots of Reform Judaism takes this op-
portunity to highlight another pioneer woman rabbi who has accom-
plished many firsts in her career; to spotlight two very talented Jewish 
women artists who continue to inspire and connect us with our Jewish 
heritage, to our souls, and to the Divine, and to honor the Women of 
Reform Judaism (WRJ), which from its beginning in 1913 has worked 
hard to achieve full equality for women in all aspects of Reform Jewish 
and American life and was instrumental in making the ordination of 
women possible.
 Cont’d on page 2

From the Desk of Rabbinic Director Rabbi Ken Kanter:

Dear Roots of Reform Judaism Friends,

This issue owes its creation to our own Rabbi Devon Lerner, who 
took this idea and made it happen. We are grateful to her always. 
We want to broaden the recognition of the remarkable role of 
women in our Reform Jewish community. Whether through their 
leadership, creativity, philanthropy, scholarship, or dedication, 
the women of Reform Judaism have influenced and inspired every 
generation of our people. 

 Cont’d on page 2

Rabbi Devon Lerner



Cont’d from page 1

Included in this issue of the Reform Advocate:

The Women Who Set the Stage for Women on 
the Bima 
Rabbi Marla J. Feldman, WRJ Executive 
Director

“From Now On, No Distinction:” Reform 
Judaism and the Redefinition of the Religious 
Status of Jewish Women, 1810-1975 
Rabbi Lance J. Sussman, Ph.D., Senior Scholar

The Women of Reform Judaism (WRJ): 
Taking Charge, Breaking Down Barriers to 
Full Equality  
Gary Phillip Zola, the Edward M. Ackerman 
Family Distinguished Professor of the 
American Jewish Experience at Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion

Rabbi Julie Schwartz: The Journey of One 
Pioneer Rabbi 
Rabbi Devon Lerner, interviewer 

Women in Reform Jewish Education – a 
Personal Journey 
Dr. Madelyn Katz, Reform Jewish Educator 

The Light That Illumines: A Conversation 
with Suzanne (Suzi) Derzon 
Rabbi Evon Yakar, Rabbi, Lake Tahoe CA

Inspiring Connections to Judaism by Creating 
Beautiful Jewish Art 
Jeanette Kuvin Oren, artist

Thank you to all who have contributed to this im-
portant issue of the Reform Advocate. We hope you 
enjoy these articles and gain a deeper understand-
ing of the role of women in our collective history of 
the Reform Movement.

With gratitude,

Devon

Cont’d from page 1

Truly, it can be said that the real roots of 
Reform Judaism are the indefatigable, gener-
ous, inspiring women who have individually 
and collectively made Reform Judaism what 
it was, is, and will be. They have inspired us 
in the past, continue to do so today, and will 
undoubtedly shape our tomorrows. 

With a heartfelt Mazal Tov to Rabbi Sally 
Priesand, and the many women leaders, 
teachers, volunteers, and clergy of Reform, 
Conservative, Reconstructionist, and 
Orthodox Judaism. We thank you and cel-
ebrate you. To the devoted women of Roots 
of Reform Judaism, officers, executive com-
mittee, and board, and to the inspiring and 
energetic Dr. Jill Silverstein, Rabbi Devon 
Lerner, Patricia Hensley, and Shelly Goldfarb 
who work with me at RRJ, we are all the 
better because of you. 

Devotedly, 

Ken 

Rabbi Sally Priesand  Photo by Joan Roth, reprinted with permission
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By: Rabbi Marla J. Feldman

I was blessed to have 
had the opportunity to 
become a rabbi and serve 
the Jewish communi-
ty 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 sup-
port the growth of congregations and to bring 
their unique skills as wives and mothers from 
their homes into congregational life. But the 
founding leaders of NFTS/WRJ also took seri-

ously 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 con-
gregational life. Initially providing coverage for 
vacationing clergy, the women often took re-
sponsibility for leading summer worship services, 
and for the first time carved out space for them-
selves on the bima. Within a few years, the sum-
mer services led by women transitioned into an 
annual Sisterhood Sabbath service for the con-
gregation. 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 cultur-
al shift that was necessary to alter attitudes and 
eventually change the policies of Reform insti-
tutions 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 pe-
riodically in the earliest reported minutes of 
the organization. Carrie O. Simon, Founding 
President of NFTS (1913-1919), was a passion-
ate 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. 

The Women Who Set the Stage for Women on the Bima

Rabbi Marla J. Feldman, 
Executive Director, Women 
of Reform Judaism (WRJ)
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(quoted in NFTS publication Topics and 
Trends, January-February, 1938, “Four 
Presidents on the N.F.T.S. Silver Jubilee.”) 

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 or-
dination of women in an address at the 1957 
biennial assembly in Toronto: “[W]omen 
are uniquely suited by temperament, intu-
ition 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 de-
manding change had a role in making that 
moment possible. 

The relentless determination of Carrie O. 
Simon, Jane Evans, and the thousands of sister-
hood women they inspired, helped unlock the 
doors for Rabbi Priesand, for me, and for all our 
women colleagues. The lay women of Reform 
Judaism, from the inception of NFTS until 
today, set the stage for women in congregation-
al 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 arti-
cle originally appeared on the WRJ blog on 
May 21,2013 as part of WRJ’s Centennial 
Celebration. Reprinted with permission of 
the author.

(to read more, go to rootsofreform.org/news)

Carrie Obendorfer Simon
Courtesy of The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish 

Archives, Cincinnati, Ohio at americanjewisharchives.org.
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By Rabbi Lance J. Sussman, Ph.D. – Roots of 
Reform Judaism Senior Scholar 

During the last fifty years, 
it has become typical, if 
not fashionable, to as-
sess the changing role of 
women in Reform Judaism 
in terms of their roles as 
religious and congrega-
tional leaders. In fact, the 
struggle to incorporate 
women as stakeholders in 
the governance and public 
representation of Judaism’s 
most progressive branch 

was preceded by a century-long process of redefin-
ing women as the religious equals of men in Reform 
Judaism. Indeed, Reform Judaism itself began with 
the full inclusion of Jewish girls and women in pedi-
atric Jewish education which was, in turn, followed 
by a systematic reevaluation of the religious role 
of women in Judaism. Interestingly, Reform both 
generated its own paths in redefining the religious 
status of women and seized on external modernizing 
trends during the nineteenth century. Subsequently, 
the “public sphere” of Reform Jewish women was 
redefined again but this time in response to the 
external influences of feminism and Progressivism 
on Reform Judaism. By contrast, earlier religious 
reforms concerning women were largely products of 
nineteenth century “modern” or “liberal” religion. 

It is interesting to note that even those forces with-
in Reform Judaism that were resistant to the full re-
ligious equality of women generally emphasized the 
Jewish tradition’s high esteem of female spirituality. 
For example, in prefacing his remarks against the 
ordination of women in 1922, Rabbi Dr. Jacob Z. 
Lauterbach (1873-1942), a professor at the Hebrew 
Union College (HUC), included an extended apo-
logia which echoed the American ‘Cult of Domes-
ticity’ in praise of women’s spirituality. “Indeed,” he 
noted, “the Rabbis of old entertained a high opin-
ion of womanhood and frequently expressed their 

admiration for woman’s ability and appreciated her 
great usefulness in religious work.” “Thus,” he con-
tinued, “they say: ‘God has endowed woman with a 
finer appreciation and a better understanding than 
man’ (Nidda 45b), ‘Sarah was superior to Abraham 
in prophecy’ (Tanchuma Exodus beginning), ‘It was 
due to the pious women of that generation that the 
Israelites were redeemed from Egypt’ (Sota 11b), 
and ‘The women were the first ones to receive and 
accept the Torah’ (Tanchuma Buber, Metsora 18, 
p.27a).”

However, praise, even hyperbolic flattery, is not 
the same as equality, and it is important to note 
that Reform Judaism, with its emergence onto the 
stage of history, immediately began to take practi-

cal, if not revolutionary, steps toward emancipating 
women within Judaism. For example, the year after 
the first public Jewish and all-male Confirmation 
service at Israel Jacobson’s Seesen Temple in 1810, 
girls were included in the 1811 ceremony at Seesen. 
A rationale for the Confirmation of girls was first 
offered by Isaac Asher Francolm (1788-1849), a 
German Reform educator and contemporary of 
Jacobson. There should be, he argued for the first 
time, a “significant landmark in the life of boys and 
girls which consists of the knowledge of religion, 
they have achieved, that is, when they have fin-
ished their education … Such an act … was not 
customary in rabbinic tradition. It is something 
new, but it is in the spirit of Judaism.” Thereaf-
ter, coeducational Confirmation quickly became 
the norm in Reform Judaism on both sides of the 
Atlantic and became the basis for ‘reforming’ 
Jewish womanhood. It could even be said that on 
a gender basis, Confirmation was a revolution in 
Jewish history. 

It is important to note that early in its history, 
Confirmation per se was not strictly limited to 

“From Now On, No Distinction:” Reform Judaism and the  
Redefinition of the Religious Status of Jewish Women, 1810-1975

… it is important to note that Reform 
Judaism…immediately began to take practical, 
if not revolutionary, steps toward emancipating 

women within Judaism.

Rabbi Lance J Sussman, 
Sr. Rabbi of Reform 

Congregation Keneseth Israel 
and Sr. Scholar, Roots of 

Reform Judaism
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Reform congregations, although the Reform move-
ment did create Jewish Confirmation. Moreover, 
there were ‘special events’ in which men and wom-
en sang together in synagogue both in Europe and 
the United States early in the 19th century which 
were not limited to Reform congregations. Writing 
in her classic work, Beyond the Synagogue Gallery: 

Finding a Place for Women in American Judaism 
(2009), Karla Goldman reports that “mixed choirs 
performed at the dedication ceremonies of both the 
1818 Mill Street Synagogue in New York and the 
1825 Mikveh Israel synagogue in Philadelphia … 
the regular presence of mixed choirs of men and 
women became a requisite part of such ceremonies, 
even for the most traditional acculturated congre-
gations.” However, Reform synagogues ultimately 
fully embraced mixed choirs as part of their reli-
gious culture, whereas more traditional congrega-
tions resisted the practice and reestablished the 
traditional belief that “the voice of a woman is a 
sin” and resorted to male only singing. 

The first flowering of Reform Judaism in the United 
States took place in Charleston, South Carolina 
in 1824. Triggered by a combination of local cir-
cumstances and news of an emerging Reform 
movement in Germany, a group of young local Jews 
formed the Reformed Society of Israelites (RSI). 
Led by Isaac Harby (1788-1828) and Abraham 
Moise (1799-1869), the RSI produced an original 
prayer book and plans for a Confirmation service. 
Included in their proposed worship were hymns 
written by Abraham’s sister. Penina Moise (1797-
1880) was prolific. In 1833, she published Fancy’s 
Sketch-Book, the first collection of poems written by 
an American Jewish woman. Penina wrote a total 
of 190 hymns for her home congregation, Beth 
Elohim, of which over a dozen were included in the 
Reform movement’s Union Hymnal. Moise was also 
a teacher in Beth Elohim’s Sunday School.

The idea that women could serve as teachers of 
Judaism to young children actually came from 
outside of Reform Judaism. Influenced by the earlier 

theories of Swiss educational Reformer Johann 
Heinrich Pestalozzi (1646-1727) and contempora-
neously by American educator Catharine Beecher 
(1800-1878), Rebecca Gratz (1781-1869) opened 
the first Hebrew Sunday School in Philadelphia 
in 1838 taught by women teachers, some of whom 
also authored their own textbooks. Gratz, it should 
be noted, was a devoted member of a Sephardic 
Orthodox congregation, Mikveh Israel. The Gratz 
Sunday School model, originally pan-denomi-
national, was entirely led by women. It quickly 
gained traction in the American Jewish community 
and was widely adopted by Reform congregations. 
Even more than in the parallel German Jewish 
schools, the student body was co-educational from 
the beginning. 

In early Reform Judaism in Germany, men and 
women continued to sit separately in prayer ser-
vices. The idea of mixed seating, an American 
Reform adaptation, actually came about accidental-
ly and not initially for ideological reasons. During 
Rosh Hashanah services in Albany, New York in 
1850, a physical fight literally erupted between the 
President of the congregation, Louis Spanier, and 
its rabbi, Isaac Mayer Wise (1819-1900), the found-
er of the Reform movement in Judaism in America. 
Wise was compelled to leave his pulpit and started 
a new synagogue, Anshe Emeth, where he re-
mained until moving to Cincinnati in 1854. Under 
his leadership, Anshe Emeth was able to purchase 
a former Baptist church equipped with family pews. 
When Wise’s congregation moved into their new 
digs, families, meaning men, women, and children, 
all sat together. In 1854, New York’s Congregation 
Emanu-El adopted the same practice and mixed 
seating then quickly became the norm in American 
Reform Judaism. Thus, in the years prior to the 
Civil War, boys and girls and men and women sat, 
prayed, and studied together in American Reform 
“shuls” and schools.

Beyond worship and education, another area con-
cerning women’s religious status in early Reform 
Judaism involved weddings, marriage, and divorce. 
Already in 1810, when his Temple opened in 
Seesen, Germany, Israel Jacobson streamlined the 
traditional Aramaic Ketubah and rendered it into 
German. Later, the Reform movement provided for 

… it was already clear to Reform rabbis that 
their movement had radically redefined the 

religious status of women in Reform Judaism.
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the bride to present the groom with a ring during 
the wedding ceremony and stating her own vow 
as a way of symbolizing equality and mutuality in 
Reform Jewish marriage and lessening the emphasis 
on the economic and business aspects of arranging 
marital unions. Previously, as part of the Ketubah, 
only the groom presented the bride with a ring. In 
1869, at a conference of American Reform rabbis 
in Philadelphia, it was resolved that “a judgment 
of divorce pronounced by a civil court has full 
validity, also in the eyes of Judaism, if the court 
documents reveal that both parties to the marriage 
agreed to the divorce.” By contrast, to this day, 
the problem of the agunah (“chained wife”) whose 
recalcitrant husband refuses to offer a get or Jewish 
writ of divorce, remains highly problematic in the 
Orthodox community.

By the middle decades of the 19th century, it was 
already clear to Reform rabbis that their move-
ment had radically redefined the religious status 
of women in Reform Judaism. In his anthology of 
early Reform documents, The Rise of Reform Judaism 
(1963), Rabbi Gunther W. Plaut offers the 1837 
summary statement on women in Reform Judaism 
by Abraham Geiger (1810-1874), the principal 
intellectual architect of Reform Judaism. “Let there 
be from now on,” Geiger declared, “no distinction 
between duties for men and women unless flow-
ing from the natural law governing the sexes; no 
assumption of the spiritual minority of woman, as 
though she were incapable of grasping the deep 
things in religion; no institution of the public 
service, either in form of content, which shuts the 
doors of the temple; no degradation of woman in 
the form of the marriage service, and no application 
of fetters which may destroy woman’s happiness.” 
“Our whole religious life,” Geiger concludes, “will 
profit from the beneficial influence which feminine 
hearts will bestow upon it.”

Nine years later, at the Breslau Rabbinic 
Conference in 1846, the attendees took practical 
steps to guarantee this new equality. In part, they 
voted “That from now on, the benediction shelo 
assani ishah thanking God that Jewish men ‘were 
not created as women’ which was the basis for the 
religious prejudice against woman, shall be abol-
ished.” Furthermore, the rabbis agreed “that the 

female sex shall, from the earliest youth, be obligat-
ed to participate in religious instruction and public 
worship, and in the latter respect, also be counted 
in a minyan (religious quorum).”

Unfortunately, the high-mindedness of German 
Reform rabbis about women did not translate into 
social reality in Reform synagogues around the 
world. Social convention and a deeply embedded 
patriarchy in the American Jewish communi-
ty proved highly resistant to change. In her one 
volume, The Jews of the United States: 1654-2000 
(2004), historian Hasia R. Diner concluded that 
after he first arrived in America, Rabbi Dr. David 
Einhorn (1809-1879), the German-born intel-
lectual architect of Classical Reform Judaism in 
America, “found the role of women in Judaism 
abhorrent and dysfunctional.” “In Judaism,” Diner 
concluded, “women, as understood by Einhorn, re-
mained passive and mute objects rather than active 

participants in their religion.” In other words, rab-
binic pronouncements were not enough to truly re-
form the religious status of women, even in Reform 
Judaism. Active, practical work still needed to be 
done and, so it seems, done by women. Ray Frank 
(1861-1948), a schoolteacher, writer, and lecturer 
provided a powerful model for the full potential of 
women in Reform Judaism. Known variously as the 
“girl rabbi” and the “female messiah,” Frank pub-
lished “a stinging critique” of the American rab-
binate in 1890 entitled, “What would you do if you 
were a rabbi?” That same year, she preached on the 
High Holy Days to a makeshift congregation gath-
ered in an opera house, and urged the establishment 
of a truly inclusive, spiritual synagogue. Unfortu-
nately, no congregation was formed and another 
eight decades passed until a woman was ordained as 
a rabbi and official spokeswoman for Judaism.

Meanwhile, Reform Jewish women increasingly 
organized themselves in “sisterhoods of personal 
service” but mostly along traditional lines. In 1887, 
a service sisterhood was organized by Congregation 
Emanu-El in New York City which emphasized 

… it was necessary for factors outside of 
Reform Judaism…to transform the role of 

women inside the Reform movement.
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social justice, philanthropy, and motherhood. 
Carrie Obendorfer Simon (1872-1961), wife of 
Reform Rabbi Abram Simon, founded the National 
Federation of Temple Sisterhoods (NFTS) which 
quickly became the largest Jewish women’s organi-
zation in the United States, surpassing, in its early 
years, both the National Council of Jewish Women 
(established 1893) and Hadassah, the Women’s 
Zionist Organization of America, founded 1912. 
At first, NFTS’ (now known as “Women of Reform 
Judaism”) first priority “was deepening religious 
observance in the home” as well as to support the 
work of the synagogue. 

Lily Montagu (1873-1963) forged an even bolder 
path. As early as 1899, Montagu began exploring 
paths to modernize Judaism, and three years later 
founded the Jewish Religious Union (JRU) which 
conducted services along liberal lines. Subsequent-
ly, she began founding Liberal synagogues through-
out Great Britain. In 1926, she founded the World 
Union for Progressive Judaism (often running it 
from her home) which held its first international 
meeting in Berlin in 1928, at which she preached 
in the German language. She also served as the lay 
minister of the West Central Liberal Congregation 
from 1944 to her death in 1963. In Germany, 
Regina Jonas (1902-1944), was ordained as a rabbi 
by that country’s Conference of Liberal Rabbis in 
1935. She worked in the Berlin Jewish community 
until she was deported to Auschwitz and murdered 
along with her mother on October 12, 1944. 

In the United States, a century of efforts to reform 
the religious and public status of women in Reform 
Judaism came to a head in a 1922 debate at the 
Hebrew Union College (HUC) in Cincinnati on 
the question of ordaining women as rabbis. De-
spite progress, particularly in the United Kingdom 
and the Central Conference of America Rabbis 
(CCAR) resolving, “that woman cannot justly be 
denied the privilege of ordination,” HUC failed to 
proceed with the ordination of women as rabbis. 
Sally Priesand (b. 1946) did not become the first 
woman to be ordained as a rabbi by HUC until 
1972. Three years later, Barbara Ostfeld (b. 1952) 
was ordained as the first woman cantor in 1975. 
Historically, it was necessary for factors outside 
of Reform Judaism, including the Progressive and 
Suffrage movements and multiple waves of fem-
inism, to transform the role of women inside the 

Reform movement. The work of reforming the 
social, cultural, and religious status of women in 
Reform Judaism began early in the nineteenth 
century and, in large part, was a function of the 
modernism of Classical Reform Judaism. Sixteen 
decades later, the possibility of a new, fully enfran-
chised modern Jewish women which had begun 
with Israel Jacobson in 1810 in Seesen, Germany 
was finally becoming a reality in the United States 
and around the world. However, the work of wom-
en’s full emancipation and enfranchisement in 
Reform Judaism is still far from complete. As Rabbi 
Tarfon taught in Pirke Avot 2:16, “It is not your 
duty to finish the work, nor are you free to desist 
from it.” 

Lance J. Sussman, Ph.D. has been Senior Rabbi of 
Reform Congregation Keneseth Israel, Elkins Park, 
PA since 2001. Rabbi Sussman is a prolific writer, 
historian of the American Jewish experience, and 
immediate past Chair of the Board of Governors of 
Gratz College, Melrose Park, PA. Rabbi Sussman 
has taught at Princeton, SUNY Binghamton, and 
Hunter College. He serves as Senior Scholar of Roots 
of Reform Judaism. Recently, Sussman published The 
Purim Story (2022), an illustrated, family version of 
the “Scroll of Esther.” 

                      

Please visit our website www.rootsofreform.org 
often and follow us on social media.
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The Women of Reform Judaism (WRJ): Taking Charge, Breaking Down 
Barriers to Full Equality 

By: Rabbi Dr. Gary P. Zola, Executive Director, 
The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the 
American Jewish Archives

In 1913, our foremothers likely had 
many wishes. It is evident from their 
writings that they wished for equality 
in American political life as well as a 
stronger voice and presence in American 
Reform Jewish life. However, these 
prescient women chose to do more than 
wish. They chose to make decisions that 
have impacted the growth and devel-
opment of Reform Judaism during the 
past century…

Throughout our history, inspirational 
women came together to create future 
generations of Reform Jews, know-
ing that the emphasis was on ‘coming 
together.’ In each generation, women 
understood that the connections to one 
another created the power to initiate 
dreams and ignite decisions.” Lynn Magid 
Lazar, President of the WRJ, 2009-2013.

The list of the WRJ’s accomplishments within 
congregations, and in philanthropic, religious 
educational, social justice endeavors and more, is 
expansive. One hundred years after its inception, 
the WRJ had evolved into a large, vibrant, and 
complex international women’s organization with 
eight district offices, about 500 sisterhood affiliates, 
and approximately 65,000 members. 

The WRJ 2013 Centennial Celebration shed a 
bright light on the power and achievements of the 
WRJ that, in turn, sparked an interest, desire, and 
need to publish a centennial history of Women in 
Reform Judaism. In 2013, four scholars, Carole B. 

Balin, Dana Herman, Jonathan D. Sarna, and Gary 
Phillip Zola edited “Sisterhood: A Centennial History 
of Women of Reform Judaism,” published by Hebrew 
Union College Press (HUC)).

“The publication of this centennial history was 
made possible through an historic partnership 
of Women of Reform Judaism, The Jacob Rader 
Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives, 
HUC Press, and the scholars who devoted their 
time and expertise to this endeavor. We grateful-
ly acknowledge the philanthropic generosity and 
devoted service of the following individuals and 
institutions, without which this volume would not 
have been possible:” (“Sisterhood”, HUC Press, 
2013, p. viii)

A wish changes nothing. A decision  
changes everything.
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The following pages are taken from this vol-
ume. “Sisterhood and the American Synagogue: 
An Introduction” written by Gary Phillip Zola, the 
Edward M. Ackerman Family Distinguished Professor 
of the American Jewish Experience at Hebrew Union 
College-Jewish Institute of Religion (pp. 3-12). This 
book includes 14 scholarly articles that reconstruct 
the story of the evolution of WRJ from 1913-2013.

By examining the role that gender has played in 
the social, cultural, political, and religious life of 
the nation—we contribute to the interdisciplinary 
field of gender studies. By exploring the history of 
WRJ, one of the most prominent and influential 
Jewish women’s organizations in American history, 
this volume also hopes to advance our knowledge 
of the American Jewish woman who, as historians 
Pamela S. Nadell and Jonathan D. Sarna noted, 
‘form[s] a critical part of history, a part that has, 
for far too long, been obscured.’ Analyzing the 
nature of women’s contributions to religious life 
in America, historian Ann D. Braude noted that 
“women have made religious institutions possible 
by providing audiences for preaching, participants 
for ritual, the material and financial support for 
religious buildings, and perhaps most important, by 
inculcating faith in their children to provide the 
next generation of participants.” The history of 
Jewish women and their contributions to the de-
velopment of the American synagogue reinforces 
Braude’s argument. From the early national period 
until the present, Jewish women have acted collec-
tively on the conviction that they were uniquely 
responsible for preserving and enlarging Jewish life 
in America and, in doing so, they “fashioned dis-
tinctive places for themselves, as women, within 
their religious community.” Historical studies that 
examine previously overlooked source materials 
that document the contributions of Jewish women 
to their temples and synagogues—like many of the 
essays in this volume—greatly enrich our under-
standing of Jewish women’s distinctive contribu-
tion to religious life in America.

The beginnings of American Jewish women’s 
benevolent work are often traced to 1819, when 
Rebecca Gratz and a number of female compatri-
ots established the Female Hebrew Benevolent 
Society in Philadelphia. The women who found-
ed this group—the oldest such Jewish wom-
en’s organization in America—all belonged to 

Philadelphia’s Mickve Israel Congregation. These 
women were religiously motivated to be charitably 
“useful to their indigent sisters of the House of 
Israel.” Later, this same philanthropic and spiritual 
instinct would lead many of the same Philadelphia 
women to establish a Hebrew Sunday school and a 
foster home and orphanage for Jewish children.

Although the founders of these various women’s 
organizations belonged to Mickve Israel, and in 
spite of the religious spirit that unquestionably mo-
tivated their initiatives, these organizations were 
not auxiliaries of their synagogue. The Female 
Hebrew Benevolent Society, the Hebrew Sunday 
school, and the foster home were not housed at 
Mickve Israel. Yet, as one of Gratz’s biographers 
observed, it is vitally important to bear in mind 
that none of these “organizations served solely 
charitable purposes but advanced Judaism as well.”

After the Civil War, the number and variety of 
women’s clubs, women’s church auxiliaries, mis-
sion societies, ladies’ sewing societies, women’s 
fellowship associations, and similar initiatives 
steadily increased. These church-based women’s 
auxiliaries cultivated the same benevolent in-
stincts that had influenced the activities of the 
pre-Civil-War women’s religious societies, such as 
the Sisters of Charity, affiliated with the Catholic 
Church, and the Women’s Relief Society, an aux-
iliary of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints. Just as local women’s auxiliaries evolved 
in many Protestant denominations, including the 
Episcopal Church, the Presbyterian Church, and 
the Woman’s Board of Missions of the United 
Church of Christ, so too did these same organiz-
ing trends begin to appear in the context of the 
American synagogue…

By the last two decades of the nineteenth centu-
ry, synagogues in every sizable American Jewish 
community boasted some sort of ladies’ auxilia-
ry—groups with an array of names such as “The 
Temple’s Sewing Club,” “The Ladies’ Aid Society,” 
“The Temple’s Women’s Social Club,” “The 
“Temple’s Willing Workers,” and so forth.

During this same period, many American women 
were influenced by the rhetoric of what was called 
the “women’s emancipation movement.” Although 
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the suffragist movement may be the best-known 
component of the overall women’s emancipation 
movement, there were many facets to this broad 
enterprise. Women engaged openly in political 
debate on current issues, women fought for better 
working conditions and equal pay for equal labor, 
and women assumed leadership roles in an array of 
important social betterment causes.

The new ideas that energized supporters of the 
“women’s emancipation movement” simultane-
ously influenced many American Jewish wom-
en—some of whom were actively involved in 
their synagogue’s ladies’ auxiliary. By the dawn 
of the twentieth century, a growing number of 
middle-class Jewish women were associated with a 
ladies’ auxiliary that was affiliated with a Reform 
synagogue. Many of these women were enthused 
by the universalistic teachings of Reform Judaism, 
and they assumed responsibility for a range of so-
cial service activities that took root in the Reform 
synagogue itself. This modern activism was natu-
rally allied with the aspirations of many American 
women in the early years of the twentieth century. 

During the first decades of the twentieth century, 
the label “sisterhood” connoted a sororal solidarity 
on behalf of women’s activism in the synagogue 
as well as in the community at large. At the same 
time, “sisterhood” was a term that betokened a 
commitment to the advancement of women in 
general. As one historian explained, “Though 
most of [the women active in synagogue sister-
hoods] were not feminists in the current sense of 
the word, some of them, saw in their social and 
charitable work an opportunity to reach out for 
equality for women.”

As historian Paula E. Hyman aptly noted, 
“Sisterhoods were seen as the most acceptable 
mode for middle-class Jewish women to express 
their religious commitments, for in the United 
States the public expression of piety was increas-
ingly linked with the female gender.”

Writing in 1991, Hyman was among the first 
historians to assert that “the religious functions of 
women’s philanthropic societies and sisterhoods … 
deserve sustained attention [from scholars]. The 

historical landscape has blossomed over the 
past quarter century, and a number of important 
studies on women’s philanthropic organizations 
have appeared. Yet aside from an assortment of 
anniversary reflections and a handful of scholarly 
essays, few historians have focused intently on the 
history of women’s contributions to the evolution 
of the American synagogue. Despite Hyman’s call 
for ‘sustained attention’, “the field has paid scant 
attention to women’s synagogal associations.” 

The publication of “Sisterhood” marks beginning 
of what we hope will be many more scholarly 
studies that will continue to chronicle the history 
of Jewish women for generations to come. 

Read Dr. Zola’s entire introduction to 
“Sisterhood” press.huc.edu/ 
sisterhood-women-of-reform-judaism/ 
#.YjzQpefMJPZ

Learn more about WRJ at WRJ.org

                      

Please visit our website www.rootsofreform.org 
often and follow us on social media.

American Jewish Archives Cincinnati, Ohio
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By: Rabbi Devon A. Lerner

Rabbi Julie Schwartz was ordained in 1986 at the 
Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion 
(HUC) in Cincinnati. She has broken many glass 
ceilings during her career, including becoming the 
first female Navy Chaplain and creating a ground-
breaking Clinical Pastoral Education program at 
Hebrew Union College to teach rabbinic students 
the practical, psychological aspects of leading a con-
gregation. I was curious to find out what motivated 
her to become a rabbi, what drew her to apply to 
become an active-duty chaplain, and what gave her 
the courage and strength to accomplish so much in 
her career. 

So, I asked Rabbi 
Schwartz if she 
would participate in 
a sit-down virtual 
interview with me 
for the purpose 
of recording her 
story as a part of 
the history of our 
pioneer women 
rabbis and as a role 
model for girls and 

women who are interested in becoming rabbis. Our 
interview covered a wide range of topics, including 
her passion for and expertise in Clinical Pastoral 
Education, hospice work, her ten years as the senior 
rabbi in a large Reform congregation, and more. You 
can watch the entire video and get a sense of Rabbi 
Schwartz’s personality and strength, and compassion 
by going to this link: rootsofreform.org/news 

This article focuses on Rabbi Schwartz’s motivation 
to become a rabbi, her decision to become a Navy 
Chaplain, and her difficult struggle to get approved 
to become a full-time active-duty Chaplain.

What motivated you to become a rabbi?

“I grew up in Cincinnati, so I had some wonderful re-
ligious school teachers who were both men and women, 
including a few female rabbinic students who taught me 
as I grew older. So, it never seemed strange to me that 

there were going to be women rabbis. I always presumed 
that there were. 

I was later told a story that 
when I was very little, likely 
preschool age, I told the 
members of my congregation 
that I would be a rabbi. No 
one disabused me of that 
notion. No one said that 
there are no women rabbis, 
so I just assumed I could be 
a rabbi. 

My rabbi when I was growing up, Rabbi Stanley Brav, 
was a joyful person. That is what I remember about 
him, his joy and knowledge. I likely thought that what-
ever he does looks good, he is so happy, and it gives him 
such pleasure, I figured that I should try to do this as 
well. I also had other wonderful role models as I grew 
up, including Rabbi Donald Splansky and the students 
at Hebrew Union College.

When Sally Priesand was ordained in 1972, I thought 
nothing of it. I was such a normal young adolescent, 
thinking I don’t care: “I can do what I want to do too!” 
Of course, Sally was a rabbi. Who was going to stop 
her? No one was going to stop me either. It was who I 
was from an early age.” 

In 1986, Rabbi Schwartz’s dream came true, she was 
ordained by Hebrew Union College in Cincinnati. 
Now what did she want to do in her first position as 
a rabbi? She knew she wanted to be a congregation-
al rabbi. Taking a position as an assistant rabbi is 
where most new rabbis begin their careers. But Julie 
took a very different path. She wanted to become 
the first female Navy chaplain.

Why did you choose to become Navy Chaplains?

My first husband and I applied to become Navy chap-
lains as the Navy was looking to break the barrier by 
enlisting a female chaplain. We applied for the Navy 
student summer program with no expectation that I 
would do this full time. I just wanted to see what it 
would be like. I also had a powerful experience in Israel, 

Courtesy of The Jacob Rader Marcus 
Center of the American Jewish

Archives, Cincinnati,  
Ohio at americanjewisharchives.org.

Rabbi Julie Schwartz

Rabbi Julie Schwartz: The Journey of One Pioneer Rabbi
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noticing the strong connection that Israelis have to their 
country - a very different connection than I felt here in 
the United States. 

I believed that a military experience would help me grow 
up since I had not seen much of the world. I needed a 
broader perspective of life. I needed to find out what life 
was really like. I sensed that military experience would 
help me grow up. 

Did serving as a Navy Chaplain help you grow 
up?

Yes, it did. It was a place where I began to understand 
who I was as a whole person. I knew nothing about 
being in the military. It would not be easy, but I wanted 
to do it.

I have a sad and precious gift. I am able to be clueless. 
I just go forward. I don’t stop and worry about all of the 
‘What ifs’. I just decide to do what is important to me, 
believing and knowing I can handle whatever obstacles 
I encounter.”

So, Rabbi Julie Schwartz followed her instincts and 
became an active-duty Navy Chaplain. 

The active-duty Navy chaplains who were older and 
more experienced, were generally wonderful to me. 
They felt like older brothers who helped me along the 
way. I learned a great deal from them, but even with 
their support, getting endorsed to become an active-duty 
chaplain was not easy. 

The Orthodox Navy chaplains refused to accept me 
as part of their chaplain core. They were not ready 
for a woman rabbi to represent them in the Jewish 
chaplaincy core. They said I would have to sit in the 
back of the room, behind the mechitza (divider) where 
women are required to sit during an Orthodox ser-
vice. The Orthodox Chaplains were sending me a very 
clear message that they would never endorse me as a 
Naval chaplain.

I was so angry to be treated so disrespectfully and 
unfairly. The good news is that the Reform Movement, 
represented by the Central Conference of American 
Rabbis (CCAR), took up my cause. This was the first 
time that I really felt a connection with the Reform 
Movement. They backed me up and stood up for me. 
During a chapel service, when I was sitting in the back 

of the room, several Reform, Conservative, and even a 
few Orthodox rabbis came and sat with me. We far out-
numbered the number of Orthodox rabbis present. That 
was personally a very powerful moment. They showed 
me that they knew what was happening was unjust, 
unfair. I felt their support. 

In response to the Orthodox refusal to treat me as an 
equal, the CCAR sought and received the independent 
authority to endorse me as a Jewish chaplain, even if the 
Jewish Welfare Board did not. This all happened behind 
the scenes. I knew nothing about this. Then the CCAR 
set up a meeting in New York with the Jewish Welfare 
Board (JWB) for the express purpose of endorsing me to 
become part of the active-duty Naval Chaplaincy core. 

The CCAR representatives said that the Reform 
Movement would leave the Jewish Welfare Board if they 
did not endorse me. The Orthodox Chaplains refused 
and walked out of the room. Then the CCAR represen-
tatives walked out as well. In the hallway, they brokered 
a compromise. The Jewish Welfare Board (JWB) 
would change its name from the JWB to the Chaplain’s 
Council of the Jewish Welfare Board. Each Jewish 
denomination would endorse its own representatives. 
Then the Council would approve them.

As Rabbi Schwartz said, “This compromise enabled 
everyone to be equally unhappy – which, in this case, 
was a good thing.” 

After she was endorsed as the first women Naval 
Chaplain, she was asked where she would like to 
serve. She looked at the list of possibilities. She was 
given only two options, both of which were on the 
bottom of her wish list. One was to serve as a Brig 
Chaplain, the other was to work as a Navy hospital 
chaplain in California. She knew she did not want 
to be a Brig Chaplain, so she chose to become a 
hospital chaplain. Rabbi Schwartz did not think 
she would like it, but it turned out that she loved 
it. She enjoyed helping patients and working with 
the other chaplains who were not only older, but 
also very experienced chaplains. They took her 
under their wings and taught her what she needed 
to know. 

At the conclusion of her three-year tour, she earned 
a Navy Commendation Award, to honor “…the ser-
vices she provided in a manner above that normally 
expected…”. She left the military, grateful for the 
opportunity and experience and ready to move on.
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By Dr. Madelyn Katz

Her name was Joy Carol 
Schenk, and I was a stu-
dent in her kindergarten 
class in religious school  – 
or Sunday School as we 
called it back then, in small 
town, USA – Monroe, 
New York. She had no 
special training to teach 
other than being raised by 

a very observant Jewish father. Every five-year-old 
Jewish kid in town was in “Mrs. Schenk’s” class and 
everyone loved it, simply because she brought joy to 
all she taught.

This was not necessarily the case with all the teach-
ers in our religious school in the 1960s and 1970s– 
or in any synagogue religious school in the Reform 
movement. Most teachers focused on teaching con-
tent, which I fully appreciate. Unfortunately, much 
of that content went in one ear and out the other. 
Joy taught us to find pleasure in every aspect of our 

Judaism as young Jews, even though we didn’t know 
it at the time. Twenty years later in my application 
to the Hebrew Union College Rhea Hirsch School 
of Education Masters in Jewish Education program, I 
specifically wrote about Joy’s impact on me and how 
she inspired me to pursue a life path to be a Reform 
Jewish educator. Joy represented the beginnings of a 
long line of women Jewish educators who would go 
on to have an impact on individual women pursuing 
this field. She came to her expertise from a Jewish 
life well-lived, but with no formal training. My 
entrance into the School introduced me to other 
women who were seeking a career in Reform Jewish 
education and to a faculty who were there to specif-
ically shape it for us. I recall telling my father that 
HUC could turn my passion for Jewish life into a 
real-life career! And so, it did.

The women I encountered at HUC in the 1980s did 
not just jump from religious school to HUC. Many 
of us had been shaped by our experiences in NFTY 
(the Reform Movement’s youth programming), the 
Reform Movement summer camps, Hillel, trips to 
Israel, and other Jewish communal experiences. 
Because we came from a myriad of experiences, the 
spectrum of careers in Jewish education we chose 
were wide and rich. Whereas many became religious 
school principals after graduating from HUC, others 
sought work in newly-created Reform Day schools, 
Reform Movement summer camps, Hillels, and even 
Jewish museums.

Over the years, women’s roles in Jewish education 
have continued to evolve and deepen. Leading 
organizations such as the Association for Reform 
Jewish Educators (originally known as Nation-
al Association of Temple Educators), Progressive 
Association of Reform Day Schools (PARDeS), and 
Early Childhood Educators of Reform Judaism, have 
chosen women to serve as Executive Directors and 
Presidents. The Reform Jewish community has be-
gun to fully appreciate and acknowledge the talents 
of women who developed from their own upbring-
ing as knowledgeable Jews to those with academic 
degrees reflecting years of learning in a formal Jewish 
institution – and everything in between. Our insti-
tutions recognized “years of experience” as, in some 
ways equal to “years of study”. In doing so, the field 
of Reform Jewish education for women has expanded 
and been profoundly enriched.

Today, we help to prepare not just educators, but 
rabbis who are seeking a background in Jewish 
education to enhance their rabbinate, or to serve 
in formal roles as educators. Their education takes 
place in a variety of ways – through formal academic 
programs, mentoring, and internships. 

Women in Reform Jewish Education – a Personal Journey

[She] taught us to find pleasure in every aspect 
of our Judaism as young Jews…

Our institutions recognized “years of 
experience” as, in some ways equal to  

“years of study”.
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RRJ’s new Intern, Melissa Carp:

Roots of Reform Judaism is 
fortunate to have our first 
RRJ Intern from the LA 
campus, Melissa Carp, a 
fourth-year rabbinic stu-
dent at the Jack H. Skirball 
Campus of HUC. Melissa 
will be working with RRJ 
to help create educational 
resources for our Reform 

Rabbinate. This request came from rabbis who 
serve on the RRJ board after being asked what they 
most needed. Melissa will be addressing that need 
and working with those rabbis to ensure that more 
meaningful and useful materials are created. Melissa 
originally hails from Massachusetts where she grew 
up at Beth Avodah, a Reform Synagogue in Newton. 
Her family joined the synagogue when she was a 
toddler, and she attended the preschool, became a 
bat mitzvah, attended religious school from K-12th 
grade, and will be getting married there in June. She 
was led to the rabbinate as an undergraduate at Bates 
College when she realized after struggling through 
organic chemistry that being a physician was not 
for her. She decided instead to major in Religious 
Studies. Melissa was involved with her small Hillel 
on campus and decided that pursuing the rabbin-
ate was something that was of real interest to her. 
Reform Judaism is important to her because it gives 
her autonomy in how she and those she will be serv-
ing practice Judaism. She is proud of how committed 
our Movement is to social justice and inclusion. She 
is thrilled to be working with Roots of Reform Judaism 
because she is inspired by how our organization 
holds and cherishes the history and destiny of the 
Jewish people throughout the ages, while at the same 
time valuing the historic traditions of the American 
Reform movement. Following her rabbinic ordina-
tion in May 2023, she hopes to begin her rabbinate 
as a pulpit rabbi. 

Having Melissa join us as our intern is exciting for 
the staff, board, and for me personally, as her mentor. 
She understands what makes RRJ different and we 
know she will bring her enthusiasm and curiosity to 
our work. 

From Joy Schenk to Melissa Carp – from joy to joy – 
from one person’s passion sixty years ago to another’s 
right now - our work as Reform Jewish educators 
continues to thrive and grow.

Our Time to Serve is Now
In these past years of Covid and health challenges, 
international and community unrest, climate and 
weather emergencies, we have seen the bravery, 
loyalty, dedication, and devotion of women and men 
in every segment of society in our country. At the 
beginning of the Corona Virus pandemic, Roots of 
Reform Judaism reached out to more than sixty rab-
bis, cantors, and lay people and asked them to share 
with us prayers, meditations, poetry, and creative 
readings that they had either written or treasured, 
to be gathered into a booklet entitled A Time to 
Comfort-Prayers and Meditations in Moments of Need. 
It is now being used in hospitals, nursing centers, 
and private homes around the country. We are very 
grateful that it has been so successful, and we recom-
mend it to all our readers.

But we also recognized that there is another pro-
foundly underserved community that we wish to 
honor and support; the women and men in our 
armed services and first responders. Thanks to the 
generosity of RRJ board member Chuck Udell and 
his wife Ester, we are in the process of gathering 
similar kinds of comforting prayers, meditations, 
and poetry written by our armed services chaplains, 
police and fire department chaplains, and any first 
responder chaplains, to be gathered into an illus-
trated, easy-to-carry booklet for any member of the 
armed services or first responders. It will be entitled 
A TIME TO SERVE. We have assembled a group of 
dedicated Reform rabbi chaplains who are working 
in these fields to help us create the most meaningful 
booklet of comfort and support possible. 

Here is where we need you! If you volunteer or serve 
in such a way and have written or selected prayers 
or meditations that have been appreciated by your 
community, and if you are willing to include them in 
this on-line and in-print booklet format, we would 
be grateful if you would share them for inclusion in 
A Time to Serve. Please email them to Jill Silverstein 
at info@rootsofreform.org. With your help and 
contribution of materials, we hope to complete and 
publish this project for Chanukah, 2023. Thanking 
you in advance for your continued support.
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The Light that Illumines: A Conversation with Artist Suzanne (Suzi) Derzon

By: Rabbi Evon Yakar - Rabbi North Tahoe 
Hebrew Congregation & Temple Bat Yam, South 
Lake Tahoe

“It is light…without the light, it would be nothing.” 
It was this moment during my conversation with 
Suzi that illuminated the beauty of her work to 
whole new levels. Suzi is a member of Congregation 
Shalom in Milwaukee and the artist who envisioned 
and designed 
the congrega-
tion’s magnifi-
cent Harry and 
Rose Samson 
Sanctuary. As 
Senior Rabbi 
Noah Chertkoff 
shared with me, 
this sanctuary 
at Congrega-
tion Shalom 
in Milwaukee 
is more than 
a work of art. 
When he brings 
people into the 
space for the 
first time, he 
can almost hear 
a deep inhale, 
a breath of 
awe and inspiration. Visual art certainly enhances 
our sense of awe. For some of us it is seeing beauty 
through artists’ hands, while for others it is what we 
see in created works of others that inspires. Sanctu-
ary as art is no different. It keeps our attention and 
focus; it inspires us to be present in ways otherwise 
not possible. Even more, it is symbolic of the myriad 
ways we can contribute to our communities and to 
our people. 

As Rabbi Chertkoff spoke, my heart filled with 
pride. Suzanne “Suzi” Derzon is not only the creator 
of this magnificent space; she is also my grand-
mother-in-law. My partner Rachel is her grand-
daughter. I was eager to learn more about her. I 
wanted to hear what inspires her. 

It was in that moment when we were talking about 
the Sanctuary that Suzi’s own light radiated as she 
recalled standing on the concrete slab in the emp-
ty space during its construction. She revealed her 
own epiphany-like experience of being illuminated 
herself in recognizing the power of, yes, her artwork, 
but much more so the Divine beauty of the light 
that illuminates the space, that makes it come alive, 

and in Suzi’s 
words it was, 
“God’s light.” As 
she says, her art 
communicates. 
It serves as a 
living legacy of 
contribution to 
Reform Judaism, 
as a Reform 
Jewish woman.

Suzanne’s con-
tributions, her 
deep connection 
to the way light, 
God’s light, is 
part of the art it-
self, reminds me 
of a story. It is a 
story told about 
the building of 
a synagogue. It 

was a grand undertaking by a small community of 
meager means in the time before electric light. It 
was a time when candles and oil lamps lit our indoor 
spaces. The architect and builder interviewed the 
whole community one by one, learning about their 
connections, their commitments, and their hopes 
and dreams for their new sacred space. Upon com-
pletion, the whole community was invited to all 
gather at one moment for the unveiling of their 
new spiritual home. They were welcomed in at 
dusk, just as the natural light of the sun faded. As 
they all stood there, awed by their new space and 
grateful for this gift, it grew dark. The whispering 
began as no one could find a candle or lamps to 

Ark and Tree of Life stained-glass window in The Harry and Rose Samson Sanctuary of 
Congregation Shalom, Milwaukee, Wisconsin

(This image appears, with permission from the artist, as the cover image on Roots of Reform 
Judaism’s A Time to Learn)
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illuminate the space. As the murmuring grew louder, 
this artist, this builder called out for their attention. 
She spoke eloquently about the countless hours of 
conversation with each member of the community 
and echoed their feelings and desires for a space 
that represented them, their community. And as the 
artist concluded, she gave voice to their murmuring 
and told them all: this place is my creation, but it can-
not truly come to life without each of you, without each 
of you bringing your lights, your lamps, your candles 
with you to illuminate not only this sanctuary but your 
faces, your presence for one another. At that moment, 
they all breathed a deep sigh of revelation, a recog-
nition of what truly had been created. The way the 
light shines through the Eitz Chayim - Tree of Life 
in Congregation Shalom’s sanctuary is more than 
an echo of this story. In Derzon’s words; “It is God’s 
light illuminating the space and the community 
gathering in a way that can take one’s breath away.”

The Samson sanctuary took my breath away the first 
time I entered. It could have been the multi-story 
stained-glass Eitz Chayim - Tree of Life - Ark, the 
Tallit etched in stone wrapping the congregation, 
or the whole sanctuary designed as one piece of art. 
In the Fall of 2021, Roots of Reform Judaism (RRJ) 
published their booklet, A Time to Learn about 
the Roots of Reform and on the cover is an image 
of Congregation Shalom’s ark, the center piece 
of their sanctuary. It is a multi-story Tree of Life 
crafted in stained glass of blues, greens, purples, and 
yellows. The symmetry of the piece depicts a meno-
rah stretching out from the ark interwoven with re-
alistic branches and the trunk is the ark itself. The 
artistry unfolds around the sanctuary. The stone 
walls flanking the bema are etched with tzitzit, the 
tassels of the Tallit. This prayer shawl representation 
embraces the community that gathers for Shabbat, 
holy days, simchas, moments of mourning, learning, 
and more. On either side, above the stone Tallit 
are two quotes from our tradition: “Know before 
whom you stand”, and “Make Me a sanctuary that 
I may dwell among them.” The art encourages all 
who enter to sense the in-dwelling of the Divine 
and to consider before whom we stand. It was upon 
seeing this publication from RRJ that inspired the 
opportunity to invite Suzanne Derzon to join me 
in conversation about her art, her family, and her 

commitment to community and Jewish Life.

The sanctuary at Congregation Shalom is an ex-
perience of something truly sacred… an exemplar 
of kedusha, of holiness. Suzanne Derzon created 
this space through partnership with Rabbi Ron 
Shapiro, Rabbi Emeritus of Shalom. It was at Rabbi 
Shapiro’s invitation that she joined the committee 
charged with designing their new space. During my 
conversation with Suzi, I learned so much about 
the creative process, the ideas behind the sanctuary 
itself, and her contributions to Jewish Life. During 
one moment in the conversation, she shared that 
when she joined the planning committee, she was 
the only woman. What could have been a series 
of barriers, she recognized as opportunity, maybe 
even responsibility. With Rabbi Shapiro’s support, 
Suzanne was able to guide the conversation towards 
her ultimate vision. What came to fruition in the 
sanctuary, as Suzi says, is an opportunity to experi-
ence God’s light. 

Suzi has been a 
prolific artist. In 
addition to creat-
ing the Samson 
Sanctuary she also 
created Rachel 
and my ketubah 
which is hanging 
proudly in our 
home. Her contri-

butions of art are her language of love for our Jewish 
people and our community. She speaks through her 
paintbrush, the carefully chosen pieces of glass in 
her windows, and her work with metal. Her artistry 
educates and inspires, and like so many women en-
gaged in Jewish organizations and congregations, her 
contributions bring light. Suzi’s love and passion to 
share with others is palpable when you are with her. 
In her roles as partner, mother, grandmother, and 
great-grandmother, she exudes that same love and 
passion. Her artwork will remain as a living legacy 
for her family, and I pray, for recipients and viewers 
of her works of art, that will continue to inspire and 
enrich Reform Jewish life. 

Go to rootsofreform.org/news to view the interview.

To view more photos of the Samson Sanctuary 
and learn more about Congregation Shalom, go to 
www.cong-shalom.org
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By: Jeanette Kuvin Oren

When I told my parents 
that I was quitting my PhD 
program in epidemiology 
to become a Judaic Artist, 
they had one question: 
Could I support myself? I 
was naïve to answer ‘yes’ 
so quickly, but not wrong. 
Since 1984, I have had the 
honor and pleasure of be-

ing a full-time Judaic artist whose work is commis-
sioned by synagogues, families, and organizations 
around the world. I get to create with a purpose, to 
think about and work with Jewish themes, to meet 
with Jewish committees around the world, and to 
own my small business. 

Though there were few Jewish families in Palm 
Beach when I was growing up, my parents did ev-
erything to expose our family to Judaism. I was that 
child in Hebrew school who had her hand up first 
and loved learning everything our frazzled teachers 
were trying to impart (thank you Temple Israel of 
West Palm Beach). From the age of 12, my family 
lived in Jerusalem every summer. Israel inspires me. 
Learning inspires me. It was the encouragement of 
Rabbi James Ponet (my Hillel rabbi during grad-
uate school at Yale) to make the ketubah for my 
own wedding that launched this journey. People 
come to Judaism through different pathways: study, 
prayer, culture, community. Hiddur mitzvah — the 
commandment to beautify our surroundings — is 
one of the pathways that can inspire a connection 
to Judaism. 

My advice to anyone who wants to make a pas-
sion into a livelihood is to always say “yes.” Yes 
leads to interesting projects. For the first few years 

as a full-time artist, I created ketubot for marrying 
couples. I taught myself calligraphy and papercut-
ting, then learned how to dye silk when I wanted 
interesting backgrounds for the papercuttings. 
When my congregation needed new Torah covers, 
my friend Amanda Ford and I said “Yes, we’d love 
to make the Torah covers.” I hadn’t sewn in years, 
but Yes! Because the set of Torah covers we made 
was featured on a national calendar, we were com-
missioned by the Jewish Theological Seminary. At 
the same time, the Charles E. Smith Jewish Day 
School (Rockville, MD) asked if I would design 
a Donor Wall for their capital campaign. Sure! I 
knew nothing about donor walls or mosaics, but I 
found a mosaic artist (Stephen Miotto, one of the 
world’s best) and we have collaborated many times 
since. I have said yes to many commissions I had no 
idea how I would complete, but they have all been 
exciting and fulfilling projects. 

I have learned that Jewish communities are the 
same all over the world. While each is passionate 
about their community, committees are comprised 
of individuals with opinions. I chuckle every time 
I am introduced to a committee by a member 
saying to me “You’ve probably never worked with 
a committee as difficult as ours.” Working with 
committees to arrive at a consensus on art is the 
same everywhere, from Toronto, to Santiago, to 

Inspiring Connections To Judaism By Creating Beautiful Jewish Art

“Hiddur mitzvah — the commandment to 
beautify our surroundings — is one of the path-
ways that can inspire a connection to Judaism.”
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Jerusalem. I just need to listen, listen, and listen. 
Then I help the committee get to a consensus. This 
is what distinguishes “commissioned art” from other 
art. Getting a group to “yes” is not easy and it is 
what I spend the most time doing.

Being an artist and running a small business are 
very different skills. I did not have a businesswoman 
role model in my family, but I enjoy this part of my 
work. Making a 
living as an art-
ist means that 
more than fifty 
percent of my 
time is spent on 
communication. 
The pandemic 
led to some 
serious pivoting: 
more teaching, 
more reaching 
out to commu-
nities outside 
of synagogues. 
Pricing art is my 
least favorite 
aspect of the 
business of art. 
I believe there 
are real gender 
differences in 
how artists price their work. Too often I hear myself 
thinking one price, then saying a lower price out 
loud. When I compare what male artists charge for 
their work, it is always far higher than what females 
charge. My advice to artists (myself included) is to 
practice saying your prices out loud. Our experi-
ence, talent, and time are valuable, not to mention 
the cost of materials.

Creating the art is, of course, my favorite thing to 
do. I spend days “in the zone” when I dye fabrics, 
quilt a large Ark curtain, sand the wood rings for 
Torah covers, or paint the border of a ketubah. I also 
love innovating new techniques for art. For years, 
I have been creating fiber art inspired by papercut-
ting. I use an XactoTM knife to hand-cut the fabric 
for large huppot, Torah covers, and wall hangings. 
This is hard on my hands. I knew there had to be 

a way to use technology, so I rigged a small craft 
machine to cut the designs I make on the computer. 
This technique saves a lot of time (and wrist pain). 

It is an honor to work on projects that honor or 
commemorate a person or event. Collaborating 
with poet Merle Feld on art to honor Rabbi Sally 
Priesand’s 50 years in the rabbinate was emotional 
for many reasons, not the least because Merle and 

her husband, 
Rabbi Eddie 
Feld, encouraged 
my own Jewish 
journey when 
they were at 
Princeton Hillel. 
The Torah 
cover I creat-
ed for Tree of 
Life Synagogue 
in 2018 (in 
memory of the 
eleven murdered 
victims there) 
travels the coun-
try to educate 
school children 
about antisemi-
tism. 

I love work-
ing with congregations across the spectrum of the 
Jewish world. Whether it is a Progressive congrega-
tion in Prague, a Reform synagogue in California, 
or a Chabad community in Miami, I get to cele-
brate each congregation’s connection to Klal Yisrael. 
The discussions we have about art are the same: 
muted versus bright colors, figurative versus ab-
stract, and traditional versus contemporary. And 
the love of Judaism is the same: Israel, love of 
Torah, spirituality, community.

Jeanette Kuvin Oren has studios in Connecticut 
and Jerusalem.
KuvinOren.com
Jeanette@kuvinoren.com

(Jeanette’s Menorah, a wall-hanging, appears with 
permission from the artist, as the cover image of Roots 
of Reform Judaism’s booklet A Time to Rest)
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Our Newest Readers

The mission of Roots of Reform Judaism includes 
these profound words: Inspired by the past, embrac-
ing today, shaping tomorrow. We are delighted to 
announce the publication of our first booklet for 
the leaders of tomorrow, our children and grand-
children. A Time to Begin traces the wonderful 
Jewish story of “Ani the Ant” through special 
moments in Ani’s (and any child’s) life. This book 

was made possi-
ble through the 
generosity of RRJ 
board member 
Barbara and Bert 
Levy to whom we 
are very grateful. 
Designed for the 
youngest children, 
with beautiful 
illustrations and 
a meaningful 
story, we are 
pleased to share 
the background 
from author Rabbi 
Marshal Klaven 

and illustrator Christina Mattison Ebert. As you 
can see, this book is already being enjoyed by lots 
of children! We hope you will get one for the little 
ones in your family.

FROM the Author: Rabbi Marshal Klaven. Parents 
are not in the business of raising children; parents 
are in the business of raising adults. As parents 
ourselves, Christina and I are aware how incredi-
bly challenging and rewarding this sacred task can 
be. For this reason, we are honored to work with 
Rabbi Ken Kanter and Roots of Reform Judaism 
to create a resource that will aid families in their 
effort to develop the full-self of our little ones.

Specifically, we designed A Time to Begin to en-
gage the youngest future adults on different levels. 
Through its poetry, we introduce the young mind 
to new words and vital concepts. Through its emo-
tive illustrations, we invite young hearts to share 

what they are 
feeling. Through 
its structure, we 
aspired to show 
young spirits how 
prayer can be-
come part of their 
daily experiences.

Through all of 
these, as well as 
a little help from 
Ani-the-Ant, 
we pray that A 
Time to Begin may 
stimulate mental, 

emotional, and spiritual growth, which enables 
our little ones to achieve important developmen-
tal milestones. 

FROM the Illustrator: Christina Mattison Ebert. 
If there is one thing I have learned over a lifetime 
of creating art, it’s that if the artist doesn’t derive 
some pleasure from making the work, then no 
one will take pleasure in seeing it. Every time I 
illustrate a new image for little ones, I frequently 
stop to ask myself if I am enjoying the process of 
creating it — if I am, I know I am on the right 
track. Working on A Time to Begin was no differ-
ent, so I can guarantee to the readers that the art 
for this book was 
made with a great 
amount of joy in 
my heart.

I truly believe 
that children 
have a strong 
instinct for un-
derstanding the 
intuitive aspects 
of imagery. They 
know when 
images speak 
to them clearly 

A Time to Begin – A Daily Spiritual Companion for Our Little Ones
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and engage more 
deeply with those 
narratives. They 
know when imag-
es lack spirit and 
move on, leaving 
whatever lessons 
were intended to 
accompany those 
images behind. 
My goal in creat-
ing the art for A 
Time to Begin was 
to engage the au-
dience — parents 

and kids alike — and make them want to return 
to the material, whether for enjoyment or as a 
reference (and ultimately both). My greatest hope 
is that A Time to Begin becomes a point of joy and 
a beloved tool for families, infusing their home-
based Jewish learning with color, excitement, and 
a touch of humor.

A Time to Begin can be used individually or as a 
family, with each page encouraging reflection, 
conversation, and learning. Every page is crafted 

to help young 
learners reach 
important devel-
opmental mile-
stones. To take 
advantage of these 
learning opportu-
nities, prompts are 
provided on each 
page. To assist, 
a small, friend-
ly (though shy) 
character joins 
the readers along 
this journey of 
the mind, heart, 

and soul: Ani- (pronounced: Ah-nee) the-Ant. 
According to Jewish tradition, ants symbolize 
wisdom. As it is written: “Go to the ant. Study its 
ways and become wise.” (Proverbs 6:6) 

We hope many enjoy A Time to Begin, adopting 
it as a prayerful companion for the family. As you 
use this book, please share your experience with 
us. We would love to hear from you! Email us at 
info@rootsofreform.org.

                      

Please visit our website www.rootsofreform.org 
often and follow us on social media.
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Thank you for the book (A Time to Learn). I delay 
because I find it difficult to express myself in words. 
I have read your book several times and found it to 
be not little at all. It is history; history I am grate-
ful to be part of. I am deeply gratified to hear that 
people like the window. I often wonder if people 
realize it is God’s light that makes it good. Thank 
you again for the books. I hope you will continue to 
write our history.   (Suzanne Derzon, Milwaukee)

Thank you. An excellent edition! The articles 
about the various synagogues are fascinating.   
(Professor Edward Goldman, HUC Cincinnati)

Thanks Ken — it’s a beautiful set of articles!   
(Rabbi Debra Robbins, Temple Emanu-El, Dallas)

I found Rabbi Sussman’s piece in the current 
edition (Fall 2021) of Reform Advocate to be 
especially telling. When other denominations 
accuse Reform of ignoring tradition, these days 
I think it more a matter of encouraging the 

Reform movement to attach value to its own 
traditions as well. Those of us who still keep 
the UPB on our shelves do so, not because they 
are museum pieces, but because they still form 
part of our sense of liturgy and theology. While 
I value what Mishkan T’filah has to offer, it adds 
just another voice to the polyphony of Reform.  
(Tom Druker, Northfield)

Thank you for a beautiful service! (Fred Roden, 
New York)

What a lovely service tonight from our RRJ 
online. The music was gorgeous and moving, 
and I can understand how much work went 
into preparing everything.   (Dan Hoffheimer, 
Cincinnati)

Thank you so much for sending the link to access 
the new service using A Time to Reflect. It was a 
meaningful and moving service.   (Joel Boosin, 
Brooklyn)

NOTES TO ROOTS

In these challenging and uncertain times, you can still celebrate the 
Sabbath and festivals at home or virtually with the Roots of Reform 
Booklet Project. In contemporary language, primarily in English, with 
Hebrew and transliteration for key prayers. These booklets offer a path 
for many to find a way into the beauty of our heritage. 

9 booklets are available now:

A Time to Rest – Sabbath Prayers and Rituals for the Home
A Time to Begin – A Daily Spiritual Companion for Our Little Ones
A Time to Mourn – Prayers and Home Service for Mourners
A Time to Reflect – A Shabbat Evening Service for Today
A Time to Share – Home Observances, Festivals, Blessings and Readings
A Time to Rejoice – an abbreviated Rosh Hashanah Service
A Time to Forgive – an abbreviated Yom Kippur Service  
A Time to Comfort – Prayers and Meditations for Moments of Need
A Time to Learn – about the Roots of Reform Judaism 

The booklets are being used for individual reflection; lay-led, in-home, and  
congregational services; congregational member resources; chavurot (self-led  
communities); hospitals and hospice communities; and senior living communities.

                   Visit www.rootsofreform.org for more information.
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Scott Kumer: has been the Music Director at Chicago 
Sinai Congregation for over 20 years. He is an organist, 
choral conductor, author, and lecturer. His creative 
endeavors have included assisting in the rebuilding of a 
1928 E M Skinner organ, to collaborating on transcrib-
ing great orchestral works for organ (4 hands/4 feet). 
Scott originally hails from Ohio but has been a long-
time Chicagoan.
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PO Box 498009
Cincinnati, OH 45249

8 booklets are available now:
A Time to Rest – Sabbath Prayers and Rituals for the Home 
A Time to Mourn – Prayers and Home Service for Mourners 
A Time to Reflect – A Shabbat Evening Service for Today 
A Time to Share – Home Observances, Festivals, Blessings and Readings 
A Time to Rejoice – an abbreviated Rosh Hashanah Service
A Time to Forgive – an abbreviated Yom Kippur Service  
A Time to Comfort – Prayers and Meditations for Moments of Need
A Time to Learn about the Roots of Reform Judaism 

The booklets are being used for individual reflection; lay-led, in-home, and 
congregational services; congregational member resources; chavurot (self-led 
communities); hospitals and hospice communities; and senior living communities.

Visit www.rootsofreform.org for more information.

In these challenging and uncertain times, you can still celebrate the 
Sabbath and festivals at home or virtually with the Roots of Reform 
Booklet Project. In contemporary language, primarily in English, with 
Hebrew and transliteration for key prayers. These booklest offer a path 
for many to find a way into the beauty of our heritage. 
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