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God is Here: 
Reimagining 
the Divine 
RABBI NANCY FUCHS KREIMER

I  magine a person—let’s call her Jane. 
Jane has deep intuitions of awe, wonder, 
and the mystery of life. If she were com-
fortable with the word, she would say she 

has known grace. She cares about making 
the world a better place, and she strives to 
shape her own disposition and character into 
a better version of herself, a person with more 
courage and compassion. She has meditated 
and practiced yoga. She cannot, she will not 
pray to the God who is the Big Powerful Per-
son, the King, the Commander-in-Chief. Yet, 
like Martin Buber (to whom we will return at 
the end of this review), she is open to using 
the word God as the place to put her most 
intimate questions, her yearnings, her resolve 
to cheat despair. She just doesn’t know quite 
where that God is. 

Imagine that, with luck, Jane’s rabbi is Toba 
Spitzer, someone who has spent more than 
twenty-five years serving a congregation with 
people like Jane. Rabbi Spitzer has done a 
lot of learning, and a lot of living. She knows 
how to gently guide someone like Jane to 
understand that God is a word that can be 
redeemed and that once it is redeemed, there 
are practices, ancient and modern—even 
prayers—that will enhance her life.

Because she is one of the fortunate ones, she 
has Rabbi Spitzer by her side for the journey. 
For the rest, there is Spitzer’s wonderful new 
book, God is Here. I can’t wait to hand this 
book to all the Janes I know, not to mention 
rabbis and other clergy who, like me, will read 
and reread it, grateful beyond measure.

I opened God is Here with exceedingly high 
expectations, and I was not disappointed. Rab-
bi Spitzer is one of our most intelligent and 
thoughtful Reconstructionist rabbis, a leader 
in the non-Orthodox Jewish world. Indeed, she 
calls upon multiple Jewish sources—biblical, 
rabbinic, Hasidic, and mussar texts— along 
with a host of contemporary writers, from 
visionary science fiction author Octavia But-
ler to feminist activist adrienne marie brown. 
Throughout,  Spitzer’s gifts as a teacher, 
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preacher, and spiritual guide shine through.  

Rabbi Spitzer knows her people. Recent stud-
ies show that the fastest-growing religious 
denomination is SBNR—spiritual but not 
religious. It is not news that many people can’t 
believe in God the King, the Lord, the Law Giv-
er. What may be news is how many are poten-
tially open to figuring out other names for the 
Divine, or to re-envisioning the name “God”. 
Rabbi Spitzer knows that what many of these 
people need is an entirely new access point, 
a new way of thinking about the whole issue 
of who or what God is. Rabbi Spitzer wants 
to salvage the name “God”—not to make an 
arcane theological point, but to offer food and 
drink to the hungry and thirsty.

To use a central metaphor in this book, Spitzer 
wants to offer seekers an expanded menu. She 
reminds us that there are other human meta-
phors for God besides King (God as Parent, 
as Beloved, as Teacher), but her project here 
is to offer an array of non-human metaphors, 
drawn from the natural world, metaphors such 
as water, fire, rock, cloud. These metaphors are 
both new and old! They have a pedigree in the 
Bible, and they speak to our consciousness in 
this moment of ecological awareness, allowing 
us to relate to our ancient ancestors who were 
connected to their land. Most important, they 
give us multiple ways to connect to the Divine. 

Even readers who are comfortable with ad-
dressing God as You will discover new joys 
through this project. As Spitzer explains, meta-
phors do not define God; they provide access 
to the experience of God. I read the chapter 
about water aloud to my partner on the way 
to a day at the ocean. Upon arrival, I found my 
heart expanding as I met my Friend (my own 
favorite metaphor for God) in a different guise. 

Rabbi Spitzer does more than simply expand 
the menu. Every lived tradition, including 
ancient philosophical systems like Stoicism, in-

cludes disciplines or activities that ensure the 
system comes alive in the experience of the 
believer and trains the believer to live into the 
system’s values. Rabbi Spitzer offers multiple 
practices for every metaphor she introduces. 
Most of us are familiar with Jewish food bless-
ings and are aware of the cottage industry 
that has grown up around gratitude journals. 
But here, as she does in each chapter, Spitzer 
takes what might be familiar to the next level 
and in different directions. She suggests that it 
is also good to practice receiving appreciation. 
And why not keep a curiosity journal, to begin 
to appreciate not only the welcome but the 
unwelcome surprises in our lives? This prac-
tice, like many others in this book, feel espe-
cially relevant to our COVID times. 

Rabbi Spitzer is careful to make practical sug-
gestions and offer adaptations as necessary, 
making her practices both compelling and  
doable. You don’t have a fireplace to gaze 
into? Watch a YouTube video of a crackling 
fire. You want to chant the beautiful words of 
Psalms? Rabbi Shefa Gold’s website will of-
fer you ways to learn the words and music. 
Spitzer’s offerings include rewritten traditional 
blessings, familiar blessings used in new ways, 
and even some blessings that I, for one, had 
never heard of.

She continually reminds us that we are em-
bodied creatures; we need practices that 
engage us not only from the neck up. Spitzer’s 
approach to practice is capacious. I loved that 
she declares watching Queer Eye on Netflix  
a potential spiritual practice to affirm faith  
in humanity. (And I had thought it was a guilty 
pleasure!) She also knows, deeply, that solitary 
practice can only go so far, and that we  
humans need community, an insight she 
sources from the Jewish practice of requiring 
a minyan for prayer (a minimum of 10 peo-
ple), the mussar va’ad (a small group work-
ing together on Jewish ethical practices), and 
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twelve-step groups.

Personal narrative can serve as a power-
ful entrée as people try to wrap their minds 
around the more obscure world of theology, 
and Rabbi Spitzer knows how to make skill-
ful use of her own life story. Glimpses into her 
life are judiciously interspersed with a gentle 
hand. Without turning the book into a mem-
oir, Rabbi Spitzer makes the metaphors and 
practices come alive through story. We learn 
of moments of finding her own identity, of 
awe, of loss and grief, of activism. In especially 
moving passages, Rabbi Spitzer illustrates God 
as the source of teaching and guidance by 
sharing learning from her own parents. And 
the experiences she shares are not only hers. 
All these stories take what begins as a menu 
and make it come to life in a rich and satisfy-
ing meal.

Rabbi Mordecai Kaplan, founder of the Re-
constructionist movement, does not appear in 
Spitzer’s book by name, and for good reason. 
This is a Reconstructionist theology for our 
time and also a work that has the potential to 
speak to a much larger audience. Yet Kaplan’s 
influence is evident in three ways. First, early 
in the last century, Kaplan believed that sci-
ence and religion, far from being in conflict, 
would actually prove to be mutually enlight-
ening. Rabbi Spitzer makes use of the science 
of cognitive linguistics, in particular the work 
of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, in order 
to help us understand how we make meaning 
of the world around us and move beyond the 
question of “does God exist?”.

Second, Kaplan’s emphasis on function is 
present throughout. At the beginning of the 
book, Spitzer enumerates the many ways that 
belief in God has functioned and might func-
tion in people’s lives, and then follows up with 
an effort to reconstruct God language with 
natural metaphors, demonstrating how differ-

ent languages might serve the same functions. 
If traditional God ideas served as a source of 
meaning, perspective, values, and support in 
hard times, how much of that can be retained 
when we turn to non-human metaphors? It 
turns out, quite a lot. 

Finally, Kaplan made use of process theol-
ogy, based on the philosophy of Alfred North 
Whitehead, offering a new definition of God as 
“the process that makes for salvation”,  or as 
some process theologians put it  “the potential 
of potentialities”. This redefinition often ap-
peals to the head more than the heart. Spitzer 
has also read process theology, but she makes 
it come alive, speaking to our varied human 
experience. She offers a plethora of metaphors 
because she understands that people experi-
ence the Divine in multiple ways. 

For Kaplan, this effort at reconstruction was 
needed for twentieth-century American Jews 
to find their way comfortably into the syna-
gogue and, if not pray, at least find meaning 
in identification with the Jewish people. He 
hated to see intellectual scruples and lack of 
traditional belief keep Jews from participating 
in Jewish community and life. Rabbi Spitzer 
has a larger audience. She knows that Judaism 
has resources—including multiple metaphors, 
practices, and insights—that can be offered 
not only to Jews but to seekers of many back-
grounds. Judaism can take its place alongside 
the other world spiritual traditions. It is the 
sharing of those traditions, “deep ecumenism” 
as dubbed by Matthew Fox, that is one of the 
great spiritual adventures of the 21st century.

If I had one quibble with this book, it would 
be about a word Rabbi Spitzer uses that I wish 
had been qualified a bit. Spitzer refers to let-
ting go of the “fantasy” of God as “a superhero 
who will show up and save the day”. It would 
have been worth pausing there for a minute to 
say that this “fantasy” is actually also a meta-
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phor, just like the ones she has been offering. 
That, of course, is actually her whole point. We 
cannot think about the Mystery without meta-
phors and pictures, more or less fantastic, to 
describe that which is beyond words. As the 
rabbis themselves said, the Torah speaks in 
the language of humans. (Berachot 31b) 

I know that Spitzer has deep respect for 
people with a variety of hermeneutics and 
metaphors. That is clear in other places in the 
book. For example, in a passage in which she 
talks about people she visited as a pastor in 
a detention center, Spitzer says, with genuine 
humility, that they seemed to have more faith 
than she. She believes that they are people 
of good hearts and good minds. In Rabbi 
Spitzer’s experience, some metaphors have 
proven damaging and others healing. From a 
pastoral perspective, great harm can be done 
by some versions of God, and the one Rabbi 
Spitzer offers has proven, in her own work 
with people, to be far more psychologically 
sound. But this passage felt a little patronizing 
toward the folks who do believe in the super-
hero, who find that metaphor meaningful, and 
do not see it as “fantasy.”

The 2021 film “Don’t Look Up,” a darkly hu-
morous satire, portrays a contemporary 
American society (too close for comfort) as 
it ignores a coming apocalypse at its own 
peril. The movie is a far-from-subtle allegory 
reminding viewers of the ecological disaster 
that awaits. Three scientists exhibit courage as 
they confront politicians, journalists, talk-show 
hosts, and a self-promoting tech guru, to no 
avail. One of the media folks, knowing the end 
is nigh and asked if she wants to pray, says “I’d 
rather drink and talk shit about people.” It is 
almost an entirely secular, ultimately shallow 
story, with no hint of transcendence, either 
within humanity or beyond. 

Almost, but not entirely. There is a scene near 

the end, a family dinner table at which the 
three scientists (who had tried without success 
to warn everyone of the coming catastrophe) 
talk softly with one another and share what 
they are grateful for. Says one, “I am grateful 
that we tried.” The scientist with whose “not 
very religious” family the group is gathered 
feels something is lacking.

“Maybe an “Amen?” he suggests.

“Amen???” his wife asks. “Just ‘Amen’?”

And then, out of the blue, the boyfriend of 
one of the scientists, an earnest hippie evan-
gelical (an improbable late addition to the 
group), says “I’ve got this”. Everyone joins 
hands, bows their heads, and is led, with rev-
erence, in a prayer. “Dearest Father and Al-
mighty Creator, we ask for your grace tonight 
despite our pride, your forgiveness, despite 
our doubt. Most of all, Lord, we ask for your 
love to soothe us through these dark times.”

The Hollywood writers may have not meant 
this to be quite as poignant a scene as it felt 
to me. Not wanting to give it the final word, 
they added not one but two cynical jokes after 
the credits roll, more jabs at the bleak pros-
pects for the human endeavor. But that prayer 
is a moment of light in a very dark world. Its 
metaphors are not those of Rabbi Spitzer, but 
I feel certain she would honor the power of 
that scene. In the end, it is all metaphor, both 
the Father and Lord who loves us and the 
many beautiful natural images Rabbi Spitzer 
provides in this book. And in those moments 
when the comet is about to hit, or something 
far less dire but equally disorienting, they are 
not metaphors at all. Just the One we call out 
to, not merely describe in metaphor, but ad-
dress as You, in something we might call faith. 

We return, as promised, to Buber. Realizing 
how much good and evil have been done in 
the name of God, how many have rejected 
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the name because of the injustices it has 
authorized, and how many others have given 
their lives for it for reasons both noble and 
problematic, Buber concludes that, in the end, 
there is really no better word than God.

“If I took the purest, most sparkling concept…I 
could not capture the presence of (that) whom 
the generations of men have honoured and 
degraded with their awesome living and dy-
ing….We cannot cleanse the word ‘God’ and 
we cannot make it whole; but, defiled and mu-
tilated as it is, we can raise it from the ground 
and set it over an hour of great care.” (Mar-
tin Buber, Eclipse of God (London:  Gollancz, 
1953), 17-18.)

We are in such an hour, and this beautiful 
book will help many of us raise up  
that Name. 

RABBI NANCY FUCHS KREIMER, 
Associate Professor of Religious 
Studies Emerita and Founder of 
the RRC  Multifaith Studies and 
Initiatives Program, 
Reconstructionist Rabbinical 
College. Nancy currently is 
teaching “Deep Ecumenism” for 
the Aleph Ordination Program.
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Jewish 
Injustice:
On the Role 
of Women 
Witnesses 
RENA BEATRICE GOLDSTEIN

- Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Cour-
age To Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We 
Live, Love, Parent, and Lead

A     friend of mine (I’ll call her Re-
becca) is getting married. She asked 
me a year before her wedding to 
sign her ketubah (in Hebrew הבותכ ; 

Jewish marriage contract) as a witness. Three 

weeks before her wedding, Rebecca calls. 
My signature, she explains, cannot validate 
the marriage because I am a woman. Some 
Orthodox and Conservative sects of Judaism 
do not validate ketubot signed by women 
witnesses. Rebecca wants her child(ren) to 
have the option to become orthodox if they 
choose. She does not want any doubt about 
the legitimacy of her marriage. 

Rebecca apologizes for the change in plan.  
I was gracious on the phone, kindly reassuring 
her that  I understood. I’ll be honest, though, 
I felt sad. Rebecca decided to follow the law: 
only men’s signatures legitimize a marriage 
contract. Rebecca and her fiancé (whom I’ll  
call Isaac), a soon-to-be Rabbi, are supporting 
a negative view about the reliability of wom-
en’s testimony. In other words, this law is a  

”

“We have to question the intentions of 
any group that insists on disdain  
toward other people as a membership 
requirement. It may be disguised as 
belonging, but real belonging doesn’t 
necessitate disdain. 

Religion is another example of social 
contract disengagement. First, disen-
gagement is often the result of leaders 
not living by the same values they’re 
preaching. Second, in an uncertain 
world, we often feel desperate for abso-
lutes. It’s the human response to fear.
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call back to a time when women were not 
considered reliable testifiers. As a  philoso-
pher who writes on testimonial injustices, how 
could I possibly support her? I am troubled by 
such thinking. 

From Rebecca’s perspective, she wants her 
children to have all the opportunities available 
to them in the Jewish community—any Jewish 
community—that they may wish to one day 
embrace. This means that their marriage,  
and hence the ketubah, must be beyond 
reproach. Some couples choose to have two 
separate ketubahs, but Rebecca and Isaac 
were sensitive to legal questions about the 
validity of the ketubah. Given the constraints, 
Rebecca’s decision is understandable. She is 
thinking about what’s in the best interest of 
her future child(ren).  

I am aware that those who subscribe to the 
orthodox position rely on rabbinic sources to 
justify interpretations of the law. Maimonides, 
for instance, argued that the exclusion of 
women is justified on the basis that the Torah 
refers to witnesses using masculine language. 
For this reason  (amongst others I’ll discuss 
later) women are not qualified to serve as wit-
nesses. Rabbi Susan  Grossman (2004), on the 
other hand, has questioned whether prohibi-
tion of women testifiers falls under “gezerart 
HaMelech, [or] an immutable command from 
God our sovereign” (p. 2). That is, the prohibi-
tions of women testifiers come from the best 
effort of the sages to understand God’s will as 
expressed in the Torah. Some contend that the 
sage’s interpretations occur within a specific 
social-political climate that must be taken into 
account. The orthodoxy tends to leave aside 
the lived experience of Toraitic sources. While I 
do not agree with it, I understand that exclud-
ing women as a witness (even in limited cases 
like that of capital punishment) is a hermeneu-
tical position taken by the orthodox. 

Should modern Toraitic interpretations ac-
count for past social-political climates? If so, 
then to what extent? It is this question that 
Conservative Rabbis must always contend. 
This question gives rise to a dichotomy be-
tween changing practice to meet modern 
social norms and adhering to traditional bibli-
cal interpretations. As Rabbi Grossman writes, 
“the Conservative Movement is built upon the 
balance between tradition and change” (p. 11). 

Some Conservative Rabbis also adhere to the 
orthodox hermeneutical position. This means 
that they take the interpretations settled in the 
Mishna or the Talmud as the law. Maimonides 
argued that women are to be excluded as wit-
nesses. Therefore, women are not to be wit-
nesses. Other  Conservative Rabbis may not 
adhere to the orthodox hermeneutical posi-
tion, but they might have justifiable reasons 
for maintaining such legal practices. Some 
might recommend adherence to such legal 
practices in effort to protect their congregants. 
In the case of the ketubah, there could be con-
sequences if a ketubah is not in keeping with 
standard practices: it may not be considered 
valid.  A Conservative Rabbi suggesting only 
men sign ketubot as witnesses may not agree 
with the legal practice but may recommend it 
given the current social-political realities. 

For context, Rebecca and I grew up in the 
Conservative Jewish movement. My upbring-
ing straddled both the Jewish community of 
Las Vegas and Los Angeles, while Rebecca 
grew up in  Los Angeles. We met after Bat 
Mitzvah age (14-15 years old), attended week-
end programs during the school year with 
United Synagogue Youth (a Conservative Jew-
ish youth group), and spent summers together 
at Camp JCA Shalom (a non-denominational 
Jewish summer camp in Malibu, California). 
Isaac did not grow up in Los Angeles but 
moved here when he began the rabbinical  
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contractual document in  Jewish theology. 
You can find books written on its history, and 
articles on how to rephrase the sexist, archaic 
language for the modern age. But little atten-
tion has been paid to the gendered role of the 
witness, a role that still to this day excludes 
women from the practice. For the remainder 
of the article, I discuss the role of the witness, 
specifically the role that men occupy and the 
rule by which women are excluded. I will argue 
that Rabbis in the Conservative movement 
ought to solidify their stance on the role that 
women have in religious ceremonial practices, 
specifically the practice of witnessing signings 
of ketubot. I suggest that Rabbis should base 
the qualification for being a witness on values 
rather than biology. 

WITNESSES OF THE KETUBAH 

Ketubah (הבותכ) translates to “written instru-
ment” (Epstein 2004, p. 4). As is to be expect-
ed, there are debates as to the historical origin 
of the ketubah. Some believe the ketubah 
was identical to the  Shetar Kiddushin and is 
thus the oldest marriage contract. While oth-
ers argue that the two are not the same, and 
indeed the Shetar is older, with the ketubah 
having been instituted as a reform to the  
Shetar (Zeitlin 1933, p. 2). Similarly, there are 
debates over whether the ketubah validated a  
marriage (that is, consummated it) or merely 
recorded the obligations of the husband as a 
legal protection for the bride (Epstein 2004, p. 
5-6). Louis Epstein argues that (at least part of 
the purpose of) the ketubah was to make sure 
the groom could not put off marriage or eas-
ily divorce if he grew tired of her (2004, pgs. 
20-24). It eventually became practice that the 
ketubah be in the safekeeping of the bride. 

Whatever its historical origin, we know today 
that in the western United States, in the Con-
servative Jewish movement the role of the 

program at the American Jewish University in 
Los Angeles.  

Growing up as a woman in the Conservative 
Jewish movement in the western United States 
has been challenging. Without question, there 
has been progress for women’s inclusion in 
ceremonial rituals. I had a Bat Mitzvah, though 
many of my mother’s generation did not. I can 
sit with the men in a Conservative synagogue 
during services. I went to Hebrew School, 
and my father studied  Torah with me every 
Saturday. I am educated. I can read and write 
Hebrew. These are just some of the equitable 
changes which have been made in the Conser-
vative Jewish movement to more justly incor-
porate women. 

In the Conservative movement, I’m constantly 
coming up against an invisible barrier. For in-
stance,  my father is a Kohen ( ןהכ ;priest), but 
I can’t inherit the Kohen bloodline or partici-
pate in the high holiday ritual blessing. I don’t 
count in a minyon ( ןינ מ ; minimum number 
required for collective prayer). In my syna-
gogue, it was never a requirement for a wom-
an to wear a kippa ( היפ כ ; head covering) or 
tallit ( ית לט ; prayer shawl), yet for my brother 
it was. My brother was gifted t’fillin (ִ ין לפת 
; two square boxes with scriptural passages 
worn on the forehand and the left arm) at his 
Bar Mitzvah, though my sisters and I never 
were. These are just some of the traditional 
rites in which women are still not fully equal; 
the exclusion is subtle. Not everyone thinks 
that these practices  (like it being optional for 
women to wear kippot in shul) are exclusion-
ary. Yet the optionality of some ritual practices 
signals women are less important than men. It 
signals women are still second class. 

I am going to point to one more subtle ex-
clusion, one more invisible barrier: the quali-
fications of being a witness. Considerable 
attention has been paid to the ketubah as 
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into this holy Covenant with affection and 
sincerity and has thus taken upon herself the 
fulfillment of all the duties incumbent upon a  
Jewish wife. 

This Covenant of Marriage is valid and binding 
according to the tradition of Israel. 

This ketubah was witnessed by Samuel Toby 
and Morris N. Tarica and signed by the groom, 
the bride, and the Rabbi, Jacob Ott.  

What does it take to validate a ketubah? In the 
mishna it states that the contract is valid on 
the basis of two witnesses (Gittin 22b). 

ר’ אלעזר היא דאמרעדי מסירה כרתי
Here are some translations: 

Whosoever killeth any nefesh, the rotze’ach 
shall be put to death by the mouth of edim  
(witnesses); but ed echad (one witness) shall 
not testify against any nefesh to cause him 
to die. (Bamidbar 35:30). 

One witness alone will not be sufficient to 
convict a person of any offense or sin of any 
kind; the matter will be established only if 
there are two or three witnesses testifying 
against him. (Deuteronomy 19:14-16). 

One witness shall not rise up against a man 
for any iniquity or for any sin, in any sin  
that he sinneth. By the mouth of two wit-
nesses or by the mouth of three witnesses 
shall the matter be established (Deuterono-
my 19:14-16). 

According to Deuteronomy 19:14-16, two 
witnesses are required to validate ketubot. The 
classical ketubah is the document conveying 
the testimony of the two witnesses only. It 
required their signatures. Not that of groom or 
bride. Only in the current moment have some 
included the couple’s signature. The signatures 
of the witnesses establish that two people saw 

ketubah is merely ceremonial. It does not con-
summate marriages,  for those betrothed must 
still obtain a marriage license from the secular 
county. Epstein (2004, p.  31) argues that the 
adoption of the ketubah, and other writs by 
the Jewish people developed due to secular 
economic interests. He notes from the lack of 
reference to a ketubah between such biblical 
figures as Rebecca and Isaac, Jacob and Leah, 
Jacob and Rachel, and Ruth and Boaz the ke-
tubah is not an original Jewish institution  
but is, in fact, originally an institution of Baby-
lonia. Contact between Babylonia and Judea 
introduced the writ to the Jewish people. 
Today, language is generalized, the typeface 
stylized. It does not have the same purpose as 
a writ of acquisition.  

What does the ketubah look like today? Above 
is the stylized, embellished ketubah of my 
Sephardic grandparents, Silvy and Carol Alca-
lay, married in 1953 at the Sephardic Temple 
Tifereth Israel in Los Angeles, California.

It reads:

On the first day of the week, the fifteenth day 
of the month of Tamuz in the year 5713  cor-
responding to the twenty-eighth day of June 
in the year 1953 the holy Covenant of  Mar-
riage was entered into in Los Angeles, Califor-
nia between the groom Silvy son of  Solomon 
and Alice Alcalay and the bride Carol Beatrice 
daughter of Albert and Irene Rugeti. 

The bridegroom made the following declara-
tion to his bride: “Be thou, my wife, according 
to the laws of Moses and Israel. I faithfully 
promise that I will be a true husband unto 
thee; I will honor and cherish thee; I will pro-
tect and support thee, and will provide all that 
is necessary for thy sustenance in accordance 
with the usual custom of Jewish husbands. I 
also take upon myself all such further obliga-
tions for thy support as are prescribed by our 
religious statues.” And the bride has entered 
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ness may be trusted on this basis, even if they 
are not otherwise reliable. Moreover, it can 
serve as the basis for a get (גט ; divorce docu-
ment) if a witness is found not to meet one of 
these requirements. 

The Conservative movement has a variety of 
approaches. Depending on the community, 
some,  more reform-leaning-conservative Rab-
bis, may follow the base rule that a ketubah 
must be signed by two witnesses. The wit-
nesses, on this view, are signing a visual con-
tractual agreement, and to be a witness to a 
contractual agreement does not entail belong-
ing to a sexual category or following a denom-
inationally-specific Jewish religious practice. 
Other, more orthodox-leaning-conservative 
Rabbis follow the orthodoxy requirements, 
entailing that the witnesses must be male. The 
official law is that women can serve as wit-
nesses. In 1974, the Committee on Jewish Law 
Standards,  acknowledging the change of the 
social status of women, voted that women 
can serve as witnesses,  including on ketubbot 
(Grossman, p. 11). 

The issue of who counts as a trustworthy 
witness brings out a difference between the 
community and the denominational fiat. There 
is an old Yiddish saying, “Every Rabbi makes 
the rules of  Shabbos for himself.” Within a 
community, there may be variation among the 
congregants with regards to ritual practice; 
that is, who counts as a witness will, in part, 
depend on the members of the community to 
validate a trustworthy observer. As established 
by my own experience, there are Rabbis in 
the Conservative denomination who adhere 
to the same requirements for witnesses as the 
orthodox denominations: a trustworthy wit-
ness is someone who is male. Modern social 
norms, however, dictate that this requirement 
is prejudicial to women. Thus, the Rabbis in 
the conservative denominations must struggle 
with the dichotomy between changing social 

the same thing.  One person can perhaps be 
bribed or mistaken. But if two people witness 
the signing of a contract, there is good reason 
to believe that the contract was signed under 
appropriate conditions.  

Historically, the signing of ketubot was not 
ceremonial. It was a contract between families. 
In biblical times, the presence of a Rabbi was 
not required. Required were two literate wit-
nesses. But we have developed traditions that 
have been cemented into practice. Indeed, in 
the mishna it states, “only priests, levites, and 
those who intermarried with priests signed 
ketubot” (mishna, as cited by  Episten 2004, 
p. 48). Priests and levites held positions that 
required literacy. Today, in our vastly more 
literate society, the qualifications of being a 
witness vary significantly, largely depending 
on the interpretation of the law agreed to in of 
each Jewish denomination.  

The reform movement was created to ensure 
that laws treated congregants equally—it re-
moved the legal separation between men and 
women. From the reform perspective, there is 
no problem with women serving as witnesses. 
The qualification of being witness to a ketubah 
in the reform movement largely depends on 
whether one is a decent human being (of any 
sex) and a mature person (above b’nei mitz-
vah age). The orthodoxy, on the other hand, 
adhere to the following four requirements. In 
most cases, for a witness to be trusted, the 
witness must be 

1.	Male 
2.	A Sabbath observer 
3.	Follows the laws of kashrut  
4.	Fulfill the requirements of orthodox hal-

akha (Hebrew: הכלה ; religious law) 
Meeting these four requirements establishes 
the witness as someone is who trustworthy  
in the eyes of the community. At times, a wit-
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halakha. And this latitude makes adhering to 
the second, third, and fourth requirements of 
being a witness (that is being a Sabbath ob-
server, following the laws of kashrut, and fulfill-
ing other requirements of halakha) less certain 
and less verifiable. 

The one requirement that is easily verified is 
being male. One’s biological anatomy is not 
a choice,  unlike following the laws of hal-
akha. Being male does not demonstrate one’s 
values. Choosing to fulfill the requirements 
of halakha does. If we are creating a more 
egalitarian society, the relevant consideration 
ought to be based on values, not on predes-
tined biology. 

WOMEN AS WITNESSES

If the relevant consideration of who can and 
cannot be a witness is based on one’s values, 
as demonstrated through one’s choices, then 
biology is not germane. Women should be 
able to be witnesses if they are Sabbath ob-
servers, keep kosher, and fulfill other require-
ments of halakha— or meet whatever moral 
responsibilities a community dedicates to 
reliable observes. 

The reason women have been excluded from 
participating in practices like witnessing is in 
virtue of a perception of biology and its rela-
tion to testimonial reliability. Women have 
menstrual cycles,  and the menstrual cycle is 
associated with uncleanliness. Uncleanliness is 
associated with unreliability. Thus, women are 
not seen as reliable sources of testimony in 
virtue of their biology. 

In an article published in the Committee on 
Jewish Law and Standards of the Rabbinical Assem-
bly (2001), Rabbi Susan Grossman shows that 
Rabbis used to consider women’s testimony 
reliable only in cases when determining fact 
was necessary. For instance, a woman’s testi-

norms and adhering to tradition.  

Rabbis of the Conservative denomination 
ought to consider that meeting the require-
ments of #2-4  (Sabbath observer; follows the 
laws of kashrut; fulfills the requirements of hal-
akha) is quite different than meeting require-
ment #1 (male). For one thing, requirements 
#2-4 are choices a  person makes in life. These 
are things one can either do or not do de-
pending on one’s values.  Following the laws 
of kashrut or keeping the sabbath are moral 
requirements. When one comes of b’nei mitz-
vah age, one makes the choice to meet these 
requirements. Consider, too, that requirements 
#2-4 are easier to misrepresent because it is 
not written for what period (years,  months, 
days) one must fulfill the halakha before be-
coming a witness. 

Since requirements #2-4 are not easily veri-
fied, it is left for conscience. Conscience in the  
Conservative movement is variable. Adherence 
to the requirements of halakha can vary be-
tween members. Some, like my father, drove 
to Shul every Saturday. He observed the sab-
bath in a  modern way. After Shul, he napped, 
studied Torah with his children, and then 
watched baseball.  That’s how he observed 
the Sabbath. He also kept kashrut both in the 
out of the home, but he ate at restaurants that 
weren’t kosher.  

Other members of our Conservative congre-
gation only kept kosher in the home but ate 
non-kosher meat in restaurants. Still, others 
only kept kosher when in Temple, but in their 
own homes or at restaurants they did not. 
Similarly, with the Sabbath, some members 
only went to Shul to pray on high holidays 
or during other special events (like for a b’nei 
mitzvah). Some just sent their children to He-
brew School and never came to services them-
selves. In the Conservative movement, there is 
more latitude for fulfilling the requirements of 



62    W W W.T I K K U N . O R G 	 2 0 2 2  H I G H L I G H T S

document ineffective for virtually all Orthodox 
rabbis, and some Conservative rabbis” (p. 4). 
He argues that the same can be said of mar-
riage documents as well, although the “risks 
are small enough that, in many cases, a rabbi 
could in good conscious accept and even rec-
ommend such witnessing” (p. 4). Rabbi Mack-
ler “hope(s) and expect(s) that the activity of 
women as witnesses will enjoy overwhelming 
acceptance among Conservative Jews…but 
that time has not yet arrived” (p. 4). 

More recently, in The Theory and Practice of 
Universal Ethics - The Noahide Laws (2014), Rabbi  
Shimon Cowen argues that the Noahide Law 
(the universal message of Torah to humanity) 
makes women the determinant of familial rela-
tionships. This determination justifies the ex-
clusion of women as testifiers on the basis that 
women have emotional reach, yet “justice calls 
for fixity in perception and a stilling of emo-
tion” (p.261). He notes that excluding women 
as a sole witness applies only in the case of 
capital punishment. The reason is that taking 
the life of a criminal defendant (“the greatest 
‘right’ of the human being) must be done with 
“dispassionate reference to the ‘abstract rights 
and universal norms’ set out by Divine—Noa-
hide—law” (p. 263).  Women “deliver, nurture, 
and protect life” (p. 262). As such, they cannot 
dispassionately judge cases of capital punish-
ment.  

This interpretation of Noahide Law as pres-
ently justifying the exclusion of women’s 
testimony,  even in limited cases like that of 
capital punishment, circles a question I pose 
in my article: to what extent should modern 
concepts and/or arguments be taken into ac-
count? For instance, philosophers of science, 
since the ‘70s, have challenged the assump-
tion that ‘bad’ rational (or scientific) deci-
sion making results if the practice is shaped 
by values, interests, and commitments (see, 
e.g., Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific 

mony about parentage was often considered 
reliable. This was quite important, as women 
carry on the Judaic bloodline. Children are 
Jewish if the mother is Jewish. A man without 
a Jewish mother—no matter how religious he 
is, whether he wears tefillin, doesn’t drive on 
Shabbat, keeps kosher, or is circumcised—is 
not himself Jewish. 

In other regards, however, women’s testimony 
was considered unreliable, which disqualified 
women are witnesses (Grossman 2001, p. 3). 
This is a strange polarity: on the one hand, 
women are the bearers of religious progeny; 
on the other, they are excluded from, among 
other ceremonial practices, serving as a wit-
ness on the ketubah.  

Rabbi Grossman argues that such a perception 
of women reflected the social status women 
held in society. Yet women’s social statuses 
have changed. Today, women have more 
equal rights under the law. Women serve as 
judges and lawyers, own businesses, and are 
physicians. The secular testimony of women 
is held in higher esteem in both Israel and the 
U.S.. In both the U.S. and in  Israel, women 
serve on the Supreme Courts, as members 
of congress and parliament, and  Governors. 
Indeed, Rabbi Grossman points out that the 
Rabbinic qualifications of being an eligible wit-
ness have not changed. What has changed is 
the number of those who now qualify (p. 11). 

However, in the Conservative Movement, the 
legitimacy of women’s testimony is still under 
discussion. In response to Rabbi Grossman’s 
argument that women should be able to 
serve as witnesses, Conservative Rabbi Aaron 
Mackler argued that there are “great risks” to 
women serving as witnesses in some cases, 
such as divorce (2004, p. 2). He writes, “At 
the current time, the risks entailed by women 
witnessing gittin (divorce) are unacceptable. A 
woman’s witnessing a get would render that 
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question about the validity of their marriage. 
What throws this into question is the fact 
that there are denominations of Judaism that 
would doubt a contract signed by a woman. 
This is a difference between what the law says 
and what is done in social practice. 

It seems trivial not to allow women to sign 
ketubahs as witnesses. If women can’t be wit-
nesses,  what’s the value of a woman’s signa-
ture on the document? You can see where my 
grandmother signed her name in Figure 1. Her 
signature on the document indicates that she 
agrees to the contract. Rebecca will be signing 
her ketubah. It won’t be her father signing the 
contract on her behalf (as was once done). Re-
becca’s signature validates the contract. But if 
Rebecca were to sign as a witness it would not 
be valid. A woman’s signature on the ketubah 
seems both valid and invalid.  

When we come to a contradiction in our  
practices, it gives us good reason to reevalu-
ate them.  

Judaism is not inflexible. It is flexible in many 
ways. We are commanded to rest on the Sab-
bath,  however, a doctor is permitted to work 
if a life is at risk. We are commanded to fast 
on Yom  Kippur, however, it is acceptable to 
drink water or eat in conjunction medications. 
One witness is acceptable if it is impossible to 
find two to sign a contract. The priorities in Ju-
daism have always been health (or life circum-
stances) then rules.

Indeed, the act of witnessing has undergone 
multiple changes. Epstein argues that, at one 
point, the witnesses weren’t required to sign 
the ketubah. Witnesses were only required to 
be named as present for the transaction. It was 
later reported in the mishna that a rabbinic 
enactment made signatures obligatory “for 
the convenience of the public” (Epstein 2004, 
p. 46-7). That is, at one point the law changed 
so that witnesses were required. With the rab-

Revolution, 1970). Such arguments have been 
extended to medical decision-making, where 
knowledge (narrowly stipulated) requires a 
kind of transcending base experiences, which 
includes emotionality (see, e.g., Lorraine Code’ 
What Can She Know 1990). Code argues that 
requiring our concept of knowledge to be 
that which transcends experience creates a 
kind double-bind for women. Stereotypes 
that represent women as more emotional and 
less incapable of abstract thought indicate 
that women only have access to experience 
and are not capable of acquiring the relevant 
methodological tools required for knowledge 
(à la Aristotle). Indeed, exclusionary practices 
that keep women from authoritative posi-
tions as knowers are often rationalized on the 
grounds that men have access to both knowl-
edge and experience and that women have 
inferior capabilities. Dichotomizing knowledge 
and experience in this way converge to keep 
women “within undervalued cognitive do-
mains and thwart their efforts to gain recog-
nition as authoritative members in epistemic 
communities” (p. 223). As  Code, and others, 
have argued, knowledge does not transcend 
experience or emotional intelligence. Emotion-
al intelligence indicates the degree to which 
one understands how emotions affect one’s 
judgment. This kind of intelligence requires, 
not excluding emotion from rational judg-
ments but rather, an understanding of what 
an emotion communicates about the situation 
and one’s interaction with it. It is a form of 
understanding one’s subjective location within 
the world and evaluating that location during 
the process of producing knowledge claims. 

The debate within Conservative Judaism leaves 
my friends, Rebecca and Isaac, in a precarious 
position as they think about their future and 
the Jewish future of their children. They want 
to make sure that their children are recog-
nized as Jewish. They want there to be no 
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Some areas of Jewish practice have no flex-
ibility. The rules that exclude women from 
practice tend to be strict. This isn’t a Jewish 
or religious matter—it’s societal. Recall that it 
was through contact with Babylonia that the 
practice of a writ was introduced to the Jewish 
people. The Shetar, and the ketubah developed 
from it, was borrowed from a secular practice. 
That it was adopted from a secular practice 
reinforces the idea that the qualifications of 
being a witness ought to be flexible as secular 
practice changes. 

If women are excluded as witnesses on ketu-
bot, it reflects poorly on the relationship be-
tween words and deeds. Conservative Rabbis 
say they support the rights of women. How-
ever, the disparate actions of Conservative 
Rabbis, some refusing women as witnesses, 
demonstrates the opposite behavior. Disallow-
ing women to serve as witnesses perpetuates 
injustice against women. The Conservative 
Jewish Movement should cement the require-
ments of being a witness on ketubot. Without 
cemented requirements, there is confusion, 
and women within the Conservative move-
ment continue to be excluded.
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binic enactment, literacy became important for 
these transactions.  

Another change to the act of witnessing oc-
curred when it became impractical to witness 
deeds in person. The old way required both 
the witnesses and the contracting parties to be 
at the same place at the same time to validate 
the contract (Epstein, p. 49). As commerce 
expanded, this became less practical. The law 
was changed. The role of the witness diverged. 
One could be a witness as the ‘ede mesirah, 
that is to physically witness the transaction (p. 
49), or one could be an ‘ede hatimah, a witness 
who signed the writ (p. 50). 

Another change occurred when oral pro-
nouncements of marriage were replaced by 
written contracts (p. 55). Originally, the mar-
riage was pronounced by the bride’s father. 
In the Bible it is written, “Thus Laban says to 
Eliezer, ‘Behold, Rebecca is before thee, take 
her and go, and she be wife to thy master’s 
son” (Genesis 24, 51). Later the Talmud re-
quired the husband to make the pronounce-
ment: “Behold, thou art consecrated unto me 
according to the law of Moses and Israel”  (p. 
56). Not only was there a change between oral 
and written pronouncements, but there was 
also a change with regards to who makes the 
pronouncement. The bride’s father was re-
placed by the husband. 

Similarly, there were changes around the prac-
tice of the mohar (Hebrew מוהר, “the purchase 
price”). First, it was paid to the bride’s father, 
but later it was paid directly to the bride. At 
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divorce cost.  

The best change of all occurred when  
women finally had to agree to the marriage 
contract, rather than just being like some  
beef sold. Eventually, she had to sign the  
contract herself. 
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The Exodus 
from Egypt in 
the Urgency 
of Now 
ARYEH COHEN

F   our great rabbis were gathered for the 
Passover seder in the Palestinian town 
of Bnei Brak. They told the story of the 
exodus all night long. They were so 

involved in the telling that their students had 
to interrupt them in the morning so that they 
would not miss the appointed time for saying 
the Shma. So what were they talking about for 
so long? The Haggadah itself does away with 
the exodus in a sentence: “We were slaves to 
Pharaoh in the land of Egypt. And God, our 
God, took us out from there with a strong 
hand and an outstretched forearm.” Obviously 
we ourselves have figured out how to enhance 
the bare bones of the story. The bulk of the 
traditional telling is a midrashic understanding 
of one of the Torah’s narratives of the exodus 
(Deuteronomy 26). And still… all night long?

There are two ways to think about what these 
great sages were talking about. Well, actually, 
there are probably untold numbers of ways of 
thinking about what they were up to. I want to 
present two options amongst many for what 
occupied the Palestinian sages that Passover 
night so long ago. 

The rabbis might have started by reading the 
“We were slaves” line and asking: What was 
slavery like? What were the details of oppres-
sion? How did the suffering manifest itself? 
Each sage besting their fellow in telling ex-
cruciating tales of pain. Children bricked into 
walls. Men separated from women. Whips, 
hunger, broken bodies, constant humiliations, 
indiscriminate murders. On top of it all, the 
constant refrain that the Israelite faith, lan-
guage, tradition was destined for humiliation 
for all time. 

After talking of the suffering of their enslaved 
ancestors in such gory detail, the blows that 
God brought down upon the Egyptians would 
be, even in the retelling, so satisfying. The 
Pharoah, the kings of kings, the one who 
asked “Who is God that I should heed God’s 
voice to send off Israel? I do not know God, 
nor will I send off Israel,” was brought low by 
God and then by his own people who de-

It happened once [on Pesach] that Rabbi 
Eliezer, Rabbi Yehoshua, Rabbi Elazar ben 
Azariah, Rabbi Akiva, and Rabbi Tarfon were 
reclining in Bnei Brak and were telling the 
story of the exodus from Egypt that whole 
night, until their students came and said to 
them, “The time of [reciting] the morning 
Shma has arrived”. (Haggadah of Pesach)
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This conversation waxed and waned all night 
long. Veering from the Egyptians to the Ro-
mans. Asking what it would take to convince 
an oppressed people that the first step to-
wards liberation was not acquiescing in their 
oppression; that their first step must be to 
forcefully push back against the evil son and 
say: God took us out of Egypt to demonstrate 
that cruel oppression is wrong, that all are cre-
ated in the image of God, that claiming that 
God cares for me and not for you is idolatry. 

As the students knock on the door in the 
morning, in the dawning of new day, the look 
of decisiveness and love on their teachers’ 
faces show that they are ready to act on the 
understanding that all are created in the im-
age of God, that the first step to liberation is 
to purify oneself of Egypt, of the remains of 
the idea that some people are better than oth-
ers, that some people should rule over others. 
I would urge that this year we all imagine our-
selves into this latter conversation. Asking how 
many of us were fooled or convinced by the 
ideological evil that is white supremacy and 
anti-Blackness into being Pharoah, into being 
Egyptians. The point is not just to leave Egypt. 
The point is to understand how Egypt could 
have happened, and to make sure it never 
does again—while we are still in Egypt. 

ARYEH COHEN is professor of 
rabbinic literature at American 
Jewish University and the Rabbi 
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manded that he free the Israelites. 

Egypt was destroyed. Its fields, its flocks, its 
waterways, and finally its first born. Then,  
also, on the Sea, Egypt’s military might was 
literally washed away. “This is my God and I 
will glorify him.”  

One can imagine these learned rabbis bring-
ing all their erudition to bear in detailing and 
enhancing and extolling the suffering and 
then the glorious liberation. “Beginning with 
disgrace and ending with glory.” As the sun 
rises, the students knock on the door, and the 
glow on their teachers’ faces shows them that 
they are ready to pledge the unity of God.

There is another possibility. The rabbis began 
with the sentence “We were slaves to Pharaoh 
in the land of Egypt. And God, our God, took 
us out from there with a strong hand and an 
outstretched forearm.” Then they asked the 
question “how could that have happened?” 
How could it be that one people, the Egyp-
tians of yore, saw it as possible, as justifiable, 
as morally upright to enslave another people? 

This is where the conversation started. What 
were the ideological underpinnings of Egyp-
tian supremacy? How could the Israelites 
have acquiesced in that ideology and not 
immediately risen up against it? When there 
were flickers of rebellion, why were they ex-
tinguished so quickly? When Moses came 
out of the house of Pharaoh and truly, for the 
first time saw the suffering of the enslaved 
Israelites, and also for the first time realized 
that they were his kin; when Moses reacted to 
the taskmaster’s assault the way a pharaonic 
prince would react: by killing the taskmaster, 
sure in the notion that violence can only be 
defeated by greater violence; why did this em-
ber of resistance not find dry kindling ready to 
burn for liberation? 
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Speaking Abolition Into 
Existence 
ZACH WYNER

W   hen I first met Noél back in 
April of 2014, he didn’t give me 
the time of day. I’d been wait-
ing in a classroom in one of two 

maximum-security units at the Alameda Coun-
ty Juvenile Justice Center. Posters of institu-
tionally approved icons—Jesse Owens, 

 
MLK, Barack Obama—adorned the yellow 
walls; the previous week’s math lesson was 
smeared across the whiteboard, a couple of 
cursory swipes having left the job of erasing it 
unfinished; the fluorescent lights buzzed like a 
nest of yellow jackets; half of the couple dozen 
desks were smashed against the back wall as 
though someone had shoved them aside to 
make room for a fight. 
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I leaned against the wall beside the white-
board and waited. I’d learned that, to maintain 
my dignity and avoid losing the respect of the 
participants, it was best to leave the classroom 
in whatever state I found it.  

Upon entering, the majority of the dozen or so 
participants, having gotten to know me over 
the previous months, greeted me warmly and 
began putting the classroom back together, 
while the tall, handsome kid with a pompa-
dour and a noticeable limp made a beeline 
for the back of the classroom and arranged 
two desks so they faced each other. Another 
kid with elaborate tattoos on the backs of his 
hands took the seat across from him and the 
pompadoured kid began dealing cards.

As I was giving my spiel to new participants, 
the med cart entered the common area just 
outside the classroom. Half of my workshop 
spied it through the window, sprang from 
their desks, fled the classroom and lined up 
for medications that would, over the course of 
the next thirty minutes, glaze their eyes,  
slur their speech and roll their heads back on 
their necks. 

A few months into my time with The Beat 
Within, a program that conducts writing and 
conversation workshops primarily inside ju-
venile detention facilities, the lead facilitator 
at the Alameda County Juvenile Justice Cen-
ter (JJC) asked me if I’d been into prisons yet. 
When I said no, she said, “Oh, man. That’ll be  
it for you. Once you get into prisons, you’ll 
never leave.” 

It didn’t take long in a San Quentin State 
Prison writing workshop for me to understand 
what she’d been talking about. After years of 
distance, when friends and family on the out-
side have been forced, to a large degree, to 
go on with their lives, prisoners become more 
absence than presence, more phantom than 
flesh. In the words of Angela Davis, “Prison 

doesn’t disappear social problems, it disap-
pears human beings.” 

But these men fight heroically—with words, 
weights, degrees, law, faith, art—to make 
something tangible of their phantom forms. 
To achieve themselves back into existence. So 
when we exit that space with their words in 
our heads and on our lips, their connections 
with us—the ones who shake their hands, 
laugh at their jokes, encourage and praise 
their literary efforts—can conjure their disap-
peared forms in the outside world. And when 
we return, it’s as if that message of their ex-
istence has rebounded off something solid in 
the outside world and they can hear the echo. 
And they beam like my son did the first time 
an echo returned the sound of his own voice 
to his ears.

Incarcerated youth are a different story. Un-
like the men and women in prison workshops, 
their attendance is often compulsory. Unlike 
the men and women in our prison workshops, 
even if they’re recidivists, they’re more likely to 
have been locked up in a single facility than to 
have been shuffled through half a dozen re-
mote gulags, and in this single facility they’re 
more likely to have had access to volunteer 
programming than to have spent months or 
years in solitary confinement. Unlike the men 
and women in prison workshops, they haven’t 
worked to get here; this moment has been 
thrust upon them. 

While the pills were doled out, I waited, chat-
ting with a couple of boys about recent court 
dates. One of them said his mom hadn’t been 
able to get off work and he’d faced the judge 
with no one but his attorney. The other com-
plained about the D.A. Said he couldn’t under-
stand why she hated him so much, why she 
insisted on calling him “a menace” instead of 
using his name. 

https://www.thebeatwithin.org/
https://www.thebeatwithin.org/
https://www.feministes-radicales.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/Angela-Davis-Are_Prisons_Obsolete.pdf
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The pompadoured kid looked up from his 
card game. “Yo, Mr. Clean”—my baldness was 
a routine source of ridicule, as well as a good 
opportunity to model the ability to laugh at 
myself. “How much they pay you for this shit?” 
When I chuckled and told him that I was a 
volunteer, he said, “Ah, trying to build that 
resume for grad school.” 

“I already went to grad school.”

“A job then?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

He snickered, looked at his cards, folded his 
hand. “Sure,” he said, shuffling skillfully.  
“I see you.”

I smiled. I didn’t try to explain why I was there. 
It didn’t matter. At least not yet. 

Of course, there’s always a back story. Mine 
involved reading people like Angela Davis, Mi-
chelle Alexander, George Jackson; it involved 
becoming romantically involved with a com-
munist and being pushed to interrogate all my 
assumptions about how the world functioned; 
it involved becoming disenchanted with the 
private progressive school at which I’d taught, 
a place that signaled and espoused the right 
kind of values but seemed uninterested in en-
gaging with struggles to correct the injustices 
it decried. It involved the gradual recognition 
of my complicity in a system of apartheid. 

So I’d found The Beat Within, a volunteer writ-
ing program that places facilitators in juvenile 
detention centers and prisons and publishes 
participant work in a bi-monthly magazine.  
I knew that it was yet another sign of my privi-
lege that I could volunteer my time to work 
with incarcerated youth, but I also knew that I 
loved kids. All kids. And I felt I owed it  
to incarcerated kids to give them something 
the institutions deliberately withheld: the  
opportunity to be seen as kids as opposed  

to criminals. 

But I didn’t say any of that to the pompa-
doured kid. Not yet anyway. If I’d said,  
I’m here to show you love, I would’ve been 
laughed out of the room. Show Don’t Tell isn’t 
just a lesson we teach young writers. It’s prax-
is. And, by this point in my time at the Alam-
eda County JJC, I knew well  
what showing up every week would create 
space for.

I led the workshop—reading aloud the week’s 
prompts, facilitating a discussion, then asking 
the group to spend about 20 minutes writing 
before sharing their work with one another. 
During that 20 minutes, I kneeled beside 
individual participants and praised the parts 
of their writing that caught my interest, asked 
probing questions and encouraged them to 
add details, always more details. More than 
once, I felt the pompadoured kid’s eyes on 
me. I let him be. The next move was his.

When I first began leading writing workshops 
for The Beat Within, I would leave the facil-
ity, get back in my car and yell and punch the 
steering wheel. It’s something about kids in 
cages. When I think about suffocation, about 
struggling to breathe, it’s the first place my 
mind goes. 

When I’d exit that building, there’d be this ten-
sion tugging at my body like a riptide or the 
feeling that I’d forgotten something impor-
tant. This tug located my soft places so that 
just walking out those doors, getting into my 
car and grabbing a burrito on the way home 
took practice—those first few times I did it, the 
food turned to rubber in my mouth. 

Gradually, my insides hardened. Routine 
blunted the grief. I’d still recognize it from 
time to time in other, newer facilitators. Es-
pecially on those nights when the units were 
fetid with despair—when there’d been a fight, 

https://www.tikkun.org/
https://www.thebeatwithin.org/category/publication/
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or someone was crying, or a young person 
was protesting a special program (euphemism 
for solitary confinement) by lying on the cold 
concrete floor of their cell and kicking the 
door over and over and over and over. 

When I first heard that sound, I thought it con-
tained just about all anguish and anger in the 
entire world. Maybe it did. That didn’t mean I 
wouldn’t become inured to it.

But these days when, at the end of the week, I 
sit down with my incarcerated students’ writ-
ten words and type them up for submission to 
the magazine, liberating language from that 
cold building and dropping it into my warm 
home, the tension resurfaces so I feel it tug-
ging again at those places I’d thought long 
since hardened.

A kid writes about the pain of separation 
from his girlfriend, due to give birth in three 
months’ time.

Another writes of gratitude—he says that if he 
weren’t locked up, he’d probably  
be dead.

A 14-year-old boy writes about his twin broth-
ers, about the pain of missing their ninth 
birthday, about how he knows they look up to 
him and how he worries that they’ll make the 
same mistakes he did. As if it’s already over for 
him. Which, statistically at least, it is. 

And the distance between me and grief col-
lapses. And I’m right back in my years ago. 
And I feel, well beneath my bones, the truth of 
nothing ever changes.

But I push through because if these kids refuse 
to give in to despair, I have no right whatsoev-
er to wallow in mine. I push through because I 
know the smile that waits to be unshackled, to 
stretch itself across a young face when  
I hand them the newest edition of the maga-
zine and point to their words in print. I know 

that, through repetition, this validation can 
help unlock a belief in themselves that  
transcends cages.  

By the end of the next week’s workshop, Noél 
stopped playing cards and listened. By the 
beginning of the workshop after that, he left 
the cards outside the classroom and turned 
his desk toward me. That day, I abandoned 
the whiteboard, had the participants make a 
circle, and seated myself amongst them. Some 
of the younger ones dropped any pretense of 
participating, turned toward one another and 
cracked jokes. The others took turns reading 
and responding to the various prompts: “My 
Last Memorable Meal”; “What Irritates Me”; “If 
I Could Take Back One Thing.”

I don’t wanna write about these,” Noél said 
after one participant had described the shrimp 
burrito he’d gotten a few months back from a 
Fruitvale taco truck. 

I shrugged. “They’re just suggestions.  
I didn’t write any of them this week, so  
don’t worry about offending me if you’ve got 
a critique.”

He squinted at the paper. “I don’t like the one 
about the one thing we’d take back.”

I smiled because I’d felt the same way. The last 
thing these kids needed was to spend extra 
time thinking about and expressing regret. 
It went without saying that they’d take back 
whatever action landed them in detention. 
Of course, they would. But could they take 
back the conditions that led to that action? Of 
course, they couldn’t. 

I didn’t say any of that, of course. Talking at 
young people never accomplishes much. If 
you want to help them write, it accomplishes 
even less. 

“What don’t you like about it?” I said.
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“It assumes I did something wrong. But what  
if there wasn’t no right thing? From where I 
was sitting, the wrong thing woulda been to 
do nothing.”

I smiled. “So, you’ve got no regrets at all? Not 
even about that time you ordered the shrimp 
burrito when the carnitas was clearly the way 
to go?”

He laughed. “Shit. Maybe I got a few.” 

“Fuck this question,” I said. Noél’s eyebrows 
climbed his forehead. “Title your piece: No Re-
grets. Write about why you don’t regret doing 
the thing that everyone says you should.” 

Noél smiled and nodded. At the end of the 
workshop, he told me he was taking his papers 
back to his room with him. The next week, he 
said he was still working on something, but 
that he was excited to share it soon. The week 
after that, he limp/sprinted across the com-
mon area, greeted me outside the classroom 
door and thrust half a dozen yellow legal pad 
pages into my hands. “That’s my story,” he 
said, his eyes stuck to the pages like a proud 
parent to their infant child. “My philosophy,  
I guess.” 

I turned the pages over, noted his impeccable 
handwriting filling the front and back of each 
page. “I can’t wait to get home and read this.” 

He ran a hand through his hair. “You could 
read it now if you want. I’ll get the  
workshop started, get these knuckle- 
heads writing.”

I smiled. “Deal.” 

I walked into the Unit 2 classroom in posses-
sion of two things: Noél’s essay and a remind-
er of the most valuable lesson I’ve picked up 
in all my years as a teacher: the most essential 
thing we must give young people is not our 
knowledge but our attention, which is to say, 

our love. The question is not only how we’ve 
managed to build a system that withholds 
love, but how the system we’ve built has been 
capable of convincing us that the act of with-
holding somehow makes anyone safer.

Like most human interaction, in March of 
2020, Beat Within writing workshops went vir-
tual. Facilitators’ two-dimensional faces, along 
with our bookshelves, artwork and unmade 
beds, remote as they may have been, offered 
workshop participants—kids who hadn’t seen 
grass, sky, sun or clouds in weeks or months—
glimpses of the world beyond concrete walls. 
Some would ask me to turn my computer 
around and point the camera out the window 
so they could admire the gnarled oak tree that 
showers leaves onto my back patio. 

Many of the kids in the maximum-security 
unit went more than a year without touching, 
smelling, or embracing their family members. 
In place of in-person visits, through the magic 
of video conferencing, they were transported 
into their family’s living rooms and cars, onto 
their balconies and stoops. But these commu-
nications, while essential, also inflicted an in-
jury. Nestled within these glimpses of settings 
from which, like malignant growths, they’d 
been surgically removed, was a crystal clear 
vision—life going on without them.

We cannot grow in love unless we are im-
mersed in love. And we cannot imagine the 
selves toward which we strive if the clear-
est vision afforded us is our absence. But the 
system cannot teach incarcerated youth to 
practice this kind of imagining, because to do 
so would mean hastening its own demise. Be-
cause love requires the dismantling of cages. 
Because a cage makes our absence feel in-
evitable. Which is ultimately what this system 
seeks to reproduce: their un-being.

We must facilitate a cultural growing-up. This 
begins with doing some imagining for incar-

https://www.tikkun.org/
https://thecrimereport.org/2014/11/27/2014-11-to-the-understanding/
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cerated youth. It begins with naming  
and fighting for the world we must give  
them a chance to build bell hooks reminds  
us that, “What we cannot imagine cannot 
come into being.” So, it falls to abolitionists, 
then, to imagine and speak this new world 
into existence.

Ruth Wilson Gilmore says, “Abolition is not 
about absence but about presence,” remind-
ing us that we are engaged in a process not 
of destruction but of creation. So it falls to us, 
then, to build life-affirming institutions from 
the ashes of those that have long extinguished 
it. It falls to us to fight as though the possibil-
ity of life and love hangs in the balance, so 
that we might manifest, for our young, a safe 
and sustainable world, and so we might real-
ize, for us, relief from the ignominy of having 
shepherded such unspeakable violence.

It’s been more than seven years since Noél 
penned “To The Understanding,” and I’m sorry 
to say that, while I’m still facilitating work-
shops for The Beat Within at the Alameda 
County JJC, I lost touch with him long ago. If 
I could talk to him now, at some point in the 
conversation, I’d answer the first question he 
ever asked me:  
Why are you here? 

In Noél’s essay, he writes, “We are the state’s 
cash cows, the reason why more prisons are 
being built than schools…The sooner we ac-
cept this reality, the sooner we can change 
it. After all, it is us who live under their con-
trol, us who kill each other, us who refuse to 
learn—but it’s their traps into which we fall, it’s 
their tools of death  
we’re using.”

I’d tell Noél that I was there because I was be-
coming an abolitionist, developing the kind of 
ties that would compel me to risk something 
real, and to convince others to risk something 

real, so the trap into which he fell and  
the tools of death he was taught to use  
might be melted down, forged into some- 
thing generative. 

I’d tell him that, beyond giving him my atten-
tion and my love, I was learning what we all 
must do in love’s name. 

We are all prisoners of a dream that was 
manufactured to pacify us, to encourage us to 
accept the smallest conceivable lives, to in-
habit our smallest possible selves. 

I’d tell Noél that I was there to know the hurt 
inflicted in the name of our mythology, so I 
might help persuade others to dream creative-
ly, joyfully, expansively, lovingly, together, and 
inhabit larger selves than our cages could ever 
hope to contain. 

 
ZACH WYNER is a writer and 
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cerated youth and adults in the 
San Francisco Bay Area. His debut 
novel, What We Never Had, was 
published in 2016 by Rare Bird 
Books. He is a contributor to 
Dime Show Review, The Good 

Men Project, Curly Red Stories, Unbroken Journal, 
Atticus Review and Your Impossible Voice. Zach 
received an MFA in Creative Writing from the 
University of San Francisco and lives in El Cerrito, 
CA with his wife and children.
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The Social Sources  
of Trauma 
RABBI MICHAEL LERNER 

T  rauma impacts nearly everyone in 
capitalist societies. This truth was at 
the heart of what we discovered at the 
Institute for Labor and Mental Health. 

It led us to create Tikkun as a vehicle to in-
form people about ongoing traumas and their 
impact on all of us. This trauma convinces 
people that nothing visionary is possible and 
that everyone just cares for themselves and 
hence can’t be trusted to support you. In ad-
dition, everyone is taught the mythology that 
we live in a meritocracy. From these fallacies, 
we derive the absurd notion that our pains, 
disorders, struggles, insecurities, and failures 
to achieve our dreams (whether in our bodies, 
our minds, our intellects, our hearts, our spir-
its, or our economic status) are our own fault. 

This generates self-blaming which intensifies 
the trauma most children experience growing 
up with parents and caretakers who them-
selves carry trauma from their work world or 
from simply living in a world filled with brutal 
wars, torture, racism, sexism, homophobia, 
xenophobia, anti-Semitism, hatred of Muslims, 
fear and hatred of transsexual people, hatred 
of people with different religions, skin colors, 
or nationalities. And if all this was not enough 
to create trauma, there is also the reasonable 
fear of nuclear war and the certainty of in-
creasing destruction of the life support system 
of our planet Earth.

No wonder, then, that traumatized people 
turn to drugs, alcohol, hoarding of resources, 

Timon Studler on Unsplash

https://www.tikkun.org/
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Sadly, many people do not experience that 
in progressive circles and/or the way those 
movements are portrayed in the media. 

For people to feel safe in advocating for a sig-
nificant transformation of society, they need to 
feel part of a movement that genuinely cares 
about them. This care needs to manifest in the 
daily lived experiences of the social change 
movements and not only with humane poli-
cies. You can learn more about how to do this 
and what it would look like by reading my 
book Revolutionary Love.

Please share these ideas with everyone  
you know. 

RABBI MICHAEL LERNER holds a 
Ph.D. in philosophy (1972) and a 
second Ph.D. in psychology 
(1977), is editor of Tikkun, 
executive director of the Institute 
for Labor and Mental Health, 
rabbi of Beyt Tikkun Synagogue-
Without-Walls in Berkeley, chair 

of the international Network of Spiritual 
Progressives, and author of 12 books, most recently 
Revolutionary Love published by the University of 
California Press (more info about this book at  
www.tikkun.org/lj). 

crime, and organizations and political par-
ties that assure them that they are worthy of 
dignity and respect. This search for affirmation 
of one’s humanity is often available in right-
wing religious and political communities, even 
though it is at the expense of the humanity  
of others. Hence we are seeing a political  
party increasingly taken over by religious fa-
natics, and by people who advocate eliminat-
ing fundamental human rights contained  
in the U.S. Constitution.

In addition to supporting a vigorous social jus-
tice agenda to uphold and expand fundamen-
tal human rights, we also need a huge new 
empathic movement promoting a vision of a 
society based on love, generosity, caring for 
each other, and caring for the earth. People 
need to feel cared for, that they matter, and 
that they deserve respect. Tikkun has been 
working for decades to help build a move-
ment that gives equal attention to people’s 
needs for respect and recognition as we do 
to advocating for people’s material needs and 
human rights. 

Why? Because it is impossible to win the ex-
pansion of human rights and redistribution of 
wealth without people feeling genuinely cared 
for and respected by a progressive movement. 

https://www.tikkun.org/revlove/
www.tikkun.org
https://www.tikkun.org/lj
http://www.tikkun.org/lj
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