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Nova Religio

music, and singing all the prayers, the HLP also transformed the tunes
to which traditional Jewish prayers were sung, turning the religious serv-
ices into elaborate musical experiences, where the singing and dancing
would take place for hours. Departing further from Orthodox norms,
women danced alongside men.

Another area where the group combined hippie Californian tastes
with the demands of Jewish tradition was the House cuisine. The pres-
entation and consumption of food had been central to the celebration
of the Jewish Sabbath and festivals, and to the creation of a communal
atmosphere. Instead of traditional Eastern European food, however,
which, in mid-twentieth century America seemed to Jews to be synony-
mous with Jewish. cuisine, if not Jewish tradition as a whole, the HLP
members cooked vegetarian and macrobiotic dishes. On Friday nights,
they served vegetarian lasagna instead of the traditional Eastern
European gefilte fish. The change taking place in the role of women in
society affected the HLP’s culinary scene. While women did much of the
cooking, men also took part in the preparation of food, as well as in
cleaning the dining room, the kitchen, and the dishes after meals. Male
mewmbers of the HLP often became experienced and creative cooks,
many of them the primary chefs in their homes.

Such innovations in colors, tunes, and tastes provided women and
men a means to express their individuality while joining a tradition that
prescribed codes of diet, dress, and artifacts. For the women of the group,
the more innovative and individualized garments, religious objects, food,
and music also served to overshadow the non-egalitarian elements of the
religious tradition they had chosen to join. They were attracted to the com-
munity, its spirituality and what seemed to them the warmth and love it
radiated. Butat the same time, the hippies-turned-hasids were entering the
tradition on their own terms. Designing their physical appearance, religious
artifacts, food, and music, they were signifying to themselves and others that
they had maintained their freedom while moving into a new commitment
in their lives. In so doing, they created a unique community, different from
any other in the Jewish world at the time.

The group’s innovative atmosphere manifested itself in the Sabbath
and holiday meals, which were high moments for the community. Such cel-
ebrations also served as an opportunity for members of the group to invite
friends and introduce them to the HLP and its atmosphere. Dozens of
guests would show up. For many of them this was the first time they had
ever witnessed traditional Jewish worship. Sabbath and holiday celebra-
tions would go on for hours, with singing, dancing, storytelling, and food.!*
Former members have described the House’s holidays and Sabbath cele-
brations as enhancing an atmosphere of love of people for each other and
a sense of closeness to God. For some of them, such hours were the most
elevating, inspiring moments of their lives. “We felt,” Ilana Fried reminisced,
“as if the Messiah arrived and was standing outside the door.”®

60

Ariel: Can Adam and Eve Reconcile?

There was a promise of love, acceptance, and spiritual elevation
embodied in the spirit of the place. It was often the quest for commu-
nity and the promise of love that made people come to the place. For
many of them, their newly-acquired faith was also associated with the all-
embracing and spirited personalities of Carlebach and Schachter as
well as some other members of the house. The affectionate model of
conversion certainly played a part in the young women’s and men’s
decision to join the neo-hasidic group and take an interest in tradi-
tional Judaism.?’ The atmosphere that the group promoted created the
expectation of good, if not harmonious, relationships between the sexes.

Carlebach and Schachter’s worldviews at that time were endlessly
optimistic. For them, the hasidic tradition was lively and inclusive, and
in many ways compatible with the values of the counterculture. Modifying
hasidic lore and accommodating it to the aspirations of the new gener-
ation, they re-interpreted the tradition along the way.2? Their hasidic sto-
ries contained messages that represented the values they promoted, put
into the mouths of the founding fathers of hasidic Judaism, who had lived
in eighteenth- and ninetcenth-century Eastern Europe. Carlebach and
Schachter’s stories came to promote generosity of spirit, love, and com-
passion to all human beings. Men and women in Carlebach’s and
Schachter’s stories are good and giving. although they do not always real-
ize it, and they are capable of living harmoniously with each other.* The
messages of the stories were amazingly optimistic: goodness triumphs,
good people are saved, and human beings come to relate to each other
with respect, good will, and forbearance. In such stories, gentiles and Jews,
rich and poor, parents and children, husbands and wives, eventually dis-
cover each other’s goodness and live in harmony forever after.

CONVERTS, SEXUALITY, AND GENDER

Carlebach and Schachter’s messages, as well as the inviting atmos-
phere that developed at the HLP, attracted many non-Jews, who felt
comfortable coming to a Jewish neo-hasidic center and were exploring
the place in their quest for community and spirituality. According to one
source, non-Jews made up 40 percent of the people coming to the
House.? One, originally non-Jewish, woman described why she joined:

In 1969 I started nursing school in San Francisco City College, and in the
following spring, one of my fellow students invited me to attend a spe-
cial third-night of Passover Seder. . . .1 enjoyed this (my first Seder), but
she pooh-poohed it: “This is nothing; if you want to see what Judaism is
really like, go over to the House of Love and Prayer when Shlomo
Carlebach is there.” [ didn’t manage to go for quite a while. I was work-
ing fulltime, had a full class schedule and clinical sessions, etc. In August,
I went to the Krishna Festival, where I met Danny and the following
Saturday, when he called me up, I said I was planning to check out the
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House. It was Shabbat. When we walked into the House on Arguello
Street, Shlomo Carlebach came into the room and took us in a warm
embrace. . .. I'went to the House regularly after that.?6

Women did not necessarily compose the majority among non-Jewish
spiritual seekers who came to the HLP and took an interest in its activities,
but most of those who eventually converted to Judaism were women.
Conversion to Judaism entailed different rituals and obligations for men
and women. As a major transforming ritual, both women and men were
asked to immerse their entire bodies in a mikve, a ritual bath. Men were
expected, in addition to the immersion experience, to undergo the ritual
of circumcision, or, if they had already been circumcised, to undergo a rit-
ual in which they were symbolically circumcised. American men of the
baby boom generation were reluctant to undergo such rituals, which
seemed to them to expose and even violate their manhood.?” Consequently,
the number of women who completed the conversion process was much
higher than that of men. One can trace dozens of neo-hasidic women who
converted to Judaism, but while a sizable number of non-Jewish men were
affiliated with the HLP, few men completed the process. It seems that the
non-egalitarian nature of the conversion process offered women an advan-
tage: the requirements were less demanding than those for men, and
entailed only a painless, and even pleasant, ritual.

While the community followed the traditional rules and rituals of
conversion, the group as a whole did not sct rules for, or impose restric-
tions on, behavior in the sexual realm. The spiritual leaders of the place
did not convey a puritanical or judgmental message and left that area up
to individuals. “Carlebach never told people what to do. He left the sex-
ual realm open to people to make their own decisions,” asserted Rabbi
Moishe Gross, one of Carlebach and Schachter’s disciples.?® “Carlebach
and Schachter were no hypocrites,” remembered Ilana Fried, “they did
not set rules for people’s sexual lives.” It seemed that the neo-hasidic
spiritual leaders accepted the freedom that existed in the House in the
sexual realm, as in general they came to terms with the sexual revolution
of the 1960s and 1970s.

CLOSETED HOMOSEXUALS
AND MARRIAGEABLE HETEROSEXUALS

The inclusive and optimistic atmosphere of the HLP helped to offer
both Jews and non-Jews, of different personalities and inclinations, reas-
surance that whatever their private histories, aspirations, or sexual desires,
they could find a home in the Jewish tradition. The spiritual leaders of the
group tolerated more than sexual relationships between men and women
before marriage. Gays and lesbians at the HLP did not, as a rule, declare
their sexual orientation publicly and remained in the “closet,” as far as the
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larger community was concerned. Many gays and lesbians, however,
approached Carlebach or Schachter, asking for their opinion as to how to
reconcile their sexuality, which most Orthodox Jews considered to be con-
demned by the Torah, with their quest to live Jewish lives. In line with their
outreach philosophy, Carlebach and Schachter encouraged gays and les-
bians to join the group and become committed Jews. [t was better, they
claimed, to embrace tradition, even if there were some commandments
they could not keep.? In some cases, the advice was offered even when gays
and lesbians had only indirectly expressed their concerns. One gay mem-
ber, himself a clinical psychologist, attributed a surprising amount of spir-
itual and emotional power to the leaders of the group. “We did not need
to tell what our issues and dilemmas were. He could read through us, and
could see what people’s concerns were. At times, he would approach the
subject in his talks. . . . People knew when he was talking to them.™®

The life of the group thus included not only heterosexual premari-
tal and marital relationships, but also intimacies between gay men or
between lesbian women. Veterans of the group have observed that the
basement of the HLP served as a haven where the more discrete roman-
tic encounters took place. One member of the group, also a psycholo-
gist, made a drawing of the House.

The ground floor served as the “super ego.” That was where prayer services
took place, as well as communal meals and celebrations, where guests were
greeted, and where the rabbis taught and told stories. The upper floors
served as home for the more legitimate couples, while the basement served
as the place where less socially acceptable desires had their day.*!

Most members were heterosexual, and fell in love with members of the
opposite sex. They developed intimate relationships—with the knowledge
and approval of their friends in the groups—cohabited, and as a rule, even-
tually decided to marry. Marriages became major celebrations in the com-
munity. The elaborate nuptial festivities expressed the community’s sense
of optimism, its faith in the ability of the sexes to live in harmony, and were
demonstrations of the compromise the community established between
traditional sexual Jewish norms and the spirit of the counterculture 3 These
unprecedented festivities, for which the community was to gain national
fame, amalgamated hasidic and hippie styles and tastes, mirroring and
advertising the special hybrid culture of the community.

The atmosphere in the group encouraged its members to wed. While
the community tolerated men and women falling in love and developing
intimacy before marriage, it promoted the creation of stable relation-
ships and encouraged members to seal their attachments through mar-
riages and the building of families. In promoting such an attitude, the
group was paying homage to both the hippie culture and the Jewish mat
rimonial laws as they were understood by most Orthodox Jews at the time.
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Wedding ceremony for members of HLP, Golden Gate Park. [Photo courtesy
Moshe Kussoy.]

The compromise was: falling in love and making love in monogamous
relationships, leading towards marriages.

Jewish tradition came to the neo-hasids’ aid. While Jewish Orthodox
society of the 1960s held conservative American sexual norms, according
to which women were expected to wait until they were married to begin

A ) N N~
Bride and groom at wedding standing under a huppa. [Photo courtesy Moshe
Kussoy.]

[2Y:8

Ariel: Can Adam and Eve Reconcile?

thejr sexual lives, Jewish law actually allowed for more freedom in pre-
marital relationships than American middle-class morality did.*® In fact,
while adopting countercultural manners of courting and sexuality, and at
the same time breaking away from Jewish Orthodox and non-Orthodox
norms of modern times, the hasidic hippies were not; from a Jewish
halachic point of view, committing “adultery” or “deadly sins.”* Cohabita-
tion of eligible women and men is sanctioned by Jewish Jaw. In this respect,
the neo-hasids had an advantage over Christian new religious movements,
such as the Children of God, which attempted to amalgamate the Christian
evangelical tradition with the sexual norms of the counterculrure.
Committed Christians, as well as mainstream Amnericans in general, were
shocked by, and even viewed as criminal, a group that was dynamically
engaged in evangelism, promoting Jesus of Nazareth as the one true Savior,
and at the same time practicing free love.® The neo-hasids had their share
of mainstream Orthodox Jewish criticism over their relatively lax sexual
mores. But there were many in the Orthodox community, including
known hasidic leaders, who expressed support for the neo-hasids and their
experiment. Members of the neo-hasidic movement relied on the Talmud,
as well as on Maimonides, a twelfth-century sage, and on Rabbi Jacob
Emden, an eighteenth-century German halachic authority, to make the
claim that “living together with conjugal intentions . . . makes the couple
husband and wife.”3®

The group’s weddings were more than merely men and women cel-
ebrating their decisions to build their lives together and asking the
community to offer its blessing. The weddings provided the newly-weds,
as well as other members, a sense that they were connecting with some-
thing higher and bigger than themselves. Weddings cemented the
attachment between individuals and the larger community, its history,
and faith. By entering into the huppa, the Jewish marriage canopy, the
newly-weds were contributing to and taking their place in the long chain
of Jewish history and tradition. One veteran member reflected on the
community’s weddings:

In regular weddings, the actual religious ceremonies are very short, and

most of the time is spent on socializing before and after the ceremony.

In the neo-hasidic weddings, the people socialized, of course, but the

time under the Aupppalasted longer. Our rabbi would discuss the mean-

ing of the event. He would tell the bride and bridegroom that they were

not alone under the huppa. Standing there with them were the four

matriarchs as well as the three patriarchs, who were also taking part in

the ceremony. It was a sacred rite with endless significance . . . an event

larger than the eyes could see.”’

The elaborate and original weddings attracted hundreds of guests.
“On the guest list: the entire world” read a subtitle of a Lif¢ magazine
article dedicated to a HLP wedding performed in Golden Gate Park.
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The Lifemagazine people were impressed.” They noted, “Rabbi Shlomo
Carlebach, wearing love beads . . . interspersed the service with folk songs
and dances” (‘singing and dancing brings you closer to God’). By night-
fall the ceremony was in full cry, and when park police asked celebrants
to move on, they simply transferred the festivities to . . . the House of Love
and Prayer.” Weddings were Carlebach’s specialty and he became known
for them. He would travel to perform weddings and, at times, would
write new tunes for the wedding prayers.

Weddings inspired creativity among members of the group. For exam-
ple, they produced hetubot, matrimonial certificates, with innovative artis-
tic decorations. The individualization of the ketubah has given brides and
grooms the feeling that their personal styles could find expression in their
marriage ceremony and, by extension, in their newly adopted tradition in
general. Likewise, the innovative spirit overshadowed the reality that ketubot
were historically, in the Jewish tradition, non-egalitarian certificates,
prenuptial agreements, that have come to safeguard wives’ rights in antic-
ipation of the possibility that the marriage failed or the husband died. Like
the ketubah, other elements in the weddings, such as .3:&9 dresses, orna-
ments, haircuts, and the unusual location, offered the impression of a
free-spirited, egalitarian union, which differed from the older, more con-
ventional hasidic or mainstream American ones.

SEX, DRUGS, AND THE NEIGHBORS

Just as weddings and sexual morality among the neo-hasids were influ-
enced by the counterculture, so was the place of drugs in the community.
Like sexual freedom, marijuana and psychedelic drugs were part of the
counterculture and were almost taken for granted as part of a way of
life.39 Many of the persons affiliated with the HLP experimented with
drugs. “Officially there were no drugs, but of course people used drugs,”
noted one member.® “At least 80 percent of the people smoked pot and
did not make any special effort to conceal it,” testified another veteran
of the HLP.*! Many experimented with psychedelic drugs. Timothy Leary
himself paid a visit to the HLP in its early days.* While in the sexual
realm, group members compromised both Jewish and countercultural
norms, limiting themselves to monogamous relationships that led to
weddings, they had more leeway when it came to drugs. Experimenting
with drugs, they felt free, masters of their own domains. Like other attrib-
utes in the life of the community, doing drugs came to signify that sub-
mission to the halacha, the Jewish tradition and its daily demands, did not
mean giving up on the liberties of an open, free-spirited life. One could
be free and observant at the saine time.

In their sexual norms and use of drugs, the neo-hasids were different
from other new religious movements of the period that aimed at recruit-
ing Jews, such as the Christian-Jewish group Jews for Jesus, or the hasidic
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group Lubavitch, both of which operated with full vigor by the early
1970s in the San Francisco Bay Area. Both Jews for Jesus and Lubavitch
were advocating values and norms that were very different from the
counterculture and served to offer those who joined them a haven from
the hippie culture, its freedoms and alleged excesses. The neo-hasids,
on the other hand, did not offer an alternative to the values and norms
of the counterculture by replacing them with those of hasidic Judaism,
but rather attempted to amalgamate the two cultures. The demands and
restrictions that the group had placed on its members were therefore
more limited. As noted, the neo-hasids did not enforce a strict code of
sexual behavior, and accepted courting and premarital sex, tolerating
drug experimentation as well.

The Chabad House, the Lubavitch Center in Berkeley, was also an

‘open house that young men and women could turn to, but it placed

severe restrictions and demands on those entering its doors. The
Lubavitcher hasids did not tolerate premarital sex or gay sexual behay-
ior, just as they did not tolerate smoking pot or the use of psychedelic
drugs. Jews for Jesus, to take another example, banned in no uncertain
terms drugs, smoking in general, the drinking of alcoholic beverages,
and, most importantly, sexual relationships that were not betsveen mar-
ried persons and their spouses.

Another major difference between Jews for Jesus and the HLP, which
affected the kind of men and women who would join the different
groups, was the strict work ethic that Jews for Jesus advocated. The neo-
hasids, on the other hand, tolerated people’s decision to take time off
from working and the building of careers, in order to concentrate on
spiritual or intellectual goals. The HLP, for example, attracted a num-
ber of law students, and even trained lawyers, who decided to abandon
their profession and devote their lives to spiritual and intellectual pur-
suits. Most of the lawyers were men, as women in the late 1960s and early
1970s were not yet represented in the legal profession in large numbers.
Neo-hasidic women, in their turn, were often reluctant to enter the rat
race. Unlike men, they did not drop out of law school, but chose not to
go there in the first place.*® Womanhood, in the group’s perceptions,
legitimized taking time off for spiritual or intellectual growth, which was
conceived to be as important as building careers, making a livelihood,
or taking care of one’s home. Joining neo-hasidism and its culture,
therefore, alleviated, at least temporarily, some of the anxieties that women
began encountering in an increasingly career-oriented, competitive,
female environment. The HLP offered women an alternative paradigm
to middle-class American norms, which advocated that women, as much
as men, should make sacrifices for the sake of social and economic
advancement. Likewise, keeping orderly, presentable homes was not a
high priority for women and men of the group, who, as a rule, rejected
the middle-class value of respectability. Ironically, joining a hippie-hasidic
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newly-observant Jews, vegetarianism has become a preferred way of
keeping the Jewish dietary laws as it does justice to both the Jewish law
and to what many see as a healthy diet. It has also made the observance
of kashrut easier. The newly Orthodox have enlarged the scope of Jewish
delicacies, creating new menus and adapting a variety of cuisines to
kosher kitchens. Likewise, they have offered a living example that men,
too, can cook good meals and still find time to study the Torah. Neo-
hasids also introduced dramatic changes in Orthodox styles of dress and
religious objects. Similarly, they have transformed Jewish music, turning
country and rock music into legitimate expressions of Jewish devotion.

Most important, the neo-hasids pointed the way for the Orthodox
community to come to terms with the sexual revolution of the 1960s and
1970s. It was possible, the neo-hasids pointed out, to court and love
before marriage without breaching the integrity of the Jewish tradition
or the sanctity of matrimony. At the turn of the twenty-first century, this
understanding became the de facto arrangement among centrist Jewish
Orthodox circles.®

CAN ADAM AND EVE LIVE IN PEACE?

While the neo-hasids helped transform traditional Jewish styles and
practices, bringing about changes in Jewish spiritual, material, and sex-
ual life, their own private experiences were not always as gratifying as
they had expected them to be. Some disappointment has resulted from
a sense of promiscs that failed to materialize. The messianic vision,
embodied in the hippie-hasidic community of love, tolerance, and gen-
erosity of spirit, was not realized. Many former members have under-
gone trials and tribulations in their married and intimate lives that did
not fit the high expectations that had been embodied in the spirit of the
community. The frustration was particularly strong in regard to the
promise of harmonious relationships between the sexes and relation-
ships in which men and women would provide each other with endless
affection, moral support, and understanding. Generosity of spirit and
love of fellow human beings were values that all neo-hasids highly appre-
ciated but came to find lacking in those around them.

In addition to a personal sense of disillusionment, cultural develop-
ments helped to increase the sense of frustration. Throughout the last
quarter of the twenteth century, the women’s movement successfully
challenged traditional assumptions about females’ roles in the family
and in society. Women and men developed new standards and expec-
tations in the relationship between the genders, based on growing
respect for the needs and aspirations of women. A number of women
have voiced disappointment and even anger at what they have come to
perceive as a lack of equality between the genders within observant
TJudaism. While some female veterans of the House maintained their

IaZa)

Ariel: Can Adam and Fve Reconcile?

The second generation of the HLP in the House’s garden. [Photo courtesy
Moshe Kussoy.]

neo-hasidic affiliation, and some have even preferred more demanding
forms of traditionalist Judaism, other women have concluded that there
were insurmountable obstacles to gender equality within Orthodox
Judaism, since men enjoyed a privileged position within the tradition.
Some have evaluated their experience in the group and have come to
view it as non-egalitarian, and even embodying elements of abuse. Many
of the neo-hasidic women who entered the world of observant Judaism
assumed that it would enable them to follow tradition and at the same
time allow them autonomy as persons and females. Now, some of them
have come to doubt if this was really ever possible. In the mid-1990s,
Lilith, a major Jewish feminist magazine, published testimonies of alleged
inappropriate sexual advances by a leader of the group.”” The article
stirred heated reactions, including strong protests. The accusations were
not uncommon among female veterans of religious groups and utopian
communities with charismatic leaders. Some women have come to look
back with anger on their experiences in such communities, particularly
if the groups have ceased to exist and the spiritual and communal ben-
efits they provided have disappeared.®® But the bitter recollections have
raised the question of what educated and independentminded women
were doing in the first place in a group that they have later come to view,
at times bitterly, as non-egalitarian.

Scholars who have examined women’s participation in new reli-
gious movements have come up with a number of insightful suggestions

to explain the attraction of educated females, in an age of women'’s
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emancipation, to non-egalitarian communities. Some have suggested a
“trade-in” model: women giving up on external achievements, such as
careers, in exchange for spiritual fulfillment, a sense of inner security,
and a supportive community.®® Others have spoken about “the power
of submission,” a similar model, which comes to explain the giving up
of liberties, available to women in the more open and permissive soci-
ety, in favor of meaningful roles and the sense of security o.mmama in a
non-egalitarian society.® Scholars who have examined Jewish women
returnees to tradition have concluded that a major attraction for women
has been the prospect of marriage and the building of a family.®* While
all these models and insights are certainly valid, the dynamics of
women’s participation in the neo-hasidic movement were somewhat dif-
ferent. Many of the women who were attracted to the place, believed
that they could participate in Jewish life in an egalitarian and non-sub-
missive manner. Their choice of the neo-hasidic movement as their spir-
itual and communal home was not accidental. Women who joined the
HLP tended to be independent-minded and strong willed, oftentimes
moreso than the men in the group. The hippie-hasidic group offered
more liberties than other groups and left more space for the persons
affiliated with it to maintain their independence of mind. They were
not the kind of persons who would remain in unsatisfactory commu-
nities or marriages.

It is perhaps not surprising that a high percentage of the neo-hasidic
marriages ended in divorce, a reality that is not unheard of among vet-
erans of spiritual hippie groups.? “Some marriages,” an HLP veteran
mused, “were shorter than the weddings.” Many remarried, often to
other divorced members of the community. A number of former neo-
hasidic females have given up on marriages with men altogether, having
reached the conclusion that they would never be able to build good rela-
tionships with members of the opposite sex. A few female veterans of the
HLP entered into lesbian relationships, for the most part after being
involved with and married to men.5* Unlike gay members of the group,
who, for the most part, had been aware of their sexual orientation early
on, lesbian members discovered their sexual inclinations later in their
lives, after they had parted with the group. In addition to their disap-
pointment with men, a lesbian lifestyle seemed more consistent to some
women with their feminist views.

Despite their disillusionment with the division of roles in an observant
Jewish environment, lesbian veterans of the group, as well as other disillu-
sioned females, did not give up on actively practicing Judaism. Many of
them adopted a more liberal interpretation of the tradition and moved into
more egalitarian and feministoriented Jewish environments. The tenden-
cies during the 1970s and 1980s in the Conservative and Reconstructionist
movements, as well as in Havura Judaism, helped some of them find a
home in those groups.® Others joined the Renewal movement, which
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emerged as the more liberal and egalitarian branch of neo-hasidism, and
became an almost natural choice for feminist veterans.%

The neo-hasidic spiritual leaders became well aware of the difficulties
in the relationships between their male and female disciples. They, too,
went through matrimonial crises and divorces. Following a kabalistic
interpretation, Carlebach attributed the tension and bitterness between
the sexes to the misunderstanding between Adam and Eve. “Adam and
Eve have not yet made peace,” he claimed.®® The primary man and
woman will make peace, he promised, when the Messiah comes and ush-
ers in a harmonious era in the relationship between the sexes. Such a
vision recognized, somewhat belatedly, the impossibility of harmonious
relationships between the sexes in this imperfect age. Schachter, in his
turn, promoted psychotherapeutic means to deal with anger and frus-
tration over sour relationships. He recommended the following formula
for women and men who felt that they had been emotionally abused by
their partners: “write that person a letter with all the vituperation that you
feel; then read that letter while imagining that this persou is sitting in
front of you. Do this for about forty days.” 87

CONCLUSION

The most important change the neo-hasids introduced in the role of
women within the Jewish tradition was not in the details of day-to-day life.
The real innovation was turning Judaism from a community whose sacred
language, texts, and knowledge were open almost exclusively to men, into
a tradition with a literary, mystical, and legal heritage accessible to women.
The neo-hasidic movement was the first, in the context of traditionalist
Judaism, to address women as “people,” as having the same intellectual and
spiritual needs and privileges as men. It was a recognition on the part of
traditionalist Jews that a new era had dawned, one in which women were
as educated and independent as men, and made their communal and spir-
itual choices on their own. If traditionalist forms of Judaism wished to sui-
vive, they had to persuade women of the validity of the tradition, and offer
them an opportunity to share its heritage.

The difficulties in the relationships between the sexes notwithstand-
ing, the group presented an observant Jewish tradition that was open for
women to share and explore, bringing about a revolution in that realm.
Since the 1970s, Jewish traditionalist communities now look upon women
as rightful heirs to Jewish learning, offering women extensive education
in their own tradition and the means to connect more intensively to
Jewish spirituality.®® Neo-hasidism has, against all odds, negotiated a path
between the sexual morality of traditional Judaism and the more permis-
sive hippie culture. The neo-hasidic solutions in this realm have paved the
way for non-affiliated or liberal Jews, as well as non-Jews, to find a home
in a traditjonalist Jewish community. Likewise, the group served as an
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example for the Orthodox community in confronting the challenge of
the sexual revolution, proving that the community could come to terms
with the new liberties in premarital relationships, and at the same time
maintair its integrity, and even recruit new members.

While offering women more space and opportunities, the neo-hasidic
community did not fully revolutionize the different roles of women and
men in the realm of liturgy and day-to-day obligations. Female members
discovered that the gap between the sexes could be frustrating, corre-
sponding at times to the disparities that the feminist movement pointed
to in the general culture. While the community promoted love between
the sexes and emphasized the beauty and sanctity of marriage, it could
not prevent friction and anger in such unions. It has become more and
more evident to members of the group that Adam and Eve have not yet
reconciled and that harmonious relationships between the sexes are
reserved for the messianic times.
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Whose Nazareth Baptist Church?

Prophecy, Power, and Schism in South Africa

Joel E. Tishken

ABSTRACT: This article examines the succession of leadership within
the Nazareth Baptist Church of South Africa, a prophetically grounded
Afro-Christian Church. Over its near century of existence, the church
has changed central leadership on three occasions. Successful claimants
have all been male relatives of the founder, Isaiah Shembe, and have all
demonstrated an ability to prophesy and heal. Each successful claimant
has used the content of prophetic dreams and visions to bolster his can-
didacy. This article argues, however, that the source of those prophecies,
and not merely the content, was a critical part of leadership decisions.
This point is best seen in the second transition of leadership, a transi-
tion that was stormily contested between Londa Shembe and Amos
Shembe. Amos Shembe was ultimately successful because he effectively
convinced the membership that his candidacy was in accordance with
the wishes of Isaiah. In contrast, Londa only received prophecies from
the previous leader (his father) J. G. Shembe. The most successful
claimants to central leadership have been, and will likely continue to be,
those who most convincingly lay claim to the prophetic mantle of the
founder, Isaiah Shembe.

Without mentioning the name SHEMBE, Ibandla lamaNazaretha is non-
existent.

—Mthembeni P. Mpanza, Submission to the Truth and

Reconciliation Commission, 18 November 1997

There are limits with which I must create my own stvle of leadership.
I cannot do as I please. T can only interpret and follow the prophet’s
charter and adapt it to modern conditions.

—Londa Shembe to J. P. Kiernan'
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