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[image: jpg]

On the Last Days of Passover

On the Festival of Receiving the Torah

[image: jpg]

During the Month of Elul

[image: jpg]

On the Eve of the New Year

[image: jpg]

On the Morning of the New Year

[image: jpg]

At the Sounding of the Shofar

[image: jpg]

Meditation for the Days of Awe

On the Eve of the Day of Atonement

[image: jpg]

On the Morning of the Day of Atonement

[image: jpg]

On the Afternoon of the Day of Atonement
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EDITOR’S PREFACE


If I had not fallen, I could not have arisen;
If I had not sat in darkness,
God would not have been a light for me.

—MIDRASH TEHILLIM
(Commentary on the Psalms), Chapter 22



From the women’s gallery I gaze down at the vast sanctuary of the partially restored Lostice synagogue with its high vaulted ceilings and feel a sense of awe mixed with sad-ness. A plain blue curtain hangs against the eastern wall, where the altar once stood. On the main floor below, the men of the congregation once raised their voices in prayer; now, through broken windows, I hear only the call and response of birds.

This synagogue once held twenty-two Torah scrolls and was the center of a Jewish community that dates back to the sixteenth century. Today, in May 2006, the carved wooden doors are bolted shut, and not a single Jewish resident remains in Lostice; yet this small Moravian town has not forgotten its Jewish history. It remembers that more than 150 years ago, Fanny Neuda found peace and comfort here, as she wrote in her prayer “On Entering the Synagogue”:

Merciful God, you are close to me everywhere,
But closest to me in this place.
Here I feel safe and secure in your protecting hand,
O Protector of All.
Here I feel shielded from life’s uncertainties.
Here my soul willingly offers up its sacrifices,
And I gladly place my life at your disposal.
Here I disclose to you my innermost secrets and desires.

Fanny sat on this high balcony at the back of the synagogue with the women of her community, looking down toward the bimah, where her husband, Rabbi Abraham Neuda, led the congregation in prayer, courageously delivering his sermons in German so all could understand and learn. This is where Fanny later stood devastated at the age of thirty-five to say Kaddish for her husband, who died at forty-two. A few steps away, where the rabbi’s living quarters once stood, is also where she composed her heartfelt prayers.

Fanny Neuda’s collection, Hours of Devotion, was the first Jewish prayer book for all occasions written by a woman for women. A best-seller in the German language for more than a century, reprinted in twenty-eight editions between 1855 and 1918, translated into Yiddish in Europe and English in the United States, this remarkable book of prayers would bring solace to generations of women, and to me.

SEARCHING FOR A PRAYER

In the wake of a polarizing divorce, my first child and only son, Adam, then in his twenties, disappeared from my life for more than eleven years. All my attempts to contact him had failed. My friends and family provided support and advice, but one editorial client, the author Judith Orloff, M.D., offered the most radical suggestion of all. “There is something you can do,” she said. “You can pray— it works.”

I was a book editor for the J. Paul Getty Trust in Los Angeles. I was also a published poet and had previously worked as a freelance journalist, contributing regularly to the Los Angeles Times, among other newspapers and magazines. But this was not the kind of writing assignment I was used to. What sort of prayer could I possibly compose that would be neither too selfish nor too weak? How could I ever find words strong and loving enough to heal the painful rift between us?

Then one day, as I was browsing in Sam Johnson’s Book Shop around the corner from my house, I noticed a slim, well-worn volume tucked between larger tomes in the Judaica section. The spine was mysteriously blank. Out of curiosity, I plucked it off the shelf and discovered Hours of Devotion: A Book of Prayers and Meditations for the Use of the Daughters of Israel, During Public Service and at Home, for All Conditions of Woman’s Life, translated by M. Mayer “from the German Stunden der Andacht” (New York, 1866). The author’s name was notably absent.

As I scanned the table of contents—skimming past the morning and evening prayers, prayers for each day of the week, for the Sabbath, the New Moon, and the Jewish holidays—I was captivated by the many prayers written especially for women. There were personal prayers for a bride, for a woman about to give birth, for mothers with grown children, for widows. In addition were special prayers that could be used by men as well as women and by people of any faith—for travel, for patience and strength, for healing, for thanksgiving, and for loss.

Then I saw the title “A Mother’s Prayer Whose Child Is Abroad.”1I was stunned to discover that someone had actually written a prayer for a woman whose child was absent from her life, a woman like me. As I began to read the heart-felt pleas of a mother asking God to watch over her child when she could not, to “lead him safely over every rock and thorn in his path,” to “grant him strength and calm”—I felt, at last, that someone understood both my pain and my hope. The last lines contained the message I had been seeking:

O Parent of All, hear my fervent prayer

And bring my child back to me

At the right time, full of joy and the vigor of life,

To be the pride and delight of my heart,

A blessing to all, and pleasing in your sight,

My God and Sovereign. Amen.

I bought the book and began to read that prayer often— then the prayers for morning and evening, and then the days of the week. Each time I dipped into this slender volume, I felt comforted. Almost immediately I began to imagine the possibility of updating it for a modern-day audience.

Then a chain of amazing events began to unfold. I was preparing for my father’s ninetieth birthday party to be held in my hometown of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, by producing a limited-edition oral history I had conducted with my father to present as a gift to our family. My father had often said he wanted the words I'dor va-dor (from generation to generation) inscribed on his tombstone, and since my initial purpose in interviewing him was to discover what values he wanted to pass down, I also decided to use this as the title of his birthday booklet. In the process of searching through family photographs to illustrate the text, I came across pictures of my son as a child and was flooded with feelings of love and sorrow. I recalled how close Adam had been to his grandfather. What a joy it would be for my father to see him, or even to hear from him again. This led to what seemed an impossible idea at the time: What if I were to send Adam an invitation to the party? If he did nothing more than send a birthday card, it would bring his grand-father such happiness. When I asked a few trusted family members what they thought of the idea, each one advised me not to do it, that it would only bring me more disappointment and pain.

Then came Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, a time for reflection and change. I had married a non-Jewish man and had not been attending synagogue regularly, but High Holiday services were a given, so we decided to try Leo Baeck Temple, a Reform congregation we had visited occasionally. On the eve of the holiday, Rabbi Emily Feigenson gave a sermon on signs from God. “You know when it’s time to reach out to someone who has hurt you,” she said. “The sign is a broken heart.” All at once I heard myself sob out loud and felt the tears streaming down my cheeks. I knew I had to invite Adam to the party. The next day I picked up one of the invitations, illustrated with a sepia-tone photograph of my father at age thirteen, holding a violin in his lap—his bar mitzvah portrait. I addressed the envelope, walked to the corner mailbox, and dropped it in. I felt as if I were tossing a stone into the ocean, with no expectation whatsoever of what might become of it, and doing this gave me a sense of great freedom. That day I also decided to join the temple.

Two weeks later a representative from the congregation was due to arrive at our house for a membership interview. I had just come home from the farmer’s market, and my arms were filled with gladiolas. The phone rang, I put down the flowers, and a voice at the other end said, “Hello. This is going to come as a big surprise to you. This is your son, Adam.” I could hardly believe my ears.

“I received your invitation,” the voice at the other end said, “and I’m calling to let you know that I’m coming.”

Not knowing if he would hang up immediately, not knowing if this was even really my son, whose voice I hadn’t heard in more than a decade, all I could say was, “I have to tell you—this is an answer to a prayer.”

That was the beginning of a new and beautiful chapter in our relationship, one that is even more precious to us than it might have been, perhaps, because of the years we missed. What I didn’t understand at the time but have now come to realize through the process of working on this book is that the very act of sending that invitation was a form of prayer—that sometimes we can pray without even knowing it. We can pray with our hearts alone. Fanny’s humble little book, with its fervent expressions of true feeling, had given me the courage to do what I needed to do. It had begun to help me heal.

Soon after this life-altering experience, I began to think more seriously about how wonderful it would be if others could have access to this extraordinary book so they, too, might be comforted and find an avenue toward personal prayer. For five years the idea of updating Hours of Devotion for a contemporary audience remained just that. Mean-while, my life began to move in unexpected directions, leading me further into Jewish study and practice. Without being fully conscious of it, I was preparing for the work I needed to do.

GOD IN THE ROOM

I was a spiritual child, as perhaps all young children are. My parents, who were active in our Reform congregation in Milwaukee, enrolled me in religious school at an early age and frequently took me to services. I loved sitting in the large vaulted sanctuary of Temple Emanu-El B'ne Jeshurun with its plush burgundy-velvet seats, staring up at the paintings of Abraham and Sarah, Moses, and Joseph on the domed ceiling above and wondering how Isaac must have felt when his father took him up the mountain and what Joseph’s coat of many colors must have looked like. When I was about seven years old, my mother helped me compose my own bedtime prayer, which we would recite together each night:

God bless my mother, my father,

My sister, my brother, all my relatives,

My country, my friends, and myself.

May we all live healthy, happy, and together. Amen.

After my mother turned out the lights, I would often sit up in bed in the dark and think about God. When I did this, I would sometimes feel a tingling sensation at the very top of my head, which gave me a wonderful feeling of happiness and calm. I came to believe that God was not a bearded old man gazing down from some distant, heavenly throne, like in my illustrated Bible, but rather very close, right there in my room.

When I was about nine or ten years old, my grandfather tried to teach me Kabbalah. Grandpa Berland was a scholar from Kiev and a man of great kindness and humility. As the story goes, he had narrowly escaped being forcibly conscripted into the czar’s army. No one knows exactly what my grandmother, then pregnant with my Aunt Sophia, told the soldiers who pounded at the door, but that night they packed what they could carry and fled Ukraine with their three-year-old daughter, my Aunt Fanny, and one small diamond sewn inside a coat.

On one memorable occasion during my early childhood, my father and grandfather spent all evening after our Pass- over Seder arguing about how God had actually parted the Red Sea. My father, an attorney and a man of logic, argued that it must have been the result of an unusual meteorological event—a freak storm combined with unusually low tides, or some other occurrence with a rational explanation. But my grandfather would have none of that. “It was a mira-cle,” he calmly insisted again and again, “a miracle from God.” He had, after all, experienced miracles of his own.

One day my grandfather invited me to sit down with him at the table. He spread out a piece of paper containing the Hebrew alphabet. “These letters are also numbers,” he began, “and they can be arranged and rearranged to make everything in the universe.” Though I didn’t understand much of what he was trying to teach me, I have never forgot-ten the impact of those lessons, which I sensed held a know-ledge that was both mysterious and profound. By introducing me to the secrets of mystical Judaism, my grandfather made me feel very special and, perhaps unknowingly, ignited a spark that would ultimately illuminate the spiritual direction of my life.

I had the honor of being the first girl trained at my temple to become a bat mitzvah (literally, daughter of the commandments). When that long-awaited morning arrived, I entered the temple in my new pink piqué dress and white patent-leather shoes, stepped up to the bimah with as much courage as I could muster, and read from the Torah before a congregation filled with family and friends. After completing my reading and then delivering the speech my father had largely written for me, I found myself standing in front of the rabbi, my eyes at about the level of his tie clip. As Rabbi Herbert A. Friedman—a tall, handsome man with a sonorous voice—placed his hands lightly above my head to bestow the priestly blessing, I felt something I had never felt before and had no words for. It was a sense of pure, absolute love. I was deeply moved but also confused. No one had ever taught me about the heart’s connection to the divine, and I had no context for this powerful feeling of exaltation. Later, as the guests were just beginning to arrive for the reception at our home, I pulled my mother aside and asked her with troubled intensity, “Mother, do you think the rabbi was sincere?” No doubt finding my innocent bewilderment amusing, and perhaps not knowing how to explain an experience to me that she had never had, she began to laugh and immediately repeated my words to other family members. I felt keenly embarrassed and never again asked such a question.

FROM SOURCE TO SOURCE

As an adult, my circuitous spiritual path—punctuated by bouts of struggle and loss—led me on a long quest, often far from Judaism, to try to recapture the sense of acceptance, love, and communion with God that I had glimpsed as a child. In the 1970s, I dabbled in Buddhism, used a book to teach myself to meditate, and in the early 1980s became involved in the Hindu spiritual practice of Siddha Yoga with the guru Swami Muktananda.

At the height of my involvement in Siddha Yoga, I meditated daily, bought a silk sari, burned Blue Pearl incense, and would habitually wake up before dawn—although I had never been an early riser—to drive five miles to the ashram for the morning chant to the guru, which was accompanied by the haunting rhythms of sitar and tabla. My meditation experience was so blissful that at first I thought someone must be pumping marijuana into the air-conditioning system. I became so entranced by the floating sensation I felt during deep meditation that I even lost my lifelong fear of swimming. Then one evening while standing in line, waiting to kneel at the guru’s feet and offer him a flower in exchange for a swat on the head from his peacock feather, I woke up to the fact that bowing down to another human being was definitely “not Jewish.” I finally stopped attending, though I did continue to meditate for years, if only sporadically. Ultimately, I drifted back to my Reform habit of three-times-a-year Judaism, attending services for the High Holidays, and celebrating Passover and Hanukkah.

Then in early 2001 a memo came across my desk that would change my life utterly. The Getty Trust informed all vested employees that they could apply for a “Study and Renewal Leave”—three months of paid leave, with benefits and a travel allowance, to study or pursue a project any-where in the world. I had been longing for a stretch of time and the freedom to work on my own poetry and decided to apply for a self-styled writing retreat in San Miguel de Allende, a beautiful, historic town in central Mexico, where my husband and I had celebrated our tenth wedding anniversary the year before. I set off on my two-month sojourn with a mixture of excitement and anxiety, sensing that the period of solitude I had chosen, far from everything and everyone familiar in my life, would be a turning point in ways I could not then imagine.

In the suitcase I reserved for books, I packed (along with several volumes of poetry, astronomy, physics, bird-watching, and a music dictionary) Rabbi David Cooper’s inspiring book God Is a Verb and Rodger Kamenetz’s The Jew in the Lotus,2 a book my cousin Mel’s wife, Ruth, had plucked off her daughter-in-law’s bookshelf and spontaneously thrust into my hands for no apparent reason during a recent family reunion. “Here. I think you’ll like this book,” she said. I didn’t know at the time that Cooper had studied with Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, one of the Jewish leaders featured in Kamenetz’s book, nor that “Reb Zalman” had inspired and guided the Jewish Renewal movement, to which I would soon be introduced.

Since I knew no one in San Miguel and was planning to be in town for Rosh Hashanah, I decided to join the weekly Torah study group there. On my first visit the leader handed me a flyer stating that this was “a Jewish Renewal community,” which I later learned meant an inclusive, egalitarian approach to Judaism that brings the spiritual traditions of Kabbalah, contemplative practice, and Hasidic ritual into a contemporary context.

One Sabbath morning, a woman in the study group read an e-mail commentary on that week’s Torah portion that was unlike any Jewish teaching I’d ever heard before. When I asked who wrote it, she told me it was by Rami Shapiro, a rabbi who had just moved from Florida to Los Angeles— where I lived—to lead an organization called Metivta, a Center for Contemplative Judaism, founded by Rabbi Jonathan Omer-Man, another of the progressive rabbis featured in The Jew in the Lotus. The following week the woman returned with one of Rabbi Rami’s books, Minyan: Ten Principles for Living a Life of Integrity.3 The first principle was “Meditate.” Could there really be such a thing as Jewish meditation? I was thrilled to discover that there was and that it was remarkably similar to the meditation I had been practicing in Siddha Yoga, except using Jewish prayer as the mantra—especially the Shema, the central prayer of Judaism, affirming the oneness of God. How wonderful was that? From that day on, I began meditating daily, this time within my own religious tradition.

But my joy didn’t last long. I returned home to national and personal devastation. The terrorist attacks of September 11 had just shaken the world and, though I had refused to see it coming, my marriage soon imploded as well. I had returned to a traumatized world, I was inconsolable, and I needed spiritual guidance more than ever. I looked up Metivta’s address, only to discover that I had been driving right past it on my way home from work every workday for more than two years. I began attending the weekly meditation and Torah study sessions there, at first mainly as a respite from the pain. I was becoming quite skilled at driving while crying.

One night a scholar by the name of Ronnie Serr came to teach. In presenting the story of Joseph being sold into slavery, the Torah portion for the week, he conveyed a powerful teaching from the Ba’al Shem Tov, a five-step process from suffering to thanksgiving, with prayer at its center. The first step is suffering, which does not need to be sought, since it comes to us all; second is the acceptance of suffering, which is a practice of awareness; third is the act of prayer, calling out to God for help; fourth is the gift of redemption, which comes as a direct result of prayer; and fifth is thanksgiving, which springs naturally from the experience of being heard and received.

As far removed as I was then from being able to accept my suffering as a step toward anything—I just wanted the pain to go away—the very thought struck me to the core. I approached Ronnie after class to tell him how much his teaching had meant to me because I was going through a period of so much suffering. He listened to me, looked deep into my eyes, and with great compassion said, “The world is for you.” In that moment I knew I had found my teacher.

On the way home, driving with tears streaming down my face, I could feel my brokenness as though my pain were an entity in itself. I was keenly aware of my suffering and felt helpless to stop it. So I cried out loud to God, pleading for help with every sob, asking to be relieved of this terrible sorrow. Then, instantaneously, just as I was reaching the crest of a hill, a sensation of calm descended on me like a blanket of light. My sobbing stopped, and all at once I felt as peaceful as if I had been meditating for hours. I was so transformed by this sudden emotional shift that I could do nothing but laugh in thanksgiving, amazed and grateful that prayer could really work in this way, even for a minute, even for a second. Although it had not been my conscious intention, I had clearly absorbed Ronnie’s teaching and put it into action. Something profound had happened to me simply by acknowledging the truth of my soul and asking God for help.

FROM GENERATION TO GENERATION

Since that night I’ve had many more opportunities to learn the transformative power of personal prayer. Beginning in early 2002, I began attending Ronnie’s Shir HaShirim (Song of Songs) class, a private study group that has grown into an intimate spiritual community. When my father died on Thanksgiving Day 2003, one day before his ninety-fifth birthday, Ronnie invited me to share stories of his life with the group. I presented the illustrated booklet I’d produced, L'Dor Va-Dor: From Generation to Generation, the project that had led to my son’s return. Doing so made me realize that the time had come to begin work on that nineteenth-century Jewish prayer book for women I’d shelved away years before. I would launch this endeavor as a tribute to my father’s memory.

I still had no idea about the origin of Hours of Devotion, who might have written it, or how popular it had been. So I turned to bibliographic researcher Valerie Greathouse, a longtime Getty colleague, to do some sleuthing for me. A few days later, I opened my e-mail, and, like words rising to the surface inside a black oracle ball, a name popped up on my computer screen: Fanny Neuda (née Schmiedl), 1819-1894. Just as I’d hoped and imagined, the author was a woman.

Once I learned her name, I was able to discover that Fanny Neuda was born on March 6, 1819, in the Moravian town of Ivancice (then Eibenschutz, Austria) and had married Rabbi Abraham Neuda (1812-1854) of Lostice (then Loschitz, Austria),4 where she was living in 1855, when her book was published. When I did an initial Internet search for this town, the first site that came up was that of Respect and Tolerance, an independent foundation in Lostice, Czech Republic, dedicated to documenting and preserving the Jewish history of that area.5 There I learned that the earliest record of Jewish presence in Lostice was from 1544; that by 1849, when Fanny and her family lived there, the Jewish community represented 17 percent of the total population, living in mutual cooperation with its Christian neighbors; that by 1942 the last remaining Jewish residents were rounded up and taken to concentration camps, most to their deaths; and that the town doesn’t have a single Jewish resident today.

Exploring further, I found a vivid painting by Judith Joseph, Memorial for Jewish Victims of the Holocaust, Lostice, Czech Republic, 2005,6 which contains the following text in large Hebrew letters: “You must do the same with your brother’s donkey, his garment, or anything else your brother loses and you find: You must not ignore it” (Deut. 22:3). The personal message I took from this verse was that since I had found Fanny Neuda’s book of prayers—or, in another sense, it had found me—I had a sacred duty to bring it back to life.

On learning that Judith Joseph was educated in Wisconsin and had exhibited her work in Milwaukee, my hometown, I decided to contact her. My late mother, Helen Berland, was also a Wisconsin artist, and I was curious to find out if Judith may have known of my mother and also what Judith’s connection to Lostice might be. Not only did she recall my mother’s work, but their paintings had hung together in a 1994 exhibition celebrating the sesquicentennial of Jewish presence in Wisconsin at the Haggerty Museum of Art at Marquette University. How likely was it that I would stumble across a person connected both to my own home and to Fanny’s, and both through links to Jewish history? The synchronicities connected with this project were beginning to feel like a series of little miracles. But the connection between Judith’s current home in a Chicago suburb and that small town in the Czech Republic runs even deeper.

Following World War II, a Torah scroll from Lostice— among the more than 1,500 scrolls that were confiscated by the Nazis from Bohemia and Moravia and later salvaged and redistributed to Jewish congregations around the world— had made its way to Congregation Hakafa in Glencoe, Illinois. Stanton Canter, an American doctor who first visited Lostice in 2000, was so deeply moved by his experience there that he joined with Czech conservator Ludek Stipl to establish the Respect and Tolerance foundation. Dr. Canter then succeeded in locating the Lostice Torah that was being cared for by the Hakafa congregation, thus initiating the process that would bring the scroll back to the Czech Republic for the first Torah reading in the old Lostice synagogue since World War II.7 Judith Joseph was part of that delegation and created her Lostice memorial painting for the occasion. Also, since the trip coincided with the week of her own bat mitzvah Torah portion, Judith was invited to read from the historic scroll during the Sabbath service.

Honoring the nearly four centuries of peaceful relation-ship between the Christian and Jewish populations in Lostice, the Respect and Tolerance foundation, under the direction of Ludek Stipl, has partially restored the Lostice synagogue, where Fanny’s husband and his father before him served as rabbis, and has documented the more than six hundred tombstones in the old Jewish cemetery nearby8There, on a graceful hillside strewn with wildflowers and sheltered by linden trees, the tombstones, all inscribed with Hebrew letters, tilt and touch, “supporting each other like family,” as Stanton Canter puts it. Under low tree limbs at the crest of the hill, the large headstone bearing Abraham Neuda’s name can still be found, now lying nearly flat against the ground.

A LIFE OF PRAYER

Fanny Neuda was born into a rabbinical family on both her mother’s and her father’s side. Her maternal grandfather,

Rabbi Moses haKohen Karpeles (1765-1837), was, as his name indicates, from the priestly tribe of Kohanim (Cohens). He and his wife, Titl Grünbaum Karpeles, raised three sons and a daughter. All the sons became rabbis, and the daughter, Nechoma Karpeles, married Rabbi Juda Schmiedl (1776-1855), Fanny’s father.9 Thus, Fanny grew up steeped in religious study and worship. In a very real sense, prayer was her birthright.

By the time she was two years old, Fanny’s family had moved to nearby Prostejov (then Prossnitz), a flourishing center of talmudic study and home to her grandfather Moses.10 It was there that Fanny’s brother, Adolf Schmiedl (1821-1913), was born. Like his father, grandfather, and uncles before him, Adolf became a rabbi. He officiated in Prostejov from 1853 to 1869, briefly in Lostice after Abra-ham’s death, and eventually assumed a prominent rabbinical post in Vienna. Along with Abraham Neuda, Adolf Schmiedl is counted among the first generation of “modern” rabbis in Moravia.11 A widely published Talmudic scholar and religious philosopher, he wrote on the relation-ship of Judaism and Christianity, Arabic-Jewish philosophy, and a range of esoteric subjects, including angelology and reincarnation.

Fanny lived in heady and often contentious times. For generations, Moravian Jews had been granted only very restricted legal rights to property, education, and the types of businesses they could own. They suffered under laws that regulated even the number of men per town who were permitted to marry, thus effectively limiting the Jewish population. The “enlightened” Hapsburg emperor, Joseph II (1741-1790), began stripping away many of these discriminatory laws. His 1781 Edict of Toleration made education accessible to all, opened the universities to Jews, and allowed for their widespread integration into the general population. Local schools and institutions opened their doors to Jewish enrollment, and the government encouraged Jewish communities to establish their own schools to instruct students in a range of subjects. All the students were taught in German, which soon replaced Yiddish as the common language for Jews throughout Bohemia and Moravia.

Yet some restrictions to Jewish housing, employment, and even the number of Jews who could marry still persisted. After the Revolution of 1848, those limits were finally relaxed, and the new emperor, Franz Joseph I (1830-1916), championed full civil rights for all citizens, permitting Jews to reside in all areas of Moravia and granting them equality with Christians under the law. Franz Joseph thus became a beloved figure among the Jewish people. Fanny’s original (1855) “Prayer for the Leaders of Our Country” blesses him by name, along with the first Queen Elizabeth.12 As the Enlightenment began to spread through Europe in the mid-eighteenth century, Jews began to leave the ghettos to which they had largely been confined and enjoy more social and cultural freedoms. This led to the emergence of the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment, which emphasized the era’s broad cultural values of rationalism and justice and brought about many educational advances, including the education of women.

The Haskalah gave rise to the Reform movement of early-nineteenth-century Germany, a movement that aimed to modernize Jewish practice, stem the loss of Jews to secular nationalism, and gain acceptability for Jewry within the larger European society. At first the reformers introduced relatively modest changes in religious services, such as allowing organ music and sermons delivered in the common language—which, in Moravia at the time, was German. It wasn’t long, however, before various rabbinical assemblies had formed and were advocating far more extreme changes, such as moving the Sabbath to Sunday and eliminating the study of Hebrew. Bitter debates arose regarding nearly every rite and ritual, including dietary laws, circumcision, and the validity of the Talmud. At one point, Orthodox leaders from Moravia, Bohemia, Germany, and Hungary joined forces to condemn all aspects of the Reform movement, fearing the unraveling of the very fabric of Judaism itself13

Voices of moderation also existed, however, most notably that of Isaac Noah Mannheimer (1793-1865), a prominent Vienna preacher, born in Copenhagen, who forged a “middle road” approach and who would ultimately play a significant role in Abraham Neuda’s life. Mannheimer persuasively argued for the inspirational value of delivering sermons in the vernacular and that this could be done without losing the essential aspects of religious liturgy and ritual, including the use of Hebrew as the language of worship.14 His oratorical gifts and widely published views helped prevent a split in the Jewish community at the time and have had far-reaching affects on religious observance, in all denominations, to this day.

Prostecjov, where Fanny most likely spent her formative years, was then the center of the Reform movement in Moravia. It is evident from the quotations and allusions that punctuate her prayers that she was educated in both secular and Judaic studies. Her rich background in the German classics and philosophy were made possible not only by virtue of her privileged upbringing but also by the open spirit of the Enlightenment.

Her prayer “On the First Days of Sukkot” makes poignantly clear the sense of freedom and security she felt living in Moravia in the 1850s, as if such peace and social acceptance could last forever. Addressing God, she writes:


Your compassion has held us and carried us
Through storm and flood, over every abyss
That has threatened to devour us.
And now, after generations of wandering,
You have allowed us to taste the sweetness of home.
Thanks to you, we have found a homeland—


A beautiful, wonderful country That recognizes us as its children.



It was within this liberal and increasingly secularized environment that Fanny Neuda produced an essay on the importance of providing a religious education to young women. Published as an introduction to the first edition of her prayer book and as an afterword to all later German editions, “Ein Wort an die edlen Mütter und Frauen in Israel” (A Word to the Noble Mothers and Women of Israel), strongly encourages Jewish mothers to guide their daughters toward a “nobility of feeling and deeply felt religiosity,” which are “a woman’s highest ornaments.”15

The opening paragraphs of her essay, in which she lauds the domestic roles of women, may seem from today’s perspective to be at odds with the forward-thinking attitude toward women’s religious education she expresses later; but, taken in the context of Fanny’s time and place, both spring from the same source: the desire to restore dignity and religious fulfillment to Jewish women caught between two worlds. Free to learn foreign languages and read the great secular literature of their day—as their pious brothers were not—Jewish young women in mid-nineteenth-century Eastern Europe were exposed to a worldly culture they could never fully enter, even as they were denied the religious education afforded to men. The results were that many Jewish women intermarried and attempted to assimilate, while others married Jewish men and embarked on family life with only a routine understanding of the tradition they practiced.

Having had the opportunity to pursue Jewish study within her own rabbinical family, and having married a rabbi with whom, as she suggests in her preface, she shared a rich spiritual life, Fanny must have sorely lamented this situation. Thus she makes a passionate plea for honoring wives and mothers as transmitters of knowledge
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