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This talk explores the work of guardians of Jewish tradition, but its central figures attend
births rather than yeshivas. Like their male others, birth workers’ skilled labor is vital to
the maintenance of continuity between past and future. Many feminist projects, from
theologies like Judith Plaskow’s iconic Standing Again at Sinai (1991) to efforts to
enfranchise women as ritual leaders and textual experts through education and
ordination, have sought to bring women into communal stories and positions of power
from which they were excluded. This talk will tell an alternative story of how Jewish
people relate to Torah, both oral and written. Through the stories of American birth
workers in Israel and the United States over several overlapping generations, | show how
birth attendants claim authority as interpreters, teachers, and reformers of birth
traditions, which they differentially hybridize with their living engagement with Jewish
law and communal stories. The ritualized work of attending births not only stretches
scripturalist imaginations of Torah as written closed canon but also opens the way for
the development of “Birth Torah,” a feminist project that seeks to shift Judaism’s
priorities and practices in ways that stretch well beyond the hospital or birth center.
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