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LANGUAGE USE

Hebrew words are trans1iterated according to usage in the Encyclopedia

_Juda1ca The-exception is words that are titles from other sources, such as

‘the songs pub11shed by Velvel Pasternak, which are given as in the or1g1na1

" “source. Hebrew words are under11ned except those found in Webster's Winth

" New Co]]egjate Dictionary.

';,A’note about English language use is also in order. I do not Tike to use”

;gﬁﬁe third person singular male prdnoun, hisf' However,lit is awkward to'keepf"f':k‘

i? séying his/her or s/he; I prefer to use the terhs "them" and “their" for the F  i

 ?th1rd person singular on the grounds that if the word ”you‘l can be used for o
:both singular and p1ura1 ‘who not “they" and its derivatives. I am aware

'that.th1s is not normal 1anguage use in formal documents. We are,’however,

Tiving 1n trans1tory times, and this document is about an ega11tar1an commun1ty

“* which Just1f1es usage that ca]ls attention to th1s issue,
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INTRODUCTION

In this study, I will analyze the symbolic form that characterizes the ritual

~and social structures_of the Bloemendael Minyan, a contemporary Jewish. prayer com-

munity in a large East Coast city. I will describe the form's basis in juxta-

posing elements that recur with elements of spontaneity. Recurrence here is

‘used as a replacement for the term repetition, which means to do something

again exactly the same way as before. Recurrence contains two ideas that
repetition does not., The first is an acknow]edgement of time passing since
the act was done previously with the implication that the time passing has
significance for the result of'the repetition. The second is the perception
of repetitioﬁ as a circular form; the eveﬁt that recurs is returning, going
around again as the seasons recur because the earth has brbited around the
sun. I call the symbolic form baéed on a relationship between recurrent and
spontaneous elements "return to a new place." The recurrent elements create
a sense of feturn while the sponténeous elements contribute a sense of the
new. In the Minyan "return to a new place" occurs in four separate structures
which reinforce each dther to create a unified whole:

| 1. cyclical turnover of active community members,

2. celebration of the cycle of sabbaths,

3. the performance structure of the sabbath mdrning service,

4. a particular song form prominent in the sabbath morning. service.
While each of these structures exists in fts own right in other contexts,
together in the Minyan they establish a pattern that has symbolic signifi-
cance.  As Rappaporf says in defining ritual génera]]y:

...No single feature of ritual is peculiar to it. It is in
the conjunction of its features that it is unique. (1979:175)
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"Return to a new place" expresses a fundamental relationship between .

elements that recur and those that do not -- in Minyan-]anguage, between

~ the familiar and comfortable and the new, fresh, spontaneous. "Return to a

new place" orders change. Minyan members express this desire for orderly
change through a demand that the davening (from the Yiddish word davenen,
meaning tQ pray) change from week to week but .only slightly and according

to certain unwritten rules. "I don't 1ike it when the davening 1¢ader

changes too much," said many members in interviews. 'On the other hand,

these 1nterviewees complained about the "stifling" atmosphere of Jewish
Orthodoxy against which they feel the need for change and Spontaneity. The
Minyan service provides the continuity of “familiarity" and "comfort" that
members demand; performance of the ritual is fairly consistent from week to
week. Yet at the same time the service is open to change and innovations
still do occur. The two factors together create the experience that I call
"return to a new place," the symbolic spiral. Familiarity geherates.the sense
of return, the fee1jng of I've been here before, I know this expérience.‘ The
new is that which I haVe not experiehced; if it works, it brings}surprise

and a sense of specialness of the moment. The appropriate combination is
enough fami]iarity to bring comfort-and enough spontaneity to promote change --
the result is growth, érowth occurs through Torah study, through'leakning
ritual skills, through social involvement, through particibat{on.

In this paper I will establish a context for the discussion by briefly
describing the history and stfucture of the Bloemendae] Minyan and presenting-
a description of a sabbath morning experience. ’I will then present a detailed
analysis of the "return to a new place" structures. I base this concept on

analysis of a song form which members emphasize as important in their davening.




-1 will conclude by comparing the Bloemendael Minyan with another similar
\ community, the Dutchville Minyén, about which Weisster has. written a Ph.D,
dissertation. Minyan, as a type of community, evolved out of havurah which,

in an unpublished paper, Weissler describes as follows:

Contempokary havurot originated in the late 1960's with young Jews

who were unhappy with the Conservative and Reform congregations in

which they had been raised. Influenced by the counter-culture,

they were dissatisfied with contemporary Jewish institutions, both

religious and communal, which they regarded as sterile, impersonal,

hierarchical, and divorced from Jewish tradition.

...these young Jews sought warm personal ties in close-knit communi-

ties, and deepened religious experience in less formal more par-

ticipatory styles of prayer. (1981:1)
Weiss1er'focused on the constructedness of religion in the Dutchville Minyan,
basing her discussion on Peter Berger's concepts of social construction.
Although she discussed symbolic structure, she dealt mostly with verbal
construction, She did not Took at the role of performance. I will deal with
the ritual structures, with text, music and social behavior. I will show how
the ritualization proceés has 1ntegrated community values into a symbolic system

at a level of which members are not aware.

Fieldwork
" The concept of "return fo’a new place" and the elements of its structure
are results of fie]dwork observations and interviews I made in the Bloemendael
~Minyan between the spring of 1982 and the spring of 1983, vI was not a member
of the Minyan when I'began to do fieldwork, but I became a member and offi-
cially ended research when I had a Bat Mitzvah on April 30, 1983. .0On that
drae Ib1ed davening with two friends, for the first time. I felt that once

I was Teading davening and consciously using techniques I had Tearned from
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interviews that fufther research would be distorted. I did two rounds of
interviews, the first in the summer of 1982 and the'second in 1atevw1nter of
1982—3. The interviewees were mostly davening leaders but also others who were
centfally involved in the Minyan. I did not do in-depth interviews with
peripheral participants though I did talk to many informally. [ attended
services every week. I also attended'Steering'Committee meetings and Community
meetings, Friday night dinners, faﬁi]y 1unehes, new person lunches and other

Minyan sponsored-events. I joined the Hug Tefi]}ah,] a prayer study group.

At my Bat Mitzvah I led davening with two friends who had'a]so been in the
group. We all wanted to lead but were not ready to do a whole service alone.
After my Bat Mftzvah the Hug did not meet egéin. |

| I had actually éttended the Minyan in few times before I began the
research. I attended sabbath services a few times in 1977 but did not feel
comfortable in the community. At the time I was not interested in learning

to daven, I joined a sma11er'community that met in homes rather than a

synagogue, because this felt less like traditional religion to me. I was

more able to express myself with a smaller éroup outside an institution.

There are two basic types of individuals in the Minyan: those from

religiously observant backgrounds who questioned their upbringing and those

from non-observant backgrounds who seek Jewish knowledge and experience. I

was one of the latter, from a background paft]y Reform and part]yba void of

~values or meaningful interpersonal contacts. I wanted these but didn't want

the baggage of a tradition I could not believe and a commitment that I

could not make. the role of fieldworker gave me the margin of distance I
‘needed in order to become a participant in a Jewish ritual community, It also

satisfied my need for intellectual understanding, »The Minyan's value is
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participation, doing and not thinking about or 1nte11ectua1izing the act.’ But
I need the process of understanding;‘participation,’the doing is not enough
for me. |

One of the Minyan's'moét active members, one that some others even

referred to as "the leader," took an active interest in recruiting me as a

- full member. This member often mentioned during my fieldwork 1ook1ng forward

to my complete change in roles. He used to ask me when I would Tlead davening
as I said that would mark my change of role. This made my Bat Mitzvah a
double rite of passage since tt represented my change of roles in the community

as well as my personal acceptance of ritual responsibility. Although I did

no more official research after my Bat Mitzvah, I continued to be involved

and the Minyan has continued to change. This document reflects the group at
the time of the research. I have tried not to update statements in this

document that would not be the same at this Tater time of writing.

I was'not allowed to tape services or take notes in accordance with
traditional sabbath prohibitions. Because during that period I was also
experimenting with keeping the sabbath, I wrote my notesvin the evening after
the sabbath erded. I kept a fieldwork Journal 1in which most of the quotes
and notes are from memory. For th1s reason many of the quotes and descrlp—
tions used 1in the paper are those most repeated and for that reason considered
to be most character1st1c and significant,

T had access to a great deal of paper documentation from the M1nyan
The group has kept a newsletter archive since the winter of 1977 (I have
been unable to confirm whether this was the first issue or on]y the first

one preserved ) There are also numerous guidelines on how to perform ritual
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tasks, avgenera1 guide to-the Minyan, and meeting notes. -Discussions with -
members showed newsletter material to be incdmp]ete or sometimes misleading,
Some announced events did not happen; other events were nevervannouncéd.

The music included in this‘paper (trénscriptions.in Appendix and accom—,
panying tape) is a combination of my transcriptions and published materials.
The transcriptions are from memory and are based on week]y attendance‘at
services for two years. They are fairly accufate‘because my musical memory
is better than my memory for statements as well as because I heard the tunes
many times. Some variations of these tunes exfst among members. A note here
and there may go up instead of down or vice versa. The tune may be applied
differently to syllables of text. The samev1eader may vary a tune from time
to time. There may be minor changes in rhythm. " Some leaders repeat the
first section of a tune fwice before going to the second section, while others
do not,

My goal waé to learn normative versions of the‘songs well enough to

become a davening leader and use them myself. The versions presented here may

be considered to represent my repertoire. The are not transcriptions

B of}specific‘pekformances; (1965:27)4 Many ofvthe transcr%bf{gﬁéfhéQé no timé
signatures. These are generally cases of ggggﬁ.(spec1a1’dewish modes used in
prayer) freely applied to texts and not strophic songs. Minyan versions of
composed tunes often diffef from printed versions. Where this is the ‘case,

‘I have given transcriptions of Minyan versions. The repertoire cannot be.
complete in an environment where varied app]icatjon of tunes is highly valued,

but it does fairly represent the consistency of the "model" service, those

tunes sung most often in the most common versions,




HISTORY OF THE BLOEMENDAEL MINYAHN

| The.B1oemendae1 Minyan first met on Simhat Torah in the fall of 1974.
o S1mhat Torah caps a fu]] month of fall ho11days that beg1ns with the Jew1sh
"New Year. Spec1f1ca11y Simhat Torah celebrates completion -of the yearly
w;cyc1e otiTorah‘read1ngs. The Five Books of Moses is d1v1ded into f1xed port1ons
bne port1on 1s read every week during sabbath serv1ces On Simhat Torah‘the
ﬁfcyc1e is ended and renewed. S1mhat Torah is also the eighth day of the fall
harvest ho11day of Sukkot. In 1974, there was a Sukkot retreat at Weiss's.
Farm, a tiny resort in New Jersey that hosted many "Interhavurah retreats"
until 1t changed management in 1980. The retreats enabled members of'groups

‘ from d1fferent Tocations to gather together and share ideas and exper1ences

| "At the Sukkot retreat, participants expressed a des1re for a free- whee11ng

v “Street process1ona1 dancing celebration for Simhat Torah A havurah that was
well estab11shed in the neighborhood had been the only group that would have
'éponsored such a celebration. Members of the havurah felt that this year more.

peop1e~wou1d want such a celebration than they could accommodate. When

\ Vpart1c1pants returned from the Sukkot retreat, a - group who wanted the ‘Simhat

Torah ce1ebrat1on asked a Tocal rabbi who was a fr1end to he]p find a p1ace
Soon before the .retreat a few people had moved to the Bloemendael area

from another 1arge city where they were active in a davening group. They had

*begun to organize regular davening. The havurah was not a davening communtty

and was'determined not to become one, though they had a]towed the davenens to

use their .space. The controversy eventually rengted in forcible rejectidn

ae a member (members had to be voted in) a keybindividual who was committed to

davening.. A.local synagogue gave its permission for the Simhat Torah celebration,
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.After Simhat Torah, a davening group began to meet regularly in the fifth floor
voom where the Bloemendael minyan still meets. The synagogue provided a Torah
and prayerbooks. Two members made an ark. Immediately, about twenty-five.

people attended regularly. Some of them were members of the havurah who also

wanted to daven.

The ‘Bloemendael M1nyan had a membership of 30- 60 after about a year and
a half and 60-100 after five years according to the note previously ment1oned
and currently has a membership of about 150. By the fall of 1978 members

rwmeneAcomp1a1n1ng that the daven1ng group was too 1arge and 1nst1tut1ng

discussions about how to divide the Minyan into smaller groups. The community
could not agree but gave those who wanted a smaller davening group its

b]ess1ng to form one. The three-week minyan was born as a result with its

~

members remaining members of the m1nyan but meetwng with the sma]]er group
every three weeks. The group stil] exists through few current m1nyan members
are even aware of this.

Historically notable is the development of the two othen gronps that
meet in the same building, both of which include among their membership a
few who had left the Bloemendael Minyan dissatisfied. Minyan discussions
often include comparisons with how things are done in the other groups. Few
members of the Minyan attend services with the other groups. A1l three groups
are official affiliates of the synagogue. They share a joint kiddushb(b1essing
over wine. -In the Minyan, as in synagoques, theiterm is extended to refer to
the communal sharing of this blessing and eating cakes and fruit brought by a

member, usua11y to ce]ebrate a life cycle event) once a month The meet together

e —————— R,
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on occasional holidays, notably Simhat Torah, which became a highlight ofythe

: gyear in~the neighborhood. The activity of the three groups has revived the

synagogue and created a vital religious community.

The BToemendaeT Minyan has been engaged in controversy w1th the f1rst of

the other two groups since 1ts inception in 1978. The M1nyan 1ns1sts that it

is an open group and defines its openness in relation to the cTosedness seen
‘has eharaeﬁer1z1ng{thei41n1-M1nyan. The Mini-Minyan emphasizes quaT1ty control
dhof davening. They say this 1is missing from the Bloemendael Minyan, The Mini-
.‘M1nyan T1m1ts daven1ng Teaders to those cons1dered to be qualified, unT1ke ‘the

,BToemendaeT Minyan which encourages the unlearned to deveTop skills, Members

of the-BToemendaeT M1nyan define its openness in terms of_encourag1ng members

to Tearn'new skills and, especially, in encouraging anyone to attend whether

- or not they wish to volunteer. The Mini—Minyan js reputed to require anyone

who wants to attend to make specific voTunteer commitments. Members of the

Do M1n1 M1nyan deny that this group is affected by the BToemendaeT M1nyan.‘ One
_member insisted, "The Mini-Minyan never even thinks of the BToemendaeT M1nyan.

’He then expounded for some time on the nature of the BToemendaeT M1nyan serv1ce o

though he had not attended a service there dur1ng the time of this study He

haracter1zed the Bloemendael Minyan as "worship of commun1ty, not a reT1g1ous

» exper1ence. The Bloemendael Minyan is affected by the M1n1-M1nyan.’-More than
‘.once Minyan members have expressed a desire to "close" the group, that is to

demand volunteer ‘commitments from members. However, the group has been deter-

mined to remain "open" and the proximity of the Mini-Minyan has been cited as

one motivation.

The third group is a newer community only about two years old. Those who

.have attended its davening say that it is "more traditional” than the Minyan's.
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\‘;gThey'don t do Pesukei Dezimrah2 (the introductory section of the prayer ser-

ﬁ“:kv1ce) but they do a fu11 Torah reading and Musaf3 (the Additional Service in
“\wtéif;memory of Temp1e sacr1f1ces). .This. group meets in a w1ndow1ess basement
ffspace. The group seems to attract younger, as well as more trad1t1ona1
::daveners, 1nc1ud1ng many of the sem1nary students who used ‘to be attracted

’“',;toﬁthe Blpemendae] Minyan.

PO DA
<
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A SHABBAT MORNING EXPERIENCE

As I walk into the room on the fiffh f]odr at about a quafter to ten
Saturday morning, about half a dozen people are standing or wandering about.
Rose_and Dory are catching up with each other's news. A few people are
putting chairs into place. 1 move toward the table where ritual objects
are kept, but it is empty. The storage closet where they are kept is
1ockedvbecause the monthly coordinator has not yet arrived.

Two rows of chairs have been’p1aced in a semi-circle around the table
on the East wall where the ark containing the Torah scrolls will be set
when June arrives with the keys to the c]osetb(see diagram of Minyah space).
The round table is in the center of the room, empty. Its white cloth with
the blue fringe around the edges and blue star at the center is also still
in the closet. |

More people have arrived and are dispersed 1n c1usters‘of conversations,
still awaiting June. Services cannot begin without the ritual objects
housed in the closet -- the ark, the head coverings, the prayer shawls,
and the prayerbodks. 'Nhen June arrives and the closet 1svun10ckea, these
objects will be brought out for use during services. The ark is a large
plain wood box‘about 4 x 6 feet which was made when fhe Minyan started by
two members no longer in the community. It holds the Torah scrolls. A plain

white curtain supported by a regular curtain rod covers the ark. On the

bottom of the curtain is embrpidered in Hebrew:

hadesh yameinu ke-gedem

Renew our days as‘of old; this is a line from the morning prayer text which

ends the Torah service, the part of the service in which a weekly portion of
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~ the Torah 1is chanted. In mdst synagogues the ark usually has a pefmanent

place in a prom1nent, usually ra1sed position. In the Minyan the ark
occupies a place on the circle of chairs in which part1c1pants sit. The
ark contains parchment scrolls on which are written in Hebrew the Five Books
of Moses, the first five books of the Bible. Jewish law mandates reading a
portion.frbmithese scrolls each week, The portions are fixed so that the
one portion is read every week over the course of a year, The Minyan system
varies from this tradition by following an anéient custom, the triennial cycle.
Port1ons are d1v1ded so that the comp1ete reading takes three years instead of
one. In the M1nyan, one-third of each fixed portion is ‘read. A differenf
thifd is read each year so that the complete cycle is covered.

Other ritual objects will be brought out and placed on the table in

front of the closet so that members may take what they need as they arkive.

" These include the siddur (prayerbook),'humashﬁ(a book containing the Torah

portions with comments; participants use these to follow the reading), a
gjgggh_(head'covering), and tallit (prayer shawl)..  .The closet also
contains wine and other supplies for kiddush and community meals, miscel-
Taneous Minyan property and the Minyan telephone (which has on occasion
rung at awkward times during services) and answering machine.

Still waiting, members converse about fhe.weather. Some are gathered in
the hall, hanging their coats on a coatrack just outside the room and greeting
cach other. A double door, painted b]ack provfdeé entrance into the room
from the hall. Just inside the entrance to the right is the children's area
marPed by a rug and the furniture setup. Only one row of chawrs is set up

for davening, at the front edge of the area, “on the daven1ng circle. A sofa
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1ies against one wall, chairs along the other, where parents sit and watch
their children. | |

The fdom fswégéQt the size and ambience of a large residential 1iving
room. It is.somewhat bleak when full of empty chairs and uncovered tables.
There are no curtains on the windows. The walls are white; the doors .and
woodwork, black. Most of the chairs are old, kitchen type, with no arms.
Some are black with faded turquoise seats, others befge with red seats. A
few turquoiée blue vinyl sofas are 1jned up against the far wall under the
windows.

On ‘the other side of the table and set back is anotHer dodb]e door,
this one'Téading into the kitchen. Above the double door is a dark épaCe
along its length where there used to»be a plaque, a reminder of the early
days when the Minyan shared thjs room with a no-longer gxisting sisterhood.
For some unknown reason, the synagogue hadn't decided until after the recent

 pa1ntjng to remove this plaque. The ark is on the wall opposite the kitchen..
Along the farm wall now are three bookcases that appeared'mysterious1y.
Minyan‘members do not know who put them there. Above the table in front of
the ark is a chandelier with several unmatching bulb coverings, some of them
out of place. On the floor is a nondescript rug, a kind of grayish green -
whiCh,”according to rumor, was donated only.a year or two ago by a Minyan
member, |

Today, Shei]a,.one of the long-time "star" members is present. The
corner of the room where she sits fills up qﬁick1y. Almost 1mmed1até1y all
its chairs are taken and people are mov%ng extra chairs near her though the

rest of the room is still nearly empty.
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June has finally ahrived and unlocked the closet. Ritual objects have

been placed on the table in front of the closet where people can take them.
1%e ark and its two Torahs have been moved to its t&b]e. Both Torahs

will be used because it is Rosh Hodesh, the first day of the new month (new

moon).IID'Iﬁere is a special reading in addition to the regular portion.

People continue to arrive one or two at a time. The population still
feels Spafse'this early. Upon arrival, people turn immediately to the table
on wﬁich the rijtual objects'1a% take a siddur and a humash. Some,‘but
not all, take a tallit and/or a kippah. Some bring their.own; many women
have begun- to make their own tailit, being uncomfortable wearing those
styled for men but having no women's tradition. Men do tend to weér Kippot
(plural of kippah). €D “.few’ women do. Most participants dress cas.uaHy,
some in slacks, a few in jeans (féwer as time passes and those usually old-
timers), and some women in skifts. As they leave the table, people seem to .
take seats withodt hesitating, as if they had already decided where to sit.
Some say they have special spots where they prefer to sit é]] the time and
even feel uncomfortable if unable to sit there (similar to the situation
Heilman describes in .a modern Orthddox synagogue). (1976:36) Members also
choose seats to be near someone e]se,!l’f1ﬂéy will shift seats durihg ser-
vices to greet friends.

Except for the full corner, the few particpants present this early are
scattered about, hardly aware of each other, The atmosphere is relaxed,
rather Taid back, though getting started as late as this morning is not
appreciated. Even so, people are seated almost reclining in the sifaight-
backed chaijrs, in fluid rather than stiff positjons, some cross-legged.

Some Tean back against the chairs, others forward or to the side. I sit
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on a sofa against the far wall in the corner toward the kitchen. This is

the center of the room,- the best vantage point for seeing everything that
goes on-in the room and even in the hall beyond. I am &1agona11y opposite
the corner where the "star" sits. | |

Carl, leading davening today, opens with a nigun, é melody without.
words as popularized by the Hasidim,4<é sect'of,JQdaism that is known for
emotional expression in prayer, use of singing and movemen%} Here partici-
pants sing és if it's automatic and they're thinking about somethihg else,
Some read the text as they sing. Some look at the ceiling or aroUnd the

room. Carl stands as he begins ”Yishtabah,"5 the transitional prayer that

~ends the introductory service., Some follow him; others remain seated. While

Orthodox synagogues usually follow the custom of standing for this prayer,

the Minyan does not. Everyone does stand for the next prayer, the half

7

Kad'dish6 that follows and leads to the Barekhu, the "call to wbrship”_prayer

that makes the service legal according to.Jewish law, One advantage of

‘starting late is that there is no question‘that ten individuals. are present..

In traditional Jewish prayer communities, ten men are required to say this

prayer that 1ega1izés the services. Here in the Minyan women as wei] as

-men count. ~In fact, as usual, there are more women than men in the room.

From the Barekhu on, davening becomes somewhat more intense though it
remains relaxed. -Minyan members use the term davening to refer to what they
do at religious services. They do not use the English term praying. When

discussing what they do here and why, most emphasize singing together and

‘being with the people. There are now hoticeab1y more people in the room,

but they still appear sparsely distributed. The group stands again for Zur

Yisrael, a sung text that precedes the Amidah prayer, considered by most to

4
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e the climax of the davening. One member still seated-séems to notice
sudden1y that he is the only one seated and stands hurriedly. There is
an atmosphere of reverie on a gloomy day when snow can ﬁow be seen falling
heavily outside. A meTody meant to be participatory draws no singers until

Lthe most»popuTar song in the Amidah - V'eineinu Tirena (two versions in the

Appendix). Minyan practice is that everyone sings the Amidah aloud together
from the beginning through the Kedusha, the sanctification section that, like

the Barekhu, requires 10 participants to be done. Then participants com-

plete the long prayer silently. V'eineinu Tirena is well known to regular
participants and, because by this time the room is filling up, they can
have a real. sense of singing together. One important aspect of the Amidah
is the addition of the names of the mothers Sardh, Rebecca, Leah and Rachel
to the names of the fathers in the opening line of the prayer. This is
the only egalitarian textual change and, in fact, the only change in text
that is a consistent and expected part of the Minyan service.

~ At the end of the Amidah, while a few people are still finishing silently
the day's serious éocia]izing begins. This socia]izihg is in contrast to
tfaditions members recall of having strict silence during this praying.‘ In
the Minyan those who have finished seek out friends around the room or con-
gregate in front of‘the entrance or in the kitchen. Someane may»begin to Hum
a tune softly; a few others may join. The socializing continues. The leader

is waiting for each individual to finish and will not continue unt11'then.

ngh_ﬂggggb_requires singing of the Hallel. Hallel is a group of psalms
that has been sung anspecial days since the times of the first Temple in
Jerusalem, The Minyan has a number ofvcurrent popular tunes for ﬂgllgl;and
sings them.> At one point it appears that the group-rather than the leader

ya;
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