Interview with Chava Weissler 

Tell me about your childhood:

I was born in 1947, and grew up in the Washington D.C. area. My parents were both scientists. My father was a chemist. He passed away in 1997. My mother, who is in a nursing home now, was a physicist. Both of my brothers also were inclined towards science. I am the oldest child. I have two younger brothers, one is a mathematician, and the other is an attorney, but he’d been a computer scientist. So there is a strong influence of math and science in my family shared by everybody but me. One of my childhood memories is of everyone scribbling equations on napkins during dinner and I was the only one who didn’t know what was going. But I would say respect for the life of the mind was an important part of my family

I went to public school. The thing I enjoyed doing most was reading. I used to read all different kinds of books. 

Favorite subject:

It is hard to say. I liked languages very much. I liked English and French. Also, an important thing to know about me is that I taught myself Hebrew when I was twelve years old. In some ways you could say that was the greatest intellectual accomplishment in my life. I went to Hebrew school, didn’t learn too much. I spent one summer at Camp Ramah, the old camp Ramah in Connecticut where it has not been for decades, it gave me enough of a push. (The Ramah camps are affiliated with the Conservative movement in Judaism; official business of the camp is conducted in Hebrew, and there are morning classes in Hebrew language and Jewish texts.)  I got myself a grammar book and textbooks and I taught myself Hebrew, during that year that I was twelve. And then I went back to camp Ramah and consolidated my knowledge of Hebrew that next year. I kept working on it so by the time I got to college I was able to take classes that required me to read sources in Hebrew. 

There was a lot about Judaism that really appealed to me from early childhood. I loved to go to the early part of the synagogue service where the old men were davening (chanting the Hebrew prayers) in a traditional way. My family belonged to a Conservative synagogue. We did not keep a kosher home, but we kept “Jewish treyf,” no pork or shellfish at home. And my parents were involved in the synagogue. But I was the “big Jew” in the family always from childhood. I was also in Habonim, the labor Zionist youth group. 

So, I liked English, I liked French, I liked history. I was not that good at math. You could say it was my least favorite subject, but I have a respect for all subjects and I think I had it then as well. 

How did your interest in Judaism work with your family?

In a way, it was the identity I staked out for myself in my family. My parents weren’t thrilled about my being involved in Habonim, for example. They were afraid it meant I would go away and live in Israel, which I didn’t in the end. At the time, as a rebellious teenager, I thought I had the least Jewish family in the world. Actually, in retrospect, I realize they were quite committed Jews compared to others.  For example, we always had Shabbat dinner. They observed the standard American Jewish holidays of Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Hannukah, and Passover. My father liked to go to synagogue on Sukkot to see the Sukkah (the harvest hut decorated with evergreen branches and fruit). My parents eventually let me stay out of school on the holidays. I went through a phase of asking them to keep a kosher home, but they didn’t care to do so. When I went to college I practiced Orthodox Judaism for a few years, but I stopped, in part because of the inequality of women. So it was a matter of some conflict when I was quite young, but has long since ceased to be a matter of conflict in my family. 

What did you study in college?

Near Eastern and Judaic Studies at Brandeis University

You asked what I wanted to be when I grew up. Until adolescence, I wanted to be a chemist like my daddy.  And then when I switched from that, my father in particular was very disappointed for many years that I wasn’t going to be a scientist. But again, this is many decades ago in the 1960s and 70s, and these things have all been worked out by now. 

I studied Near Eastern and Judaic studies. At that point, I was interested in medieval kabbalah and mysticism. I also studied modern Hebrew literature, and one of the big influences on my life, someplace you asked for mentors, was my professor when I was an undergraduate.   Alexander Altmann, may he rest in peace, was a great scholar of medieval Jewish philosophy and mysticism.
I started Arabic then, but I had a very poor first year course in Arabic for a variety of reasons. And I never really caught up with it. Had I learned Arabic during the time I was supposed to be learning it, my career might have gone in a somewhat different direction, but even though I ended up taking several years of Arabic, it never had the foundation it needed. 

What I also loved about college was just the experience of the liberal arts. I loved the fact that I could take physics and philosophy and literature and somehow they all rhymed and somehow informed each other. So I loved that part of college just as much as my major. 

Did you know in college this is the work you would be doing?

No. Important for my being a folklorist is that my favorite place in the library to study was a carrel in the “Current Journals” section, and it was in the very beginning of that section. And, therefore the “Journal of American Folklore” was right there, and when I wanted to take a break in studying or procrastinate I would pick up the journal and read it. All the way through college I would read the journal. 
Also, I was interested in folklore in high school, in addition to Hebrew and Jewish topics. I always loved fairytales, and I felt it was a shame the oral tradition was dying out. I took the Scandinavian folk tale, collected by Asbjornsen and Moe,“East of the Sun West of the Moon” and I memorized it, and learned to tell it. I liked it because it has an impressive and courageous heroine. I felt this was my piece of keeping oral tradition alive. This of course shows I didn’t understand at that point what oral tradition was. But I can still tell it.
I spent my junior year of college in Israel, in 1965-66. My Hebrew was good enough that I took all my classes in Hebrew, in regular university courses. I was studying medieval philosophy and Kabbalah, but the thing that interested me from the point of view of being a future folklorist is that I was fascinated by cultural difference.  This was the mid-1960s; at that time we travelled to Israel on a boat! The world had not yet become globalized. People did not have as many experiences of other cultures as people do now when there is a lot of traveling around the world. This was my first experience of another culture. I was fascinated by the fact the door handles were shaped differently and the meals were different and the folklore of what you do when you were sick was different. It just allowed me to see the constructed-ness of culture, and one of my lifelong interests became cultural difference. I could have become an anthropologist from that as well. Just that people lived really differently in certain ways. Different things were important to them. Society then was different, you know.  I was there before the Six Day War. It was a very modest society. Actually, I love that Israel much more than the Israel that has evolved since.  But that is another question. It was a modest place, a much lower standard of living than the United States, but I kind of liked that. And a very cohesive society. 

It was just fascinating to me, and I realized, of course, that every culture, every society was different, and it really awakened me to those questions

Where did you go from there?

I had a tough time. I think I had decided before I went to Israel, because of the influence of Habonim (my Zionist youth group), that I was going to go on Aliyah and settle in Israel. Although I found Israel fascinating in many ways, for personal reasons I was extremely unhappy there. I could say that was the worst year of my life despite the fact that it opened up a lot if intellectual horizons for me. It took me a couple of years to face up to the fact that Aliyah (moving to Israel) which I had thought of as my life long goal, was not going to happen, that I didn’t really want it, that it would make me miserable.

The usual practice for students in Near Eastern and Judaic Studies who intended to go on for doctoral work was to attend rabbinical school (The Jewish Theological Seminary) for five years.  There they would study Jewish texts intensively, and then they would return for academic graduate study. Of course when I graduated from college in 1967, women were not admitted to rabbinical school. Thus, I couldn’t follow the sort of normal career trajectory of a Jewish studies scholar. I didn’t know what to do. I was very frustrated and confused by this. What I did next, what many women of my generation did out of college, was to get a secretarial job. 

Because I could speak Hebrew, I became a secretary in the Israeli Embassy in Washington D.C. I started work in June of 1967.  You can imagine what type of place it was in June of 1967 with the Six Day War just having happened. It was a very exciting place, and I continued to use my Hebrew. I was still not owning up to the fact that I wasn’t going to go on Aliyah, so I told them I would only work for a year and then was going to move to Israel. In the end I didn’t go, but I didn’t know what I was going to do with myself. And I kept waiting for a light to dawn that said you are going to be a blank and it didn’t happen. Eventually I decided what I needed to do was learn a trade. So I went to Library School at Columbia University, and got a Masters’ degree. I became a librarian at the Library of Congress. I was a librarian for five years. And I was cataloguing Hebrew and Yiddish books. I was also involved, at that point, in the beginnings of the Havurah (“fellowship”) movement.  It was like the Jewish counter culture. I was founder of Fabrangen, the Havurah community in Washington, in early 1971.

The Havurah movement has shaped my Jewish life profoundly, and I still consider myself a Havurah Jew. At the Library of Congress, I was cataloguing Hebrew and Yiddish, but I had never studied Yiddish.  After four years,  I got the library to send me to summer school to learn Yiddish at Columbia University. I went, and this changed my career. This was in the summer of 1974.  I had studied some Yiddish on my own, so I was in an intermediate Yiddish class. We read some folklore type materials. Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett was teaching an advanced folklore class there, an ethnomusicology class, I never met her in the course of that summer, but I heard about her. And I began to really think that, I had always loved folktales, I continued to love folktales all through this time, It wasn’t just East of the Sun West of the Moon and done. I was interested in things like cuisine and all kinds of things. And it just was such a pleasure to be using my mind back in an academic setting even if it was just an intermediate language course.  I decided after that summer to go to graduate school in folklore.  I decided to apply only to one place: I applied to the University of Pennsylvania, where I thought I could do Jewish folklore. Because Barbara was there and they had a Jewish studies program there. And I got in. 

I started in 1975. 

Did you have to create the program?

It wasn’t a formal thing. I took a lot of folklore courses. Barbara did teach a course in Jewish folklore, which I took and later I taught as a graduate assistant. I took several courses in the religious studies department. I took several advanced Jewish studies courses.  (Actually, an official minor would have been 4 courses; I think I only took 3.) I wrote a paper on Hasidic tales.  I took a couple of courses on Hasidism, a seminar on the tales of rabbi Nachman of Bratslav. I took a course on Midrash. So I kept up with my skills in reading Jewish texts. And I hung out to a degree with the Jewish studies people. I also took all the required folklore courses. For some of them I wrote about Jewish topics in my papers, but not always. 

I learned a lot of theory from Dan Ben Amos, narrative theory and history of the discipline. I really enjoyed a course on Anglo-American folk music taught by Kenneth Goldstein.  I learned a lot from it even though it was not directly related to my field. And there was a good course on foodways.  It was a good folklore department at Penn. And I had great fellow students. But I have to say, the center of my life was my Jewish community; I wasn’t living near Penn.  I was living near a Havurah community in Philadelphia.  

Where does teaching come in?

So, the sequence is:  Secretary, library school, librarian 5 years, graduate school—where I worked part time at a university library the entire time--that is how I supported myself because I was a qualified librarian. Anyway, I didn’t get my first teaching job until I was done with my doctorate which was in 1982, and that was not in a folklore department.  Except for one semester teaching Jewish folklore at Penn, I have never taught in a folklore department, I have only taught in religion departments. 

My first job was at Princeton, I taught there from 1982-88; and then I came to Lehigh where I am now. 

What things do you find yourself doing that you said you’d never do?

I can’t think of anything.
Deepest values:

You should do what you love, and you should treat other people, the way I say it to myself, as if they are created in the image of god. The way one could say it more generally is treat everyone with respect as a human being. 

I am a deeply religious, but not Orthodox, Jew. So Judaism forms a lot of my values. 

Politics?

I am a real lefty. I think that is consistent down the line, even with regards to the Middle East. I think Israel, for example, should get out of occupied territories, and stop treating Palestinians like they live in an apartheid state. I know you aren’t supposed to say apartheid, but it’s accurate.  So, you can judge the rest of my politics from that. Because even American Jews who are very liberal about everything else often aren’t on Israel, but that’s where I am.  

How would you describe your body of work?  

As a folklorist, I am interested in two things.  In about the second year of graduate school realized what I wanted to do, which was to look at Judaism as a folklorist looks at things. That is, I wanted to look at expressive culture, and I wanted to look at the Jewish lives, identities, and religious lives of Jews who were not the intellectual elites. Who, as is often is the case, have some sort of difficulty in their relationship to power and Judaism.   Women are a good example, since they were excluded from the intellectual and religious elites by definition, whatever their social class.  
· I have two different major bodies of research. One of them is based in ethnography of contemporary Jewish life in North America.  That includes my dissertation research, and it includes the work I am doing now. Both related to forms of Judaism in which people are creating a modern Judaism for themselves rather having it handed to them top down. For my dissertation I wrote “Making Judaism Meaningful:  Ambivalence and Tradition in a Havurah Community.” It was about the Havurah movement, which I was a part of. People warned me, “Don’t study your own community” I pooh-poohed them. They were right; it was very painful.  And the book came out in dissertation series, but I never revised it in to a full-fledged book. 

· Now I am studying the Jewish Renewal Movement which has origins similar to the Havurah movement, but they separated off from each other in late 1970s and early 80s. I don’t know if you are familiar with these terms, but you could say, that of counter-cultural Judaism in the US, the Havurah movement could be described as the Mitnagdim and the Jewish Renewal people are the Chasidim. (Chasidism was a religious revival movement in 18th century Eastern European Judaism, and the Mitnagdim were those who opposed the fervent enthusiasm and charismatic leadership of the Hasidim.)  The Havurah movement took a more cognitive and intellectual approach to re-envisioning Judaism in the United States, and creating a new kind of Judaism that would be meaningful to them, and the Jewish Renewal people took a more Chasidic and more ecstatic and devotional approach. 

· Anyway, there are other differences between the movements, but my interest, in regard to these movements, is how people create Judaism for themselves, how they use the resources of Jewish tradition in a flexible way.   The creation of new rituals, and the adaptation of old rituals, is one of the things I have always been interested in, this is again, my folkloric training. I am very interested the study of ritual. I am also interested in the questions of gender.   I didn’t do it as much in my first ethnographic work on questions of gender.  However, issues of gender in religious roles, rituals, and theology are central to my current project, on the Jewish Renewal Movement. I’ve been especially interested in the relationship of embodiment and gender.  So that is one body of work. 

The other body of work, which came in between these two projects, is my historical work.  That is my study of the pietism of Jewish women in the 17th and 18th centuries, my work on the Yiddish Tkhines (prayers for private devotion). My book, “Voices of the Matriarchs: Listening to the Voices of Early Modern Jewish Women,” explores a genre of Yiddish prayers primarily recited by women. 

· It came out of my commitment to feminism and my knowledge of Jewish history and Jewish texts and Hebrew. In the 1970s and onward, there was a feminist critique of Judaism; I share this critique. But I felt that the people who articulated this critique really did not know enough about Jewish history to understand the complexities of gender roles in pre-modern Judaism.  They would say things like Jewish women were completely excluded from religious life in traditional Judaism.  But that could not be true, because Judaism was not what we think of it as in America, something that happens in synagogues or with clergy. Everybody, male or female, lived a life saturated with Jewishness; it was their culture. So I set out to find out about women’s religious lives in the 17th and 18th centuries, in Central and Eastern Europe.  The classic texts studied and written by the rabbinic elite at the time were in Hebrew, the sacred language, and very few women were taught to read and understand Hebrew.  Therefore, I based my research on the popular religious literature in Yiddish.  This was the vernacular language of that period, and those women who became literate could read books in Yiddish. 

· I hope that my book on Jewish Renewal will be a good and important book, but I know that my book on women’s piety, “Voices of the Matriarchs,” was a ground-breaking, path-breaking work that has revolutionized the way people look at Jewish history from that period. And it won a big award. I think of that book as my major contribution to scholarship. 

· In that book, I was interested in women who were not part of the intellectual elite by definition.  I investigated how they made use of those parts of Jewish tradition that were made available to them in Yiddish translation, how they used texts and motifs creatively to create a Judaism for themselves.  I was also interested in the ways in which that women submitted to traditional Judaism, to women’s roles in traditional Judaism, and the ways in which they contested them.  It is a very complicated picture. When I started to do the work, I wanted to find proto-feminist, resisting, self-affirming religious women, female Jews from the time who were creating a “women’s Judaism” that had just not yet been discovered.  But I realized that was my 20th century self looking for role models, and 18th century Jewish women by and large were perfectly content with their roles in life.

If you want to understand who I am as a scholar, read chapter 10 of “Voices of the Matriarchs.” There I discuss the questions of what it means to be a folklorist, a feminist, a scholar of religion, what is the place of anger and loyalty in a relationship to a variety of traditions. To really understand where I am coming from as a scholar and in my work I think that is essential.  

· Anyway,  ADDIN AudioMarker 1466 this book was my major contribution to scholarship, I am indeed extremely proud of it.  The proudest moment of my life was when I received the Koret Award for Best Book in Jewish History (1999) for “Voices of the Matriachs.” 

What do you want people to take away from the work that you do?

Several kinds of things. It depends on which people we are talking about. I have in general addressed myself to a Jewish studies audience, and what I want that audience to take away from my work is that we have to take seriously the Jewish lives of people who aren’t authorities.  I am not alone in this view now, but I was when I started this work, I was one of very few people saying “yes, women’s ephemeral prayers and publications existed and are important.” When I started to study the Tkhines, and I would mention my research to other Jewish studies scholars, they would sneer at me.  They would snicker when I told them I was studying these things. 

Because it was like saying, now of course this is more respectable, but again, if you were in a world in which people only did political history and someone said “I am studying those women’s magazines on the checkout counter at the supermarket,” they would be laughed at. It was the same thing with these prayers. I was a real fighter. I had many real fights on my hand to get this considered to be a legitimate object of study. 

People thought these things were just stupid, trivial texts. They thought that one couldn’t really learn anything from them.  This was during the period when feminist history was just coming in. So, these texts I was studying had been dismissed as insignificant, stupid. So part of my scholarly mission was to get people in Jewish studies to take seriously the religious lives of ordinary folks, ordinary non-elite folk and of women.  This was difficult in Jewish studies, which was based on intellectual history, the study of Talmud and rabbinics, the study of the classics of Jewish mysticism and philosophy.  This is all very elite stuff.  I wanted scholars to see what a difference it made to ask questions about gender, and to ask questions about non elites when you did Jewish history. By now, of course, the study of women, gender, social history, material culture, and other such things have made great strides in Jewish studies.
People attacked me for far longer than I thought was necessary. I thought, wait didn’t we win this battle? Why are they attacking me again? Have you ever heard of the historian Jacob Katz, a very eminent historian of early modern Judaism? At a conference, I was asked to give a formal response to a paper of his.   I gave “an anthropological and feminist critique,” in which I pointed out that he made generalizations about “all Jews,” but they actually only were true of men, and he dismissed what I had to say. Despite the fact that Katz was somebody who did social history, he said women didn’t have religious lives, so there was no room to study such a subject. Then everyone in the audience piled on saying nasty things about women. It was incredible. The people who agreed with me only came over privately later and said oh, so we don’t agree with that. But they wouldn’t stand up.  The whole exchange between Jacob Katz and myself was published in the journal Jewish Social Studies.
So it was a fight the whole way?

It is no longer a fight to get women’s history, culture, folklore recognized, but it was a fight. I tend to pick topics like this.  Now I am studying the Jewish Renewal Movement, and many scholars and Jewish commentators don’t take the Jewish Renewal movement seriously either. But I think that we can learn a lot from it about how Judaism is transformed, how any religion is transformed, in the contemporary age. This includes how feminist ideas are worked out in new religious forms, and how embodiment and performance are shaping Judaism. So, again, it is trying to get people to take seriously things that have not been taken seriously.

· You wanted to know who my mentors have been: Certainly, one of my most important mentors was Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, I am sure many people would say that. Also, Arthur Green who is a scholar of Hasidism.  And my professor Alexander Altmann, my undergraduate professor.  All of them were very important in my intellectual development. And other professors too, Dan Ben Amos, from whom I learned a lot.  

Although this has not always historically been the case, I think folklore is a discipline that is congenial to feminism. Because it looks at non-elites, the people who have been voiceless, the people who have been ignored, so it was a good background to come from.  

