A RITUAL FOR AFFIRMING AND ACCEPTING PREGNANCY

In many respects, pregnancy and parenting are new phenomena. This sounds like a patently absurd statement until we consider the dramatic changes that have taken place surrounding the experience of having children in the last 200 years. Women no longer expect to die in childbirth. Where once perhaps half of all women died giving birth, the number of women who do so now is small enough that we do not consciously worry about this risk any longer. At the same time that the physical prospect of bearing children has become less frightening, the material costs of raising children have become more daunting. With the changes in our economic system, children are not the economic assets they once were. On the contrary, raising the middle-class child involves the expenditure of an enormous amount of money and a reduction in most parents standard of living. Recent scholarship has indicated that the "maternal instinct is neither innate nor universal. Deciding to have children is a difficult personal choice that involves love, will, determination, and a readiness for self-sacrifice.

It is in that word "choice" that the great magnitude of the change in childbirth becomes apparent. Pregnancy is no longer inevitable for most people. With our improved knowledge of birth control, pregnancy can usually be scheduled or prevented. Even when prophylaxis fails and accidents happen, modern abortion techniques make it possible to terminate a pregnancy early, easily, and safely. Theoretically, since every pregnancy can be terminated, every pregnancy that has not been ended has been accepted and chosen. Every pregnancy is a volitional act, every child is a "wanted" child.

If pregnancy has become an act of volition rather than inevitability, of decision rather than destiny, it demands conscious thought, recognition. and sacralization. We need to recognize parenting, with all its difficulties and sacrifices, as the valuable and valiant work that it is and to appreciate pregnancy for the labor and effort that it involves. We should celebrate pregnancy as a major contribution to our communal life. That we have not done so is due to the "naturalness" of the task and to the fact that the organized community has thought mainly about affairs in which men are more immediately involved. All the major biological events of women s lives—menarche, sexual maturation, pregnancy, lactation, menopause— have been ignored by our religious traditions and thereby made into secular events. The androcentricity of our inherited religious and cultural traditions, however, as well as their lack of attention to biology, are not irrevocable and should not cause irremedial loss. Now that women have had greater access to learning and to participation in Jewish public life, now that we have found our own voices, it is time to turn our attention to the "female" (biological) aspects of women's existence. If pregnancy is a decision, it should be a spiritual and religious decision, and if childbearing is an important and sacred task, it needs to be affirmed and celebrated as such. For this, we need new prayers and rituals, and women in the last decade have been writing and performing new women-centered and women-acted liturgy.

Creating such liturgy is a challenge, for if we do not want to perpetuate an arbitrary and outmoded split between Jewish women's social and biological experiences. we must create liturgy that is distinctly Jewish. Otherwise. we might as well enact our rituals in a coven or an ashram (at both of which we are likely to be sharing with other Jewish women) as in a synagogue or a Rosh Chodesh group. We must attempt to expand Jewish thinking into new directions, while staying in harmony with the rest of the religion's teachings and practices. The way to do this is to delve into the sources and mine Jewish literature for those nuggets of insight that were written there, with no intention of being relevant to birth or other female ' concerns. These can be reinterpreted and recombined to bring female experiences into the sanctified realm of Judaism.

In considering childbearing. two Jewish themes seem to cry out for such reinterpretation. One is the biblical notion of covenants sealed in blood. both the blood of the covenant of circumcision. and the sprinkling of the people with the "blood of the covenant" as they accepted the covenant of Sinai (Exod. 24: 7-8). Menstrual blood should also be seen as a sign of a covenant, the covenant between God and woman, by which women become and continue to be the bearers and shapers of new life. God affirms this covenant in the blood of menarche, and women affirm it as they undertake a pregnancy. In their willingness to bear the child, both the man and the woman become "partners in the work of creation." This is an old and significant concept, for Judaism considers the work of God's creation to be unfinished and it is part of humanity's task to continue this labor, to become 'shutafim le-ma'asay be'reishit," "partners in the work of creation”. we may do so liturgically, for ``everyone who prays on Friday night and says 'And the heavens and the earth’ were finished.' Scripture considers hin1 to have become a partner of the Blessed Holy One in the works of creation" (TB Shab. 119b). And we may do so socially, by working to improve social justice and to repair society, for "every judge who judges a righteous judgment even once, Scripture considers to have become a partner of the Blessed Holy One in the works of creation" (TB Shab. I0a). And there is another, obvious way in which we can be partners of God in creation: by helping to create new lives.

The following ritual is an acceptance of this covenantal role, a declaration of willingness to be God’s partners and to accept unstintingly whatever hardships and sacrifices this might entail. Even though the decision to bear children is a personal family choice, the setting of this ritual is in thc synagogue rather than the home. As a Jewish people, we consider it our obligation to become parents, we welcome new lives, and we actively worry about our declining or static birth rate. As a Jewish community, we should affirm each couple's choice to have children, witness their acceptance of their duties, celebrate their decision, and offer communal support and encouragement for their endeavors. Every birth is an occasion for rejoicing, and every joyously accepted pregnancy sanctifies all of us.

Ritual for Affirming and Accepting Pregnancy

The parents (or the mother):'

<hebrew text>

We declare ourselves fully ready to fulfill the commandment .'Be fruitful and multiply," which God commanded us' on the day that God created us and on the day that God rescued us from the waters of the flood. And in order to fulfill this commandment, we hereby come to enter the covenant that God has made with the daughters of Eve.

The mother:

For Eve first recognized this bond of creation, affirming it at the birth of her first son. when she stated <hebrew text> have created a man with the Lord" (Gen. 4: I).'God who creates us has created in woman the power to continue and participate in God's creations on earth.

I come to affirm this partnership with God: In my womb You form the child' in my womb, I nourish it. There You form and number the limbs' there I contain and protect them. You who can see the child in the depths of my innards,. I who can feel the kicks and the turns— Together we count thc months. together we plan the future,' flesh of my flesh, form of Your form' another human upon the earth; a home for God in this, our world.'

The mother continues:

Knowing that it is nor easy to be a partner to God, knowing that it is hard to be a member to a covenant, I am prepared to observe all the laws, commandments, and obligations of this covenant of childbirth.

1. As the mother of Samson before his birth (Judg. 13:4-5). 1, too, will

refrain from drinking all wine, beer, or other alcohol and from eating impure foods.

2. I will not smoke.

3. I will not use drugs.

4. I will not drink coffee or caffeine in any form.

5. I will not abuse my body, or the life I shelter within me. I declare that:

6. I will exercise.

7. I will sleep.

8. I will eat properly.

9. I will visit my doctor whenever I should. 10. I will learn about parenting.

In all these acts, I will prepare to give my child a faithful home In Israel. <hebrew text>. And I will love this child with all my heart, learning even as it grows within me the depths of mother-love.

The other parent (if present):

In the months to come and the years to follow, I will be mindful of the fact that I too am a partner in this act of creation. I will help my wife in these months of her great effort, and I will do everything that I can to enable her to observe these rules and obligations.

Together we will prepare our home, together we will welcome our baby, together we will love, protect. instruct, and cherish the child we are creating.

The Parents:

<hebrew text>

And now you, for your part, pour Your spirit on our seed, Your blessings on our ottspring. 10
Grant our child health and strength, happiness and length of days. May he or she grow at peace with one's self and at peace with the world."

And let us continue to work together, we and You, to form a true righteous human, one who can walk with God, one who will say "l am the Lord's" and carry proudly the name Israel.”"

<hebrew text>'

As we have entered this covenant. so may we bc privileged to bring our child to the Torah, to the commandments. to the wedding canopy, and to a righteous life. And let us say Amen.

The Congregation:

Amen.

The Rabbi offers the following 'personal prayer" (mi she-berakh):

<hebrew text>

May the One Who blessed our ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Sara Rebecca, Rachel, Leah, Bilhah, and Zilpah," bless this woman and this man because they have entered this pact with our Creator. For this may the Holy Blessed One be full of mercy for her, to keep her safe, alive, healthy, and well.14 And may God bring forth the child from her womb15 at a good and propitious time16. For You bring on labor and bring birth17 May it be Your wish that her parents will be privileged to raise children, to the Torah, the wedding canopy, and to a righteous life.18 And let us say, Amen.

Congregation:

Amen.

(Congregation then sings):''

y'varekh'khem Ha-Shem mi-Tzion<hebrew text>

u-ra'u be tuv Yerushalayim
<hebrew text>

ye-varekh'khem Ha-Shem mi-tzion
<hebrew text>

kol ye-mei, ye-mei hayyeikhem
<hebrew text>

u-ra'u banim Ie-vnaikhem
<hebrew text>

shalom al Yisra’el.
<hebrew text>

Notes

I. I have written the ritual for both parents. In the event that the father is not involved in the pregnancy. or simply does not wish to be part of the ceremony, the ritual is for the mother alone. l have indicated the alternative verbal forms in the Hebrew but have left the reformulation of the English to the performers of the ritual.

2. Technically, the Jewish tradition has held that only the male is obligated by the commandment of `be fruitful and multiply."

3. Older translations say. "I have gotten a man from the Lord," but the biblical verb <hebrew text>, kny. means "to create" and is used in this sense for the creation of heaven and earth (Gen. 14 19) and the creation of human innards (Ps. 139: 13).

4. Ps. 139:13.

5. Ps. 139:16.

6. Ps. 139:15.

7. Cf. jer. 1: 5, Isa. 49:5.

8. Gen. 1:26.

9. TB YeV. 64a.

11 from the She heheyanu for the mother of a newborn, written by Jules Harlow for the Rabbinical Assembly Manual (NY: Rabbinical Assembly, 1965), 8.

12 Isa. 44.5.

13 Women have generally added Rachel and Leah and omitted Bilhah and Zilphah. To do so is to deny them their status as mothers of Israel simply because they were not full wives. It will not suffice to claim that the children of Zilphah and Bilhah were among the lost tribes. People from the North, including the children of Blihah and Zllphah. fled South at the time of the Assyrian conquest. It Is wrong to speak of “ten" lost tribes for another reason: Benjamin was exiled with the North as was much of Judah (ser Jer: 31). If Bilhah and Ziiphah are omitted because their tribes are "lost." then Rachel should also be left out, with only Leah remaining as mother of Israel.

14. This line is from the mi she berakh for a woman who has Just given birth.

1S Cf.Job 10:18.Ps.22:9-11.

16 This line is from the mi she-berakh al the naming of a girl.

17. CE. Isa. 66:9.

18 Also from the mi she-berakh at a naming.

19 This is a popular song often sung at Bar and Bat Mitzvot. The words, adapted from Ps. 128: 5- 6, mean:

May the Lord bless you from Zion

May you see the good of Jerusalem

1~4ay the Lord bless you all the days of your life

And may you see your children's children, peace on Israel.

I have changed the Hebrew endings to address a plural (father and mother). If there Is no father present, the song should be sung in the singular.
