Return-to-tradition radical Jewish women organization ‘Beit-Yakov’ in interwar Lithuania

ABSTRACT

With the establishment of the Lithuanian state in the interwar period, an
accelerated secularization process took place among its Jewish residents. In this
atmosphere, a ‘Beit-Yakov’ women’s organization arose in Lithuania, intending to
bring Jewish women back to religion by studying basic books in Judaism and
applying these studies in their lives. Soon, ‘Beit-Yakov’ evolved into an active
organization that instilled in its members a belief in their ability not only to establish
their homes on the foundations of religion but also to change the direction of the
development of the Lithuanian Jewry from secularization towards a return to
tradition.
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Background

The First World War brought about a decisive change in the lives of the Jews of the Kovna
Province in the Russian Empire. They were accused of collaborating with the German enemy,
and most of them were expelled from their homes by the Russian army.! The deported Jews
were joined a few months later by many other Jews who fled the Vilna Province, either out of
fear of the German army, which broke through the front and advanced eastward or from the
threat of the riots of the retreating Russian army. Most of the deportees and refugees settled
in the southeast of the Pale of Settlement; When this became possible, many even migrated
to the Russian interior. In the cities of exile, they were exposed to an atmosphere that was
quite different from the traditions they were used to in the towns of their origin. From the end
of 1917, they also felt the horrors of the Whites-Reds war, and after the victory of the Reds —
the negative Bolshevik policy towards Jewish tradition as well. The return of these Jews from
exile to their towns and homes in the State of Lithuania, which arose on the ruins of the
Russian Empire, was, therefore, accompanied by a significant change in the traditional way of
life of many of them and the adoption of an atmosphere free from religion.?

The rapid secularization of the reviving Jewish town in Lithuania was accepted as an almost
natural process in the atmosphere created by the Jewish national autonomy, which was
founded in 1919 on distinctly secular foundations and in which the Rabbinical Association, the
supreme Orthodox institution that represented the rabbinate and religion in the country, was
only a junior and uninfluential body.? The local Orthodox circles were helpless in the face of
these powerful processes. However, not everyone accepted the change as a decree from
heaven, and unofficial Orthodox forces that gradually arose in Lithuania tried to fight the
processes of secularization and turn back the tide. The beginning was humble and came from
individuals who took action and worked to create study frameworks designed to provide



traditional knowledge to young men who were far from religion. In fact, these individuals were
not required to be overly creative but to renew an old and well-known institution in the
Lithuanian town — ‘Tiferet- Bachurim Association,” whose purpose for several decades was to
teach basic Jewish subjects to hardworking young men. The action of those entrepreneurs
found fertile ground. New such associations began to arise in Lithuanian towns, and several
dozen local young men joined each one. In the evenings, and sometimes for the first time in
their lives these young people heard lessons in the weekly Torah portion, rabbinical writings,
religious law, and Aggadah [non-legalistic exegesis].* Soon the individual local initiatives
developed into an organized and regulated nationwide movement. This movement grew and
expanded, and within a few years, it controlled more than a hundred associations — significant
dimensions in the fabric of the Jewish movements in interwar Lithuania.’

This minor revolution took place in the male domain only; The women remained outside the
sphere of interest of any Orthodox circles. However, the proven success of Tiferet-Bachurim
began to encourage women to try and imitate the male activity. Indeed, Orthodox women also
began to set up study groups throughout Lithuania, and soon, a new women’s organization
arose, the ‘Beit-Yakov' organization, intending to educate Jewish women to full observance of
the religious commandments and deep religious- national consciousness.®

This article will present the stages of the development of the Beit-Yakov women’s organization
in interwar Lithuania, the difficulties along its way, and its achievements. It will claim that the
Jewish social reality in the interwar period motivated Beit-Yakov to move from a passive study
organization to an active one, working for religion and tradition throughout Lithuania. It will
also claim that the initiative and activity of the organization came almost only and deliberately
from women, with a negligible active involvement or help of men.

Here, it is appropriate to state a caveat that the article’s conclusions are based primarily on
Beit-Yakov’s journal and reports in an Orthodox weekly since | have not found external sources
or internal correspondence so far. | believe that it is nonetheless correct to publish on the basis
of these limited sources about this innovative organization; | tried to extract objective data
from the existing material and use the writing of the organization’s members as carefully as
possible. Additional research by others on the subject may confirm or refute some of my
conclusions. However, if | managed to be precise, then it would be correct to state that if one
defines the phenomenon of the new Orthodox male organization in interwar Lithuania as
revolutionary, the equivalent organization of the women can be considered groundbreaking
not only in the Orthodox aspect but also in the gender-feminine aspect as a whole.”

The initial steps

The idea that the Jewish woman should actively learn the basics of tradition and religion was
not new.® However, a significant implementation that suited especially Orthodox girls in
Eastern Europe appeared only in the first decades of the twentieth century. The beginning was
humble, in the form of several religious schools for girls;” One of them was ‘Bais-Yakov,
founded by Sarah Schenirer (1883—1935) in 1918 in Krakéw. Later, Schenirer established a large
chain of Bais-Yakov religious schools for Jewish girls throughout Poland; In 1929, the network
already numbered about 150 schools with more than 16,000 female students.’® A similar
educational activity was also carried out in Lithuania: The Orthodox organization ‘Yavne,
founded in 1920, set up a network of religious elementary schools for boys and girls in many



towns as part of the Jewish national autonomy.!! At the end of 1920, it also established the
first religious gymnasium for girls in Telz (TelSiai), and two others founded in Kovna (Kaunas)
in 1925 and Ponevezh (PanevéZys) in 1928.22 The elementary schools of ‘Yavne’ and the
secondary high schools provided their students with the required knowledge of tradition and
education for appropriate religious and moral behavior.

Despite the extensive Orthodox education in Telz for both young men and women, there were
still circles that felt that the lack of a sufficient Torah atmosphere in this town limited the
influence of the ‘Yavne’ girls’ gymnasium on its students. As a first step, they established a
local study group for the gymnasium’s graduates and for other women.!* Moreover, in the
spirit of their concepts, in 1931, some gymnasium students organized themselves into an
‘activists’ group’ — to conduct propaganda among the Telz women to observe tradition and
religion. The students of the ‘Yavne’ pedagogical course for female teachers that operated that
year in Telz also joined this group until they were the majority. However, the membership of
young female gymnasium students prevented the possibility of official recognition by the
authorities of the ‘activists’ group;’ It could only operate in a non-official manner and was thus
limited in the scope of its activities.*

In the same year, an activity in an identical spirit began in another place in Lithuania, in
Shadeve (Seduva). In this town, no gymnasium required or enabled activity like the one in Telz,
so it seems that the sources of inspiration for this awakening in Shadeve stemmed from its
male part — the local association of the Tiferet-Bachurim movement which was at its peak at
the time.®®

The beginning of Tiferet-Bachurim was in the last decade of the nineteenth century when
alongside common traditional learning associations in the Lithuanian provinces of the Pale of
Settlement, study associations began to be established for hard-working young laborers and
small merchants; They were called Tiferet-Bachurim. There it was possible to learn the basics
of Judaism such as the weekly Torah portion with commentaries, religious law, chapters of the
Bible, Aggadah, and even Jewish history several times a week and sometimes every evening.®
These associations grew and multiplied, but with the outbreak of the First World War and the
disruption of regular life, they stopped operating. After the war, Tiferet-Bachurim associations
began to be re-established in Lithuania on the initiative of individuals. Their essential
characteristics were similar to the ones of the associations before the war, and their target
audience, hard-working young men, did not change.

The number of Tiferet-Bachurim associations grew slowly, and in 1927, 26 associations already
operated throughout Lithuania, with about a thousand members aged 17 to 40 regardless of
marital status. At the end of the year 1927, a new center gathered the existing Tiferet-
Bachurim associations. Already in the first months of its existence, it founded 12 new
associations with about 500 members — a membership increase of 50%.'” By uniting such a
considerable number of associations under the center, it was already possible to discern a
growing movement, the Tiferet-Bachurim movement.

In July 1928, the First Nationwide Conference of Tiferet-Bachurim convened in Kovna. One of
the issues discussed was the movement’s attitude to parties and politics. At the end of the
discussions on this topic, a decision in principle was made unanimously — to stay away from
any political and party ideology and to concentrate on the only goal: spreading knowledge of
the Torah and Judaism among the young.'® Indeed, this goal was implemented by setting up
new associations and strengthening existing ones, and already at the beginning of 1929, there



were 50 associations throughout Lithuania with about two thousand members. This rapid
expansion convinced the center that ‘a rare phenomenon is happening here, and it is the
return of young people to Judaism. Large groups of Jewish youth are waking up and organizing
themselves in “Tiferet-Bachurim” to learn Torah and be educated in the spirit of Judaism.?°
Because of this emerging reality, the center felt that the time came to consider expanding the
goals of the movement beyond mere study.?! Indeed, the Second Nationwide Conference of
Tiferet-Bachurim, convened in Kovna in June 1930, set out on a new course of establishing
guidelines for the studies’ application in practical life. For the first time in the movement’s
history, an official emphasis was placed on the observance of the commandments: the
members were asked to learn every Sabbath the laws of this day and to see to the Sabbath
observance in their associations. Furthermore, they were required to avoid shaving with a
razor and were asked to use electric shavers.?? These revolutionary demands from members,
many of whom did not know what Torah observance was and whose studies in the association
were until then only theoretical in their view, were a clear expression of the movement’s
transition to a more advanced stage in strengthening the traditional image of the Jewish youth.
And if the first stage intended to provide them with basic knowledge of Judaism, the second
stage was already about implementing the studies in their practical life. These two stages were
a condition for the growth of young men imbued with the Torah and reverence for God.?3

Among those who were impressed by the new call to apply the studies in the practical life of
the members was Mina Henkin (1891-1941), wife of the Shadeve’s rabbi, Mordechai-David
Henkin (1884-1941).% In this town, the Tiferet-Bachurim association was founded in 1927;
Soon it became one of the most active in the movement, and the center praised it with the
words: ‘Your association is considered one of the best, both by its spiritual condition and the
number of dedicated members and because of the discipline to the center’s instructions.®
Rabbi Henkin served as a teacher in this association and was involved in its activities. Due to
his dedication and influence, the members were very devoted to the association and the
studies in it.%® His wife was well aware of what was going on in the Shadeve association in
particular and in the Tiferet-Bachurim movement in general; Their extensive activity in those
years made a strong impression on her. Thus the Second Nationwide Conference’s decision fell
on fertile ground for Rebbetzin Henkin. It was, in her eyes, very suitable for women as well.
Indeed, a year later, on 26 May 1931, she founded a study association in Shadeve, a parallel to
the local Tiferet-Bachurim one, for women only.?”’

The expansion of ‘Beit-Yakov’

Mina Henkin decided to turn to local women from the popular classes; They, in her opinion,
set the atmosphere in the town, and, therefore, it was essential in her view to teach them
Torah and tradition. Indeed, 18 local women joined her new association.?® She organized the
members into two groups according to age, and in these groups, they regularly studied basic
books of Judaism — the weekly Torah portion, chapters of the Bible, and Jewish History. Apart
from studies, talks and speeches were held in the association from time to time about all kinds
of problems, and these aroused interest and attracted more women to join.?

Mina Henkin was not content with the association she founded; She wanted to establish more
similar to it, in order to spread the news of learning and returning to tradition among women
all over Lithuania. She suggested to name these associations ‘Beit-Yakov’ [the house of Jacob]



— a name traditionally attributed to Jewish women3® — to hint at their purpose: learning Torah
and tradition for the women.

It was no coincidence that she chose a name already widely used in Poland in association with
spreading Torah and tradition among women. Indeed, there was a big difference between the
educational activity of Bais-Yakov in Poland, which concentrated on establishing schools for
girls, and the activity conceived by Mina Henkin. In Lithuania, there was no need to set up
religious schools for girls since ‘Yavne’ did this; Rebbetzin Henkin aspired to establish study
groups for women only after high school age. Besides, the Polish Bais-Yakov activity was under
the partisan guardianship of the local Orthodox ‘Agudas-Yisroel, while Henkin preferred
avoiding political involvement. However, in choosing the familiar name, she wanted the
general public to accept her academic-educational activity not as an attempt to establish a
new institution but as an expansion of an existing, known, and valued Polish movement to
Lithuania. With this choice, she thus hoped to arouse among Lithuanian women a greater
willingness to join her initiative and establish similar associations in their towns in Lithuania.

Mina Henkin began to travel alone to the towns to encourage old and young women who had
strayed from religion to return to tradition.3! To enable the realization of this call, she
simultaneously appealed to Orthodox women in those towns to establish Beit-Yakov
associations in their places, like the one she founded in Shadeve. Indeed, her efforts began to
bear fruit, and several new associations were established since January 1932.32 The awakening
among the women soon matured into the setting up of a center that was supposed to unite
the new associations and the approving of binding regulations, a kind of imitation of the
organizational structure of Tiferet-Bachurim and other organizations in Lithuania. After adding
the existing associations to the center,®* Mina Henkin could appeal more strongly to women
in Lithuania to join the ranks of the new organization.?® The ‘activists’ group’ of Telz responded
to her call and announced its readiness to act for Beit-Yakov. As mentioned, most of the
members of this group were graduates of the pedagogical course for female teachers; When
they got jobs in the ‘Yavne’ elementary schools, they spread throughout Lithuania, and there
they had the opportunity and ability to work for the flourishing of the local Beit-Yakov
associations.3®

Not long after, the center members realized that the study associations might be suitable also
for the Orthodox woman and not only for the far-from-tradition working-class woman.?’
Moreover, they considered it essential that this woman would join the studies. According to
the center’s perception, the weak familiarity of even Orthodox women with the literature of
religious law and more so with the literature of Jewish thought and ethics made it difficult for
them to stand against the new spirit their children brought from outside the home. It seems
that the center’s member, Itta Minster, expressed this well:

Who is responsible for the spiritual decline? It should be established, that the blame lies
with the Jewish woman. She is often alien to the richness of our Torah and thus cannot
significantly resist foreign influences. To fight, you have to take up arms. If the Jewish
woman wants to be able to influence her children again, she must first of all return to the
source of Judaism, acquire knowledge and good traits, learn the basics of Judaism herself,
take care of her children’s education, and influence the family life to be according to the
religion.38

Indeed, the center attributed to the Orthodox women a considerable degree of responsibility
for the fact that the tradition among the Jewish public weakened. However, almost



paradoxically, Beit-Yakov’s activity was received by the Orthodox public with reservations, and
the Orthodox women ignored its ideas. Some thought that there was no need for them to
learn religious laws since they knew well the necessary ones,*® which they received as an oral
tradition from their mothers and grandmothers, from their studies in the religious schools or
from the Yiddish religious books for women they used.*® Others, who may felt the need to
expand their religious knowledge, got the impression that the organization was intended for
women who were far from the tradition; Some others, who recognized the importance of
studying in the Beit-Yakov associations, considered it less respectable to join women who
traded in the market or were craftswomen and sit on the same bench with them during
studying.** The center saw this Orthodox women’s disregard and even reservation about the
activities of Beit-Yakov as a great obstacle, but also a challenge to try and act in a way of
persuasion. It sought to convince the Orthodox women that joining the organization would
benefit them in knowing the details of the religious laws by studying the written sources
themselves, increasing their awareness of their duties, and especially in understanding the
measures they must take so that their children will not stray from tradition and religion. To
conduct the propaganda, the center invited well-known lecturers, trained groups of young
female speakers to bring the organization’s message to the women eloquently and attractively,
and printed publications that spread the Beit-Yakov idea throughout Lithuania, especially its
journal ‘Beit Yakov.*?

This journal was edited and published by women — usually, it was the center’s chairwoman,
Ela Shmuelovitch (1898-1941) — and the writers of the journal were only women. This was a
considerable achievement. If these characteristics are compared to the ones of the journal of
the Polish Bais-Yakov movement, which was published in £t6dZ under the same name ‘Bais
Yakov’ from the end of 1923, it will be found that it was edited by a male — Eliezer-Gershon
Friedenzon (1899-1943). Moreover, the majority of its writers were males who in their articles
taught the female readers about the place of women and their roles in all kinds of aspects of
life. Only occasionally did the Polish Bais-Yakov founder Sarah Schenirer also write an article,
and rarely did other women join the ranks of male writers.** Furthermore, it seems that
another comparison to the periodical ‘Hane’emon,” which was published in Lithuania only a
few years earlier, in 1927-1931, is the one that can highlight the magnitude of the revolution
that the Lithuanian Beit-Yakov journal brought. ‘Hane’emon’ served as a ‘platform for life and
literature’* and was the brainchild of Orthodox circles in Telz, who would later actively support
the goals of the Lithuanian Beit-Yakov and its work. Its editor was Yitzhak Shmuelovitch (1892—-
1941), the husband of the future editor of the ‘Beit Yakov’ journal, and its writers were only
men. When a talented young Orthodox woman from Telz, Chaya-Bluma Schwartz (1902-1986;
Ela Shmuelovitch’s younger sister) wanted to write an article in it, she had to hide her female
identity by using a pen name.* Only a few years later, the Beit-Yakov organization arose and in
the journal that it founded, the women had complete control. During the entire period of the
journal’s existence, until 1940, men were not given a foothold there, not even the great rabbis
of Lithuania! This unique characteristic was also noted in the words of the editor Ela
Shmuelovitch, who wrote about the benefit to the organization, brought by the journal’s
issues:

With the appearance of publications in which only women and girls take part, Beit-Yakov
wants to publicize the tradition, and as such, they have an outstanding value. Thanks to
these publications, the Beit-Yakov idea penetrated the most remote corners of Lithuania.
The journals are the constant stimulus for action and good deeds.*®



The editor, therefore, attributed the ‘Beit Yakov’ journal’s publicity and achievements among
Lithuanian women to the fact that it was all the women’s work, from editing to writing letters
to the editor. The high level of their articles was more suited to female readers of the Orthodox
elite, and therefore this journal had the power to convince such women to join the Beit-Yakov
organization as well.

Adherence to the Torah commandments at home and in public

What was the study content in the Beit-Yakov associations? ldeas were put forward to
determine a uniform curriculum in all of them, and it was decided that beside the weekly Torah
portion the religious law — Sabbath and Festivals, kosher food, modesty in clothing and head
covering — would be a compulsory study.*” Contrary to the policy of two stages in the goals of
Tiferet-Bachurim, first study and only then the practical implementation of the religious law,
the Beit-Yakov center decided to approach both of these stages together; It determined in
advance that the goal of Beit-Yakov was to bring the Jewish woman to observe the mentioned
Torah commandments in their entirety.*® However, the center was not satisfied with the well-
known Torah commandments and put on its agenda also fundamental commandments such
as ‘family purity’*® and prohibition of ‘defamation of character.’*® These commandments were
not often talked about in public either because of a sense of privacy or since their importance
was not recognized, and the center sought to influence Jewish women to observe them as
well. Since many women did not know about the centrality of these commandments in the
Jewish religion, the center saw fit to showcase them at public events and explain their nature
and importance. Similarly to the Tiferet-Bachurim movement, which held large and prominent
nationwide conferences, the Beit-Yakov center also chose to organize the same; It managed to
arrange two of them before World War 11.5! These Beit-Yakov nationwide conferences were the
right place, in the view of the center, to present the forgotten Torah commandments in public
and call for their strict observance.

The First Nationwide Conference of Beit-Yakov was scheduled for the Chanukah holiday in
December 1935, after the organization had already spread well in 12 towns at least.>? The call
of the organization’s journal and the propaganda in the press invited delegations from the
associations and guests from all over Lithuania to come to the conference.>® Its first session
opened in the large hall of the beautiful and innovative ‘OZE’ building in Kovna, in the presence
of a large crowd of women.>* The rabbi of Kovna Avraham-Dubber Shapiro (1870-1943)
delivered the main speech, whose topic was ‘family purity To appreciate this choice of the
topic for the main speech, and its significance for the ideas of Beit-Yakov, one has to read the
words written by the center’s chairwoman, Ela Shmuelovitch:

Family purity has recently been abandoned by many ‘intelligent’ Jewish women. This
caused some of the women who observed it to be ashamed as if it were something old-
fashioned and unhygienic. Things came to such a point that even when [the rabbis] were
standing next to the Ark of the Covenant, they talked about it in such a concealed fashion
that it was not clear what was being discussed. Beit-Yakov realized that to achieve
something in this area, it is necessary to conduct outreach on the meaning of family purity
for the life of the Jewish family. . .>®

The ‘family purity’ issue dealt with matters for which privacy was appropriate. In responding
to the center’s request and daring to speak publicly about this sensitive issue, the rabbi



followed the example set by one of the greats of Orthodox Judaism, Rabbi Yisrael- Meir Kagan
(the ‘Chafetz Chaim,” 1839—1933), when he lectured on this subject before a large audience of
women in the Great Synagogue of Vilna (Wilno) five years earlier.>®

The speech was printed in Yiddish in the form of a booklet a short while after the conference.>’
It was well distributed, and within a short time the whole edition sold out; Due to demand a
second edition was printed two years later.’® This success spurred the center to bring up
publicly, at the organization’s Second Nationwide Conference, another important Torah
commandment. This conference opened on the Jewish Arbor Day, 16 January 1938, in the
‘Ateitis’ auditorium in Kovna.>® This time the center chose to schedule the main speech on the
prohibition of ‘defamation of character,’ a subject that was not talked about much, and many
ignored it and even underestimated its importance. The center planned for it to be delivered
again by Rabbi Shapiro,®® but his health did not enable him to comply with the request, and
the lecturer chosen to carry it in his place was the rabbi of Mariampol (Marijampolé) Avraham-
Ze’ev Heller (1886— 1941).5! His lecture presented the problematic nature of negative speech
not only for an individual but for the entire nation. This time, the speech was not printed, so
its effect can be learned just from the personal, praising words of Ela Shmuelovitch, the
center’s chairwoman: ‘The speech made a huge impression on the listeners and raised the
“Beit- Yakov” conference to a higher spiritual level by discussing this problem of the Jewish
people in general and of the world of Jewish women in particular, from a deeper spiritual point
of view.'®2

The center was not content with propaganda to bring women all over Lithuania closer to
observing Torah commandments but also tried to influence the Jewish street. A fundamental
Jewish value in its eyes was Sabbath observance. Indeed, the issue of desecration of the
Sabbath, which continued to expand in the capital city of Kovna and even in the provincial
towns, frequently came up on the center’s table.®® The center called on the organization’s
members not to be satisfied with themselves observing the Sabbath but also to make efforts
and influence their husbands and children not to desecrate this holy day. Furthermore, it called
on these women to take practical action even outside their home: ‘Any member of Beit-Yakov
who goes shopping at the store should first find out if it is closed on Sabbath,” and if it did turn
out that the Sabbath was not observed there as required, the member was asked to refrain
from shopping at that place.®* And when the publisher of the ‘Folksblat’ began to publish its
evening issue ‘Ovntblat’ on Sabbath, an act that was described in the organization’s journal
with the words: ‘It is a shame. . . that in Lithuania, in the land of the yeshivas, the land of the
geniuses and the great, in the land of the exemplary Judaism, will a Jewish newspaper be
printed and sold on Sabbath?!, the women were called to put pressure on the management
of the parent newspaper by boycotting it on weekdays.®® Thus, with these calls, the center
tried not only to ensure the observance of the Sabbath among its members but through them
also to exert financial pressure to reduce the dimensions of the Sabbath desecration on the
Jewish street.

However, economic pressure was only an indirect means of influencing the street, while the
center aspired to a direct positive activity of its members. Following is a typical example of the
activity in a Beit-Yakov association, in Alshad (AlsédzZiai), as reported in the organization’s
journal issues and in the religious press: The association was founded in 1932 by the ‘Yavne’
teacher Hindel Sherl. It was renewed in 1936;% The local dedicated activist of the organization,
Freide Geffen, headed it, and thanks to her, the association’s work was very successful.®” A
year later, it already had more than 30 members. Every week they studied the compulsory



subjects — weekly Torah portion and religious law, taught by the lecturer Rabbi Fass, who tried
to maintain a high level of studies and especially made an effort for the members to put their
studies into practice. In 1938, the association was already considered exemplary in the
organization —in its dedicated ties with the center and its help in distributing the organization’s
journal issues. In 1939, the association also occupied a place of honor in the town’s social life;
Thanks to energetic work, the association’s committee, with the help of the members,
established a ‘Tzdoke Gdole’ [Great Charity] institution in the town, which included all aspects
of charity — visiting the sick, distributing bread for the poor, and more.®®

Indeed, the center encouraged the Beit-Yakov members to use the knowledge they acquired
to expand their activities beyond their homes and families and engage in community work by
joining charitable organizations, where the atmosphere was far from tradition, or establishing
new ones, where they were missing.

Beyond this desire to influence the atmosphere in public social institutions, there was a
religious worldview behind the push for involvement in them. Beit-Yakov saw its vocation in
the full implementation of the Jewish plan, that is, not only observing the commandments
‘between man and God,’ but also observing the ones ‘between people,” without giving priority
to one over the other. Since many in the Orthodox circles viewed the involvement and activity
of Beit-Yakov in the social institutions with a negative eye as if this participation in them was
not a commandment ‘between people,” but a purely philanthropic activity that had nothing to
do with religion, Beit-Yakov came to correct this misconception; It repeated and emphasized
that the commandments of charity and kindness are in fact commandments ‘between man
and God,’ since their obligation derives from the Torah just like the commandments of Sabbath
and the family purity.5°

Politics

As mentioned above, Tiferet-Bachurim dealt with the sensitive issue of partisanship and even
discussed it publicly at its first conference. It is natural that the center of Beit-Yakov also
wrestled quite a bit with this issue throughout its early years’ and found that the appropriate
place for an extensive and public discussion of it was at the conference of the organization.
Indeed, one of the main issues discussed at its First Nationwide Conference was the question
of party affiliation. After discussions, the conference determined that Beit-Yakov would remain
an independent and non-partisan women’s organization — similar to the decision of the first
conference of Tiferet-Bachurim regarding its nature.”®

The decision to avoid partisanship did not bring about a solution to this issue. Its complexity
resulted from the growing influence of the ideas of ‘Agudas-Yisroel’ in Lithuania. In July 1933,
young Orthodox supporters of ‘Agude’ began to organize themselves, and like the Orthodox
counterparts in Poland, decided to establish branches of ‘Tze’irei Agudas-Yisroel’ [Agudas-
Yisroel Young Men] in Lithuania.”? This awakening of the Orthodox young men also motivated
the young women to follow their path and establish their branches, and they too used a name
that already existed in Poland: ‘Bnos Agudas- Yisroel' [Agudas-Yisroel Daughters]; In 1935,
there were already 30 ‘Tze'irei’ and 13 ‘Bnos’ branches in Lithuania.”® This extensive activity
made an impression, and it will therefore come as no surprise that the energetic members of
Beit-Yakov also joined the ‘Agude’ite initiatives by being active in the ‘Bnos’ branches or by
establishing branches for young girls, ‘Basye.””* Furthermore, the members of the Beit-Yakov



center, among them even Mina Henkin, were at the head of ‘Bnos Agudas-Yisroel!”® The
separation, therefore, between the party activity in the ‘Agude’ branches and the non-partisan
activity in the Beit-Yakov associations was too complex to be resolved in some general
decision.”®

Indeed, the non-partisanship decision of the Beit-Yakov’s first conference was put to the test
not long after its adoption. In August 1937, the Third Great Conference of ‘Agudas-Yisroel’ was
supposed to convene in Marienbad in Czechoslovakia. At the same time and in the same town,
a first-of-its-kind international Women’s Congress of the ‘Neshei uVnos Agudas-Yisroel’
[Women and Daughters of Agudas-Yisroel] (NOWAJ), was convened with the intention to lay
the foundation for a worldwide organization of Orthodox women under the supervision of the
Council of Torah Elders of the ‘World Agudas-Yisroel.”” Every country that had ‘Agude’ite
organizations sent messengers, men, and women, to these two gatherings. Lithuania sent a
delegation to the Women’s Congress, which was attended by Mina Henkin and Miriam
Okliansky (1885—1941), Ela Shmuelovitch, and Miss Sara Chananovitch.” The four also headed
the Beit-Yakov organization.”

In the special issue of the ‘Beit Yakov’ journal from May 1937, commemorating the five years
of the organization in Lithuania, the entire last page was dedicated to the calls: ‘Religious
Jewish women and daughters from all countries! In the name of God, unite!” and ‘Religious
women and daughters from all over the world! Get ready for the religious Women'’s
Congress.® Apart from these slogans, most of the issue’s pages were occupied by a single
article of Ela Shmuelovitch that spoke about the principles and goals of Beit- Yakov, and stated
that ‘for an organization to be able to progress and be sure of its existence, it should be
considered as part of a worldwide organization. . . In terms of association with the other
women’s organizations, only “Neshei uVnos Agudas-Yisroel” can be considered, which is more
or less organized,’®! and truly one of the many goals of Beit-Yakov defined in this article was
the creation of a united religious front of women under a worldwide center.®? It seems,
therefore, that with these words, Shmuelovitch tried to prepare the ground for a union with
the worldwide ‘Agude’ite organization of religious women and girls, which was about to gather
in Marienbad.®

The ‘Agude’ite Women’s Congress opened on 18 August 1937, with the participation of more
than 160 delegates. The president of the interim women’s committee of the NOWAJ world
center, Flora Rothschild from Antwerp, opened the congress with a statement that its goal is
to organize the Jewish women and girls, who will help men in increasing the spirit of Judaism
through ‘Agudas-Yisroel/#* An echo of the impression the congress left on its participants was
reflected in the issue of ‘Beit Yakov’ from January 1938, in which large articles were devoted
to the congress and its effects. One of the authors, Mina Henkin, even saw it as an important
milestone for the organization she herself founded and expressed herself enthusiastically: ‘At
the end of the congress, a new era begins in the ranks of our organization, especially in the
field of propaganda and advocacy — to bring Jewish women to awareness, to instill a sense of
responsibility for their children, and to spread the idea of the permanent value of tradition
among the general public. .. /8 It seems that the editor of the issue — this time unusually Miss
Sarah Chananovitch, a very energetic and talented member of the organization’s leadership —
saw in these articles a suitable platform for a renewed discussion regarding the partisanship
of Beit-Yakov at the upcoming nationwide conference.

Indeed, the question of the Beit-Yakov organization joining the global NOWAJ was one of the
main topics planned at the Second Nationwide Conference, which opened as mentioned on



16 January 1938, in the ‘Ateitis’ auditorium. As a result of the sensitivity of the topic, this
guestion was pushed to the second session of the conference held on the second day in the
‘Yavne’ gymnasium for boys. Moreover, it was brought up only in the seventh and last lecture
of the session, delivered by Ela Shmuelovitch. As expected, this lecture provoked a lively
discussion and even interjections that interfered with the regular course. Although the
majority of the associations’ representatives who were present in the hall supported NOWAJ
and its ideas in principle, it was decided not to change the Beit-Yakov’s status as an
independent and non-partisan organization to further enable Jewish studies in the
associations for women who belonged to non- Orthodox parties.?® This put an end to the
qguestions on this issue, which also bothered the sister organization Tiferet-Bachurim, but
which seems to have occupied a much greater emphasis in Beit-Yakov, because of the
impressive strengthening of the female faction in the ‘World Agudas-Yisroel.

Summary

In a period of rapid secularization in interwar Lithuania and an atmosphere moving away from
tradition, a women’s organization, ‘Beit-Yakov, was founded, whose goal was to bring girls over
17 years old and married women back to tradition and religion through the study of basic
books on Judaism.?” Beit-Yakov referred to this study as a necessary infrastructure for knowing
the exact religious law and applying it to its members’ lives. However, the organization was
not satisfied with the revolution in the personal lives of individuals and saw its members as
the pioneers who would export this revolution to the streets of the cities and towns and
influence the Jewish public in Lithuania.

The initial target audience of the founder of Beit-Yakov, Mina Henkin, was Jewish women from
the working classes and the middle-low socio-economic status of Lithuanian Jewry, who had
moved away from religion and tradition. Indeed, this is what was written in the journal ‘Beit
Yakov’: ‘Despite the cold attitude of the surroundings, as well as the indifference of the woman
herself, the activists of “Beit-Yakov” did not lose their courage. They did a great deal to explain
the necessity to organize and initiate real action for the Torah and Judaism. The common
woman was the first to be recruited./® In this way, Beit-Yakov resembled the older Tiferet-
Bachurim movement, which appealed to a similar but male audience. The same journal
mentioned this fact later: ‘The only ones in Lithuania inspiring the masses to tradition are
Tiferet-Bachurim, who organized the masses under the Torah. Beit-Yakov also made it its goal
to organize not only the Orthodox intelligentsia but also the broad popular masses.’® And
here, from these words, which were written on the occasion of the five years of Beit-Yakov’s
existence, it is implied that there was a change in the organization’s priorities, and it began to
emphasize its activities with the Orthodox women from the upper echelons. Indeed, Beit-
Yakov realized that these women — even more than the common ones — needed knowledge
adapted to the developing situation. In the organization’s view, their basic knowledge was not
enough to guide them on how to behave in the developing modern world and more
importantly, how to deal with the new spirit that their children brought with them from the
rapidly secularizing external environment. The direct result of the mothers’ helplessness was
described by a member of the Rasein (Raseiniai) association, Ela Grinshtein (1902-1941): “. ..
the child is educated through the street more than through the parents. Things got to the point
where the mothers lost all influence over the child.”®® Beit-Yakov, therefore, saw the necessity
and urgency of coming to the aid of the Orthodox Jewish mothers in providing them
knowledge and a deep understanding of tradition and religion, and historical awareness.



Arming the mothers with these tools enabled them to approach their children’s education in
a more appropriate way to deal with external influences.

However, even after acquiring these coping tools, the Orthodox Jewish mother did not have
the strength to stand firm in the face of the spirit that her children brought from the street, as
she had to struggle with strong and attractive organized forces that competed for their hearts,
whether the ‘Hashomer-HaTza’ir’ or ‘Beitar’ youth movements.®! In the face of this strong
competition, one of the honorary presidents of the Beit-Yakov center, Rebbetzin Rachel
Shapiro (1875—-1943), came out with a sharp call to the Orthodox women: ‘At the same time
that the non-believers are well organized and wage war against everything Jewish and holy —
will you be deaf?!. .. Will you not respond at all? Join the ranks of “Beit-Yakov,” and create a
common front of religious women.*? Indeed, Beit-Yakov believed that victory in this difficult
struggle was only possible by uniting the women’s forces within the organization. This
unification meant not only studying together the principles of religion and Jewish thought and
applying them at home but also going out into the street and participating in all the social and
charitable projects in which the other, secular organizations, were also active. Beit-Yakov,
therefore, saw it as its role not only to teach and organize the Orthodox women and attract
the women who were far from religion back to tradition but also to influence the Jewish public
space as a whole, and this influence had to come from the activity of the organization’s
members.

This expectation was not obvious, since public activism was not a common phenomenon
among Orthodox women. Therefore, the Orthodox circles did not believe that women, who
were far from social action, would accomplish anything; Even the women themselves regarded
this activism with great skepticism and did not trust their power to act and influence. Beit-
Yakov turned this approach upside down. It began to publish a respectable journal by women
and for women only, founded new social institutions in the towns, and its members entered
existing public institutions in order to affect their atmosphere. The results were summed up
by the chairwoman of the center Ela Shmuelovitch with these words: ‘It takes a lot of effort
and time to prove both to those around and to the woman herself that the religious woman
can not only do something for Judaism through organizing but that there are areas in which
this woman can do wonders.

Much like the men’s Tiferet-Bachurim movement, which underwent an evolutionary
development from teaching basic Torah subjects to influencing the public atmosphere, the
Beit-Yakov organization, which was founded as a learning and teaching organization, soon
developed into an active organization for religion and tradition. The regular weekly classes at
the Beit-Yakov associations brought women and girls, who had been far from tradition, closer
to it and helped the Orthodox women to become familiar with the details of the Torah
commandments and to correct many of the errors they made due to lack of knowledge. The
knowledge and understanding acquired by the Beit-Yakov’s members developed a new outlook
and strengthened their awareness. Instead of feelings of shame, courage and pride were
instilled in them to observe the commandments meticulously, and a desire to influence social
institutions and the public atmosphere.®

In the late 1930s, Beit-Yakov reached about 1,500 members in 30 associations.®> Although
these dimensions were significantly smaller than the dimensions of the men’s Tiferet-
Bachurim movement, the shared vision of these two organizations and their closeness in each
town strengthened the power of Beit-Yakov several times more than the power that
apparently stemmed from its actual numerical dimensions.*®



Beit-Yakov did not cease its activity even after the outbreak of the Second World War. Despite
the financial difficulties, its attractiveness did not diminish.%” It was the Soviet occupation of
Lithuania on 15 June 1940, that brought about the cessation of the official and public activity
of Beit-Yakov. One of the last actions that the organization managed to do before that
occupation was to hold a large gathering of women for the sake of observing the Sabbath. In
this gathering, the eighth anniversary of the organization was mentioned. Referring to this
date in her speech, the poet Yehudith Glaz-Stein wished that the tenth anniversary would be
celebrated in the Land of Israel.®® However, Beit-Yakov did not get to celebrate this jubilee,
neither in the Land of Israel nor in Lithuania. During several months after the date on which
this jubilee was supposed to take place, the majority of the organization’s members found
their brutal deaths in long pits throughout Lithuania.*
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