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Kos Miryam: Development of a Women's Ritual
Matia Angelou

There are a number of elements included in
ritual being created by women today. Water imagery is
used time and again, as are circles and spirals.
Miriam's Well and the cycles of the moon are symbols
to express renewal and inspiration. Female role models
from the Torah, such as Sarah the Matriarch, Miriam
the Prophetess, and Deborah the Judge, give women
strong feminine characteristics to emulate. Women are
rediscovering and redefining the feminine aspects of
God, with Shekhinah and Rahameima becoming more
widely used as names of God. Mikor ha-Chayim
(Source of Life), Chei ha-Olamim (Life Ever-Lasting),
and other phrases from traditional liturgy are used in
new ways to describe a God who speaks personally to
women.

Women are creating rituals which add to the
traditional liturgy with a feminine consciousness. A
women's group from Delaware, the Judaism and
Feminism Study Group of Jewish Family Service, has
written a new service for Birkat ha-Levanah (Blessing of
the Moon). The women's service is based on the
traditional Kiddush Levanah service, which is often said
in the synagogue, as it should be conducted with a
minyan (a quorum of ten people). This service, recited
between two days and two weeks after the appearance
of the molad (new moon), should not be confused with
Birkat ha-Chodesh (Blessing of the New Month),
announcing the upcoming Hebrew month on the
Sabbath preceding Rosh Chodesh.

The women have kept some of the traditional
elements, such as reciting the service out of doors. The
Hebrew is in the same form and they have kept the
traditional psalms, but they have added some original
stories and translations. They have also added some
songs and readings to expand "what is a rather short
service (just a few paragraphs) in the synagogue. By
standing in a circle outside holding candles, singing
together, and reciting personal intentions, they have
given a feminine feel to this service while keeping the
basic service in its traditional form.

There is a co-operative nature to women's
rituals, both in their creation and in their expression.
More often than not, a few women will work together

to create a ritual. The rituals themselves usually
include a time for sharing feelings and thoughts.
Acknowledging and blessing their own inner qualities,
as well as blessing one another, is often part of
women's ritual. Singing and dancing with each other
are favorite activities, and healing circles are often
included.

A number of these elements came together in a
ritual called Kos Miryam. The first time I was
introduced to the idea of drinking water in honor of
Miriam was in Penina Adelman's book Miriam's Well,
Rituals for Jewish Women Around the Year (Biblio Press,
1986). On page 11 Penina describes a women's ritual
using the image of Miriam's Well (a water well that,
because of the merit of the prophetess Miriam, followed
the Jewish people through their long wandering in the
desert) as a centerpoint. Indeed, the entire book
affirms the well as a symbol of renewal and inspiration.
Miriam's Well is an excellent source for information
about the well and about Miriam as a heroine for
Jewish women.

The development of the particular ritual called
Kos Miryam began with a guided meditation led by

Women are creating rituals which add
to the traditional liturgy with a
feminine consciousness.

Joyce Rosen. During the meditation, members of a
Boston-:based Rosh Chodesh group visited Miriam's
Well to gain inspiration and renewal from the mayim
chayitn (living waters) found,'there. We splashed in
these waters, bathed in them as in a mikoeh (ritual
bath), or simply sat by them quietly. Joyce suggested
that we each, still in meditation, take a cool drink from
Miriam's Well, filling ourselves with strength from
these living waters.

One woman, Stephanie Loo Ritari, met Miriam
herself at the well. Stephanie, a new mother, was
feeling a need for some loving support in tending her



baby. In her meditation, Stephanie felt Miriam
physically support her as she dipped into the well,
using it as a mikueh. Miriam took off her red leather
sandals and handed them to Stephanie. Miriam
encouraged her to keep walking in the direction she
was going because she was doing just fine.

This image was so powerful for Stephanie that
she wanted a way to keep in touch with it weekly, to
feel on a regular basis the strength and support Miriam
gave to her at the well. She and her family began
drinking from what she called Kos Miryam before the
Sabbath Kiddush every Friday night. She holds up a
clear glass goblet filled with spring water or seltzer
water and says in Hebrew, 'This is.the Cup of Miriam.
Strength, strength, and may we be strengthened." Then
everyone drinks, drawing strength from the living
waters.

There is a cooperative nature to
women's rituals, both in their creation
and in their expression.

When Stephanie shared this new custom with
me, I felt it was a wonderful way to bring a new
dimension into Shabbat. I have built a more elaborate
ritual around Kos Miryam, using sparkling water in a
cut crystal goblet. Before Kiddush, I ask everyone at
the Sabbath table to share an inspirational thought,
something that helps them to renew themselves. I liken
the Sabbath to a well in which we can refresh and
purify ourselves after a long week. I say, 'This is the
Cup of Miriam, the Cup of Living Waters," in Hebrew,
and then I add two blessings: "Blessed are You,
Shekhinah, Source of life, who gives us living waters.
Blessed are You, Adonai, Ruler of the Universe, by
whose word everything is created." (This second
blessing is she-hdkol, the traditional blessing said before
drinking water.) My family enjoys beginning the
Sabbath by remembering Miriam, while ending it at
Havdalah by remembering Elijah.

I enlisted the help of Janet Berkenfield, who
had written some beautiful meditations and psalms for
Siddur Birkat Shalom, the new egalitarian prayerbook
produced by the Havurat Shalom Siddur Project.
Together we expanded the ritual to include Hebrew
and English readings, as well as some songs. My
family uses this expanded version of Kos Miryam to
begin the Passover Seder, ending it with the traditional
Kos Eliyahu (Cup of Elijah). I think this is an
appropriate addition to the Seder because Miriam
played such a prominent role in the Exodus story.

Some Rosh Chodesh groups have also adqpted
Kos Miryam, using it in their closing rituals. As
women pass the clear goblet around the circle, they
share an intention for the coining month, something
they want to bring home with them from the ritual for
that evening. They sip from Kos Miryam, drinking in
strength, inspiration, and renewal from the living
waters of Miriam's Well.

The development of Kos Miryam exemplifies
the cooperative nature of Jewish women's ritual.
Without Penina's story in Miriam's Well, Joyce's original
meditation, and Stephanie's Sabbath custom, there
would have been no expanded rituals using Kos
Miryam. This is a cooperative effort which all of the
women had a share in creating.

Matia Angelou, Associate Editor of Neshama, says that she puts
the Kos Miryam ritual before Kiddush so as not to interrupt the
flow from Kiddush to the Ha-Motzi blessing." For women who
observe traditional Jewish law, Kos Miryam would be performed
between Kiddush and Ha-Motzi because according to Halacha the
Kiddush wine is the first food or drink to pass the lips after the
Sabbath begins.

Women's Minyan
Kimberley A. Shaw

mayiin khayim
the water of Miriam,
we draw it up by cupfuls
and buckets
in a sunny circle
and portable shul
the" drumbeat leads us
kids run
the men stare
before they walk on
borkhu
loud, so they hear our voices
forbidden
weight of Torah on my arms
on my shoulders
in my head
on all of us

Kimberley A. Shaw is a Maine native now living near Boston.

The National Council of
Jewish Women, N.Y. Section,
is compiling an inter-
national directory of Rosh
Chodesh groups. For info
contact Alicia Driks, 9 E.
69th St., New York, NY 10021
(212/535-5900) .
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