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It is difficult to remember another book I've read where I’'ve had the uncomfortable feeling that
it was actually written for me. As a queer Jewish woman obsessed with Jewish history,
overcommitted to organizing meetings, referred to by my classmates as ‘the activist one,” the
task of Hope into Practice both thrilled and intimidated me. In her new book, Penny
Rosenwasser asks “what it will take for [Jewish women] to transform self-blame and fear, to
harness that energy for tikkun olam, to midwife a more compassionate, peace-filled,
sustainable, and equitable world... because uprooting internalized oppression can exponentially
expand our sense of what is possible, profoundly empowering a practice of social justice.” (pg
13)

My incredulity that there should and could be such a book proves Rosenwasser’s analysis of
why it needed to be written. The book dives into the past and present of misogyny and anti-
Semitism, and suggests ways for women to heal from the intersections of the two. There are
three sections: “How Did Things Get So Hard?,” on the history of anti-Semitism; “Wrestling with
the Voices,” on the ways in which Jewish women internalize Jewish oppression; and “Creating a
Future,” which offers strategies for healing from internalized oppression. | came to the book
suspicious of its specificity, certain that “Jewish women choosing justice” was no big deal. Yet |
cried through the whole first part, torn open by the known and unknown histories Rosenwasser
exposes. As | continued reading, | was intermittently frozen with tears, nodding and saying yes,
and turning to whoever was in the room with me to read paragraphs out loud.

Hope Into Practice is an active activist book. Rosenwasser used a research strategy called
Cooperative Inquiry, in which a diverse group of 9 Jewish women came together to explore and
respond to the material. Their stories and voices are woven throughout the book. At the back is
a lengthy reader’s guide of questions and activities for Jewish women to engage with in groups.
This multiplicity of voices and collaborative style is one of the book’s biggest strengths, and also
made for an occasionally overwhelming read. The prose flows like you are indeed in a room
with 1-9 other Jewish women, sometimes talking over each other, changing the topic slightly
faster than you can follow. Dense history is written clearly and accessibly, and unique
connections are made. In certain moments | was swamped by the weight of it all, or | felt we
had circled back to somewhere we’d already been. But Jewish women’s lives are the heart of
this book, and Rosenwasser engages with this up close, as an activist herself, not trying to be
objective but rather deeply invested in the outcomes. In the end, | think this feminist process
and dedication to the work she explores makes for insights that wouldn’t be possible from any
other perspective and is well worth the messiness.



While holding a wide framework for Jewish women involved in a range of organizing and
activism for justice, Rosenwasser also takes a close look at how the history of anti-Semitism
plays out in our relationships with Israel/Palestine. As someone involved in Israel/Palestine
organizing, | gobbled up the ideas she posed, hungry to hear a seasoned activist reflect on what
she’s learned from her many years involved. | long for Rosenwasser’s discussion of cycles of
trauma to be present in mainstream Jewish institutions and community; for us to talk about
how centuries-old experiences of anti-Semitism are played out in our defensiveness to protect
Israel at all costs. Her political perspective on this topic may challenge some readers. My hope
is that the open heart Rosenwasser brings to this project, and her deep love and respect for
Jewish women'’s lives, will make it possible for people who wouldn’t normally engage with her
political perspectives to read this book. The questions she asks, the possibilities for healing that
she offers, and the invitation to engage deeply with our whole selves is a galvanizing
opportunity that | hope my community of Jewish women does not miss.



