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IN MEMORIAM SHEILA SHULMAN Z’L 
(SHEINDEL CHAYYAH BAT SHA’UL), 
18 OCTOBER 1936–25 OCTOBER 2014

With great sadness we record the passing of Rabbi Sheila Shulman z’l shortly 
after the celebrations marking the twenty-fifth anniversary of her ordination 
by Leo Baeck College. (The lecture at that event, which similarly marked the 
ordination of Rabbi Elizabeth Tikvah Sarah, was given by Rachel Adler and 
will appear in a forthcoming issue of European Judaism.)

Born in New York, her early academic studies were in the field of English 
and comparative literature at Bard College (BA), Hunter College (MA) 
and City University of New York (all requirements with distinction for a 
doctorate, except the dissertation). Moving to the UK, she worked part-time 
as a teacher and editor, in particular with Onlywomen Press, which she helped 
to establish. In 1984 she was accepted onto the rabbinic programme at Leo 
Baeck College, graduating in 1989 with a thesis on ‘The Dialogue of God 
and Israel in Selected Midrashim’. As well as part-time work as a rabbi with 
Finchley Reform Synagogue, with the encouragement of Rabbi Lionel Blue 
she established the congregation Beit Klal Yisrael (BKY) – see below. From 
1990 she taught a variety of courses at Leo Baeck College in the area of 
Jewish thought.

This brief outline hardly does justice to her remarkable achievement as a 
radical feminist, lesbian woman who took on the challenge of becoming a 
rabbi, succeeded in transforming perceptions and in the process helped mentor 
others from BKY who successfully undertook rabbinic studies. Her writings 
on Judaism appeared in Manna and in European Judaism (most recently 
‘Reading Whole’, Vol. 45, No. 2, Autumn 2012, 165–171, which summarizes 
her philosophy as a teacher of Jewish studies). The flavour of her spiritual 
commitments can be found in her collection of sermons, Watching for the 
Morning: Selected Sermons, published for BKY by Peter Daniels in 2007. 

The following tributes given at her funeral and shivah point to the 
extraordinary impact she had on the lives of so many.

Hesped for Sheila’s Funeral 29.10.14 (Judy, Marion, Varda, Vivi)

I don’t think there are many rabbis out there who design and set up a  community 
of their own. But then, most rabbis wouldn’t need to. But Sheila, today so 
much respected by so many in Liberal/Reform circles, was a pioneer.

When she began rabbinical studies, a huge surprise to us, her feminist 
friends, she had no idea where it would lead. She needed to scratch a 
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metaphysical itch, she said. As she was nearing the end of her studies, it was 
clear that no shuls were lining up to employ a middle-aged, out-lesbian and a 
radical feminist to boot, a scary concept even if obscure to most. Nor would she 
have been able to be a rabbi in just any community. She needed a community 
in which she could be herself and there was a need for a community for all us 
out there who stayed away from communal Jewish life because we didn’t fit 
in; because we were gay, secular, atheists, Jewish by choice, patrilineal Jews, 
Jewish-identified but not kosher enough according to halakhah, with a non-
Jewish partner, or just plain single.

And so in 1989 she asked a few friends – the most secular friends she could 
think of, she said – to work with her to create a new, unique community. There 
are four of us here today of that original group, still amazed at how Sheila 
managed to rope in the three of us who had never set foot in a shul, and one 
who never wanted to ever again.

She wanted it named ‘Beit Klal Yisrael’, the house of all Israel, to reflect its 
inclusivity; to reclaim and transform what the phrase had come to represent in 
conservative religious language. It took about a year of Sunday meetings and 
much work in between, the most challenging aspect being how to embed our 
feminist principles in the formulation of the community’s political and 
philosophical ethos, before we launched BKY in March 1990 (I think).

Although BKY has always been a small community, and certainly never 
perfectly formed, we never stopped questioning everything possible and 
engaging with difficult political issues. Yes, we have more questions than 
answers, and no, we never quite managed to arrive at the appropriate forms 
of realizing some of the original ideas that were BKY’s original raison d’être. 
This was a cause of frustration for Sheila. But perhaps it needn’t have been 
so. What she tried to create was, is, so new; there are no existing models to 
emulate. We are it.

Not just setting up BKY, but its continued existence twenty-four years 
on (next year will be our twenty-fifth anniversary) is a testament to Sheila’s 
creativity, her desire to effect change in an environment often hostile to 
what she represents, and her intellectual vigour, as well as to her forceful 
personality and talent to inspire and to generate loyalty.

Thank you, Sheila, from all of us whose lives you touched and enriched. 
We, your friends and your community, will work to keep your vision alive.

Jackie Batisha, Jacky Bishop, Caroline Banks 

Sheila was not our rabbi – she was our sister, friend, lover, fellow revolutionary. 
She inspired us to question the validity and structure of all those institutions of 
patriarchal power that oppressed and still oppress women everywhere inside 
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and outside of Judaism. In radical feminist conferences and workshops, she 
was always prodding us to define more clearly the structures that enclosed and 
stultified us, so that we were better able to challenge and change them.

In 1974 her words became deeds, when she was one of three women who 
attended Camberwell College to learn printing in order to control the process 
of publishing women’s work. Out of this intention came Onlywomen Press – 
the radical feminist and lesbian publisher. Sheila was a collective member for 
many years.

In 1981 Sheila wrote ‘I realize more and more that my feminism was 
rooted there in my body, and in my experience, and my love for my women 
friends that went further back and deeper than anything else in me’. In those 
early days of radical lesbian feminism, we were elated by the possibilities 
that stretched before us – of the ways of loving, living and working with each 
other that might emerge. Sheila was steadfast in the struggle – or what has 
later become known as ‘the work’.

As we began to have glimpses of ourselves, some Jewish women amongst 
us began to wonder whether we might include our Jewish identities in the 
work. Sheila took a path of trying to bring her radical feminist philosophies 
right into the Jewish world from which she came, but had never felt a part of. 
Although it was a surprise to many of us when Sheila decided to study at Leo 
Baeck, it was no surprise that she went on to make a community in which she 
and many others have found a home.

We felt privileged to be part of that legacy at Oxford Gardens on Saturday 
when we shared with the BKY community the spontaneous and unbearably 
beautiful Yiddish and Hebrew melodies issuing forth from those around her 
deathbed. Who would ever have thought that Jewish ritual and song could be 
so reclaimed and that such angels would come and sit on her shoulders?

Sheila will continue to inspire us and, no doubt, will be keeping an eye on 
things. She was a wise, kind, caring woman, with a very wicked gleam in her 
eye, but there was also fire, enthusiasm, sheer intellectual vigour and when 
she was on a roll there was no stopping her. She will want to know that the 
work is being continued, and that her legacy never takes the easier path.

Naomi Goldman

Sheila has been an extraordinary teacher, an inspirational rabbi and a voice 
of fierce integrity. She always had something significant to say and what she 
said always mattered. In a piece she wrote about how to read rabbinic texts, 
she said our task was to try to stay open to the ideas without violating our 
own core. The way in which she maintained her own core – her radicalism, 
her feminism, her truth – was a model of how to engage with Judaism as a 
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living tradition, one that can accommodate and add meaning to the real lives 
that we all inhabit.

And I think she taught not just through texts, but through her whole life. 
We spent an evening with her talking about how to be the kind of rabbi that 
makes changing the world a priority. She once said that for her politics and 
spirituality were basically the same thing and her ability to harness these two 
forces and not compromise either was truly inspirational. 

She passed on her fierce and intimate engagement with texts of all kinds – 
she felt the ideas. Sheila saw Judaism as an ongoing project, one that we all 
have to be involved in building. One of her favourite quotes, from Ursula Le 
Guin, was: ‘You can go home again so long as you understand that home is a 
place where you have never been’. 

She took all her students along the path to that place we had never been, via 
Heschel and Kafka, Rosenzweig, Buber and contemporary radical theology. 
She leaves a deep and significant legacy that lies in our hearts and minds 
and the work we will go on to do – to be on the critical edge, to deliberately 
place oneself on the margins and at the same time occupy a leadership role 
within mainstream Judaism: that is the challenge and example that she set 
us. 

Judith Rosen-Berry

How could I not have followed, or at least tried to follow, in the rich and 
complex footsteps of a woman who described her own decision to study for 
the rabbinate as one that continued throughout her life to be a surprise to 
her? It wasn’t, she explained, because she had faith or had been called in any 
sense, but more because she felt in some indescribable way ‘nagged’; moved 
unexpectedly by a liturgical tune, by a phrase in a service, by a bit of Biblical 
text, or Midrash. Sheila was looking, she said, for ‘more life’ and she kept 
finding it in Judaism, in a religious tradition that was tough, edgy, ironical and 
sometimes even funny – a little like her. 

How could I have not followed in the erudite footsteps of a woman who only 
ever promised to engage with the questions, who was the reader and teacher 
of Rashi, Rilke and Adrienne Rich? A woman who wisely understood herself 
as only ever trying to articulate one facet of an ongoing/timeless conversation 
and who knew that the translation of this conversation into community, into 
her community, was never meant to be easy – but rather required attention, a 
constant watching over, and sometimes some pain, but above all, ‘the exertion 
of critical intelligence’. 

How could I resist those footsteps? How could I, how could any of 
us, resist the sermons, the acute observations of political and personal 
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frailty, the literary depth and turn of poetic and Yiddish phrase, the 
unrelenting scrutiny, the demand to take ourselves seriously? How could we 
have resisted this extraordinary woman, who intuitively and intellectually 
played her part in the undoing of the hierarchies of gender, power and 
sexuality, whose palpable anger at the injustice that threatens to overwhelm 
us was irrepressible? I couldn’t resist her and neither could you. So maybe 
one day, following in her footsteps in whatever faltering way we can, Rabbi 
Sheila Shulman will rightly have said of her: Ev’en ma’asu ha-bonim hai’ta 
l’rosh pina: the stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone 
(Ps. 118:22).

Janet Burden

Here, the sea strains to climb up on the land 
and the wind blows dust in a single direction. 
The trees bend themselves all one way 
and volcanoes explode often. 
Why is this? Many years back 
a woman of strong purpose 
passed through this section 
and everything else tried to follow.

Judy Grahn, ‘A Geology Lesson’ 
The Work of a Common Woman 

(Onlywomen Press, 1985, p. 88)

I have spent over twenty years in the wake of this particular woman of strong 
purpose. If we want to keep moving towards the vision of Jewish communities 
worthy of Sheila’s memory, we need the courage to build the paths as we walk 
them. I wish us all the will and the strength to do so.

Jonathan Magonet

I have been trying to cast my mind back to when I first met Sheila when 
she applied to enter the Leo Baeck College to study to become a rabbi. At 
the time the idea of accepting a self-proclaimed radical lesbian feminist was 
unprecedented and shocking. No one here will be surprised to learn that Sheila 
was quite upfront and challenging. We had to accept her on her own terms. As 
much as we at the College might be judging her suitability to become a rabbi, 
she was also quite clearly judging us as representing the Jewish establishment, 
and probably expecting to find us wanting. 

I found her to be intellectually very impressive, socially deeply committed 
to the causes that moved her, and with a strong Jewish cultural background, 
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close still to the Yiddish-speaking immigrant world of North America. You 
can never know when you take on a rabbinic student how they will turn 
out five years later or in the years that follow. You have to take a chance 
on some quality that you see there that you think will be of value to Jewish 
life, and clearly with Sheila there were very real qualities that she could 
bring. But in her case there was also something that worried me and raised 
a question about whether she was right for the programme. It was the darker 
side of her strong commitments, a very deep anger and even bitterness, that 
expressed themselves sometimes in a contemptuous dismissal of those who 
did not appreciate her concerns. I was not sure whether her commitment to 
becoming a rabbi would be strong enough for her to address those deeply 
engrained habits of thought. The Sheila of those days was not just feisty and 
uncompromising: she was a really tough cookie. 

I mention this because it has been very moving over the years to see how 
Sheila has changed and softened. Hers has been a pioneering path, with 
obstacles at every turn, including the need to create her own unique kind of 
Jewish community when jobs in more conventional congregations were not 
available. Sheila grew into the true role of a rabbi as a teacher and spiritual 
leader. Beit Klal Yisrael, her work at Finchley Reform Synagogue and that as 
a teacher at the College gave her the kind of support, appreciation and love 
that freed her to give more and more of herself in return. She never lost her 
intellectual curiosity or integrity, she remained committed to the causes that 
moved and challenged her, but they were addressed with a different kind of 
compassion. Part of that change was the influence of her intense engagement 
with Judaism itself and the values to be found in our tradition; her move from 
a perpetual student to a masterful and creative teacher. But above all it was 
also the love she received in return from those she taught and worked with – 
and the evidence for that is in the numbers of you who have come here today 
to say farewell to her. For Sheila became a true rav umora, rabbi and teacher 
in Israel. 

We say in our tradition, zikhronah livrachah: may her memory be a blessing. 
Sheila’s life was a long, tough and courageous journey. Our memories of her 
are a blessing in our own lives. May they continue through us to bring blessing 
to others. That will be her true legacy.

Deborah Kahn-Harris

I am not sure how to speak from a position of privilege about someone who, 
for so much of her life, resided outside the normal definitions and bounds of 
privilege. And yet Sheila was a privilege to know. It was my privilege to be 
her student and, though I hesitate to use such language, her colleague, too. 
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We are taught, commanded: עשה לך רב – find yourself a teacher. I did; so 
many of us did. She taught us about theology and politics and community and 
sexuality and Judaism and language and much more, but now, in her absence, 
I find myself bereft of words. 

I found myself this afternoon reflecting on what she taught me, on the 
books she set me to read and discuss with her, on the books we found we 
had in common already. Always words and books and language and the ways 
in which the text transformed us and the world we create with them. And I 
found myself looking again at a book we both loved, Ursula Le Guin’s classic 
science fiction novel, The Dispossessed, a short passage from which I wanted 
to share with you tonight.

It is almost at the very end of a complex novel, where Shevek, the central 
character, is about to create a new anarchist community. He speaks with the 
Ketho, the ambassador of another country, who is accompanying him on his 
journey. Ketho asks if, instead of returning to his homeland, he might join the 
new community instead:

‘Once you are there, once you walk through the wall with me, then as 
I see it you are one of us. We are responsible to you and you to us; you 
become as Anarresti, with the same options as all the others. But they 
are not safe options. Freedom is never very safe.’ He looked around the 
tranquil, orderly room, with its simple consoles and delicate instruments, 
its high ceiling and windowless walls, and back at Ketho. ‘You would 
find yourself very much alone,’ he said.
‘My race is very old,’ Ketho said. ‘We have been civilized for a thousand 
millennia. We have histories of hundreds of those millennia. We have 
tried everything. Anarchism, in all its forms, with the rest. But I have not 
tried it. They say there is nothing new under any sun. But if each life is 
not new, each single life, then why are we born?’
‘We are the children of time,’ Shevek said, in Pravic. The younger man 
looked at him a moment, and then repeated the words in Iotic: ‘We are 
the children of time.’

Sheila’s life was nothing if it was not new and singular and abundant in the 
perils of freedom. But it was a rich and varied life, bounded by the strictures 
that time places on us all. And as she was responsible for us, we, too, are 
responsible for the legacy that she has left in every one of our souls. 

May her memory be for a blessing. 


