The Western Wall’s Barriers
Rabbi Jon Hanish, Kehillat Israel, Pacific Palisades, CS d4

The trip was nearing the 20 hour mark.  I was, we were, exhausted.  But the bus didn’t bring us to a youth hostel so we could regain our strength.  Instead, it took us to the old city, to the dung gate (Sha’ar ha’ashpot).  We were poured out of the bus with our bodies trickling down to the Western wall.  The sun had just risen.  I touched the wall, gently, softly, as it were made of glass.  Emotion filled my heart.  Tears rolled from my eyes. I prayed with all my heart.  I didn’t see the politics, not then.  

Twenty years passed and I found myself back in Jerusalem.  This time I wasn’t with peers but with my family and my (much younger) rabbinic school classmates.  On more than one occasion, I went with my family to the wall.  As we came within 30 yards of this holy site, I had to separate from my wife and daughters.  I couldn’t share the experience with them because the wall was and continues to be under the control of the Haredi, the Ultra-Orthodox community.  The wall, once a place of joy, became a place of sadness… at least for me.  If Israel is a homeland for all Jews, then why can’t I pray with my children at our holiest sight?  Why is this most holy of sights treated like an Orthodox synagogue?  Why can’t I practice my form of Judaism there?

Last week, we screened the movie, “Women of the Wall.”  It was a powerful piece about a group of women whose goals include:

· The right for women to wear a tallisim at the wall
· The right for women to read from Torah at the wall
· The right for women to raise their voices in prayer at the wall
· The right for women to blow a shofar at the appropriate time and season at the wall
These women aren’t asking for an egalitarian section, something I would love to see instituted at the wall.  They are just asking to pray as they see fit in the women’s section.   As they stated in an open letter, “We do not hold egalitarian services…. Our rights can be realized in the women’s section at the Kotel; this is what we have asked and continue to ask….” Their request, as seen in the documentary, went all the way up to the Israeli Supreme Court.  Ultimately, they were denied the right to pray as they wished within the women’s section.  Instead, they were ghettoized near Robinson’s Arch, an archaeological site.  

At the arch, they can pray.  At the arch, men can join them in prayer.  At the arch, they need to be done by 10:30am or they will be charged an $8 entry fee.  At the arch, there are no Torahs, no arks, no stands, no chairs, no covering for inclement weather… and services need to be scheduled in advance.  I am sure that I don’t need to tell you that just the opposite is true in the men’s section of the wall.  As the documentary portrayed, it is a non-solution. And as the documentary concluded, we saw that the women were still attempting to pray in the women’s section and were still being harassed by Ultra-Orthodox women while the police stood idly by. 

Sadly, the situation has only worsened in recent months.  Last November, Nofrat Frenkel, an Israeli medical student and observant Conservative Jew, was detained and interrogated by Israeli police while wearing a prayer shawl and carrying a Torah during a prayer service held by Women of the Wall in the women’s section.  If taken to court, she could be convicted of a felony which would cause her immediate dismissal from medical school not to mention a sentence of 5 – 7 years in prison.  Can you imagine being arrested for wearing a tallit and holding a Torah?  In the country where all Jews are welcome?  And the potential penalty?.... it’s just ridiculous.

To make matters worse, on January sixth, Anat Hoffman, director of Reform Judaism’s Israel Religious Action Center and leader of Women of the Wall, was taken to a Jerusalem police station.  Her crime? She wore a tallit not at the wall itself, but at an area that had been previously designated a place where Women of the Wall could gather for once-a-month worship, as they had done for the past 21 years.  

Anat was interrogated and fingerprinted, and informed that she might be charged with a felony for violating rules of conduct at the Western Wall.  This arrest goes beyond the battle which the women of the wall battle have been waging.  This is a direct attack on a major leader of Israel’s progressive Jewish Movement.  Anat Hoffman is internationally known and respected for her efforts in guiding Judaism’s future.  Arresting Anat is like arresting a political leader.  

Last month, after numerous inquiries into the matter from the American Jewish Community and a letter writing campaign, the Israeli embassy issued a communiqué that stated that Robinson’s arch as a place of prayer is a fair compromise. In its communiqué, the embassy alluded to the 2003 decision by Israel’s Supreme Court that disallowed women from reading from the Torah or wearing prayer shawls at the Western Wall. In its ruling, the embassy noted, the court ordered the state to prepare Robinson’s Arch “to host egalitarian services that encourage both men and women to wear tallit and read from the Torah. The current situation provides all Jews with an outlet for religious expression next to Judaism’s most sacred site.”   Limited hours?  Only scheduled serviced?  No facilities?  A fair compromise?

Leaders of the Conservative movement thought the embassy’s letter focused too narrowly on the issue of the Western Wall and did not respond to the larger concerns that the movement’s letter-writing campaign had raised. “Our letter did not exclusively address issues of the Kotel, but rather sees the Kotel as one example of… the increasing haredization of Israel, and the increasing alienation of the majority of the world’s Jews from not only religious participation, but from any freedom of religious experience in the State of Israel,” said Julie Schonfeld, head of the Rabbinical Assembly, the organization of American Conservative rabbis.  You see, the wall is controlled by the haredi, the ultra orthodox.  They determine the rules of the wall.  They have the right to ignore the needs the other denominations.  They gained this power because of Israel’s political system.  


In any election, due to the number of political parties no single party ever wins a majority of Kenesset seats. For a party to take control of the government, they must form a coalition.  The Ultra-Orthodox parties, including Shas, are a minority who become the king makers in any election.  The non-religious party that pairs up with Shas must make concessions to them to retain their allegiance.  One of these concessions has been control of the wall.  What should be a place for everyone has become a political bargaining chip with that chip landing in the lap of the Haredi.

Rabbi Eric Yoffie, President of the Union for Reform Judaism, wrote in an op-ed piece published last week in San Francisco’s J Weekly, “There is ample room to divide the Wall into three areas: one for men to pray according to Orthodox custom; one for women to pray according to Orthodox custom; and one for non-Orthodox prayer. And since there is not a single, universally accepted religious standard that governs Jewish religious life, we should make no attempt to impose one at the Kotel.”

Rabbi Robert Orkand, President of ARZA (Association of Reform Zionists in America) writes:  “Make no mistake: What appears to be a growing religious crisis in Israel is as much a threat to Israel’s survival as are the external threats, perhaps more so.  Israel has shown that she can protect herself from armies and terrorists. Protecting herself from religious extremism may be Israel’s biggest challenge—a challenge that cannot and must not be ignored by those who care about Israel’s soul.”


The Conservative and Reform movements have already moved quickly on this issue.  If we as Reconstructionist Jews care about Israel’s soul, we need to speak out.  We need to join our fellow progressive Jews in demanding religious equality for ALL Jews.  We need to realize that the battle which is being waged by the Women of the Wall represents the conflict between the haredi and progressive Jewish communities.  
As the JRF website states, “In Israel and North America, Reconstructionists actively support “The Women at the Wall,” who advocate equal worship rights for men and women in Israel.”  We need to take this statement to heart and to turn our thoughts into action.  We need to start by writing letters to our local Israeli consulates and to Ambassador Michael Oren.  We need to discuss these issues and to take stands on them.  We need to push our national organizations to make bold statements.  To assist in these goals, I have a letter written by Anat Hoffman which outlines ways you can help and a generic letter which can be used to write Israeli officials.  Please take a copy on your way out.

The year I lived in Israel with my family, there was a picture on my apartment wall.  The picture had been taken days after the wall had been freed by Israeli paratroopers from Jordanian control.  The picture showed an image of soldiers standing next to haredi Jews next to old women next to young boys next to secular Jews next to…. Every type of Jew imaginable.  Everyone stood together at the wall, touching its cool surface and praying.  That picture embodies the essence of what the wall should be – a place for every Jew to pray, no matter their denomination.  May we live to see the day when the wall is once again a place where all Jews can pray together.
Anat Hoffman, IRAC Executive Director—Personal Call to Action
A Call to Action—Make the Wall for all Jews

 

On January 5th, 2010, I, Anat Hoffman, Executive Director of the Israel Religious Action Center , and leader of Women of the Wall was called in for questioning and fingerprinted by the Israeli police. They warned me that I was being investigated for the felony offense of wearing a tallit, and holding a Torah at the Western Wall.

 

My interrogation comes less than two months after the November 18th, 2009 arrest of the Women of the Wall member Nofrat Frankel for wearing a tallit and holding a Sefer Torah at the Wall.

 

We are asking you today to contact your local Israel Ambassadors and Consulates and tell them that you will not tolerate religious discrimination or be forced to practice the religious ideologies of the Ultra-Orthodox community. You can write your own letter or sign the letter we have attached.  (see below) 
 

Israel must understand that the will of a small fundamentalist minority cannot take the Wall away from Klal Yisrael.  

    Please send your letter to your Ambassador Michael Oren 
    Send a letter to your local Israeli consulate 
    Please also send this communication to your friends and family so that the message will come from as many people as possible 
    Other ways that you can show your support are to purchase a Women of the Wall tallit (Karen@irac.org) or by making a donation to IRAC's work advancing Jewish pluralism and tolerance in Israel and fighting to end religious coercion and discrimination. http://www.irac.org/Donate.aspx <http://www.irac.org/Donate.aspx> 

    Lastly, organize a solidarity rally or prayer service for the Women of the Wall on the next Rosh Hodesh, Erev Shabbat January 15th 2010. 

 

 

 

Dear________________________,
 


On behalf of the Jewish people fighting for religious pluralism in Israel, I am outraged that one of our leaders, Anat Hoffman, was interrogated and fingerprinted by Jerusalem police on January 5th, 2010. Police told Hoffman, Executive Director of the Israel Religious Action Center and leader of Women of the Wall, that she may be charged with a felony for violating the rules of conduct at what many consider to be Judaism's most sacred site.

 
Hoffman's interrogation came less than two months after the November 18th, 2009 arrest of the Women of the Wall member Nofrat Frankel for wearing a tallit and holding a sefer Torah. 

 
We will not tolerate this discrimination and abuse to continue among our own people. Women are treated as second-class citizens at a holy and historic place that has great symbolic importance for all Jews. 

 
We are shocked by the brutal and callous insults to which Women of the Wall have been subjected. Many of these curses cannot be repeated in polite company. Israeli police have seen fit to arrest women who go to the wall for peaceful prayer, and make no attempt to reprimand those who spit and curse at them, a stark reminder of the power enjoyed by the Israeli ultra-Orthodox, and their success in forcing their religious practices on an entire nation. 


If this were to happen in any other country in the world, the Jewish community would be up in arms. Israel is the rare democracy today that tolerates and even endorses religious discrimination against Jews.  

 
Make no mistake:  What appears to be a growing religious crisis in Israel is as much a threat to Israel’s survival as are the external threats, and perhaps more so.  Israel has shown that she can protect herself from armies and terrorists.  Protecting herself from religious extremism may be Israel’s biggest challenge—a challenge that cannot and must not be ignored by those who care about Israel 's soul.

 
We cannot allow this discrimination to continue any further. We must protect our religious rights in Israel.

 
Pass on our message to the Israeli government, that the Kotel is the beating heart center for the whole of the Jewish people, and not an Ultra-Orthodox synagogue. The arrest and intimidation of women praying at the Wall must stop and it must become a place in which all Jews can pray and connect spiritually to Israel.

 






Sincerely,
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