
 



Text: 

 

Consider: 
 

Consider the decision at the beginning of the week to set aside a portion 
of the Western Wall for mixed prayer by men and women, as well as the 
congregation known as Women of the Wall. For the very first time, official 
and explicit government recognition has been afforded to Reform and 
Conservative Jews. The immediate outcry by Orthodox leaders and 
politicians provided eloquent testimony to the immensity of what non-
Orthodox Jews had just achieved. So did the protests of Jews who were 
unhappy with the compromise because it left the part of the Wall known 
to Jews everywhere as the Kotel in the hands of Orthodox authorities who 
have denied women the right to pray there wearing tallit and tefillin, and 
prohibited any kind of public prayer that did not meet with their approval. 
… Many details still need to be worked out, and the process of 
implementation might yet be derailed, but the symbolism of what 
occurred, to my mind, could not be more profound. 
 

What it means is that Jews who live abroad as well as who live in Israel, no 
matter their belief and practice, have a full share in the Land and State of 
Israel. The wall is universally held to be “the holiest site in the world” for 
Jews. If one can only approach that holy site on Orthodox terms; can only 
pray according to Orthodox rules; cannot open a Torah scroll without 
Orthodox permission; cannot as a woman wrap oneself in prayer shawl 
and phylacteries or lead prayer for a mixed congregation or raise one’s 
voice in petition to the Creator of the Universe—and if all these rules are 
enforced by Israeli police officers—then the message is loud and clear: 
This site belongs to us and not to you, as does the authentic form of 
Jewish tradition, and even—in a very real sense—that State. 
 

Minister of Tourism Yariv Levin put the matter with stunning directness 
when he said that there was no reason to accommodate Reform and 
Conservative Jews, who were not only a tiny minority in Israel, but would 
not exist in two or three generations because of assimilation and 
intermarriage. … 

   ח וְָעׂשּו ִלי ִמְקָדׁש וְָׁשַכְנִתי ְבתֹוָכם.
 

And let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them. 
[Exodus 25:8] 



Conservative Judaism, for its part—our part—has always invoked the 
authority of history in countering such claims maintained: There has never 
been only one interpretation of Judaism, never only one way to be Jewish, 
and—in our brand of Judaism at least—there has always been an 
emphasis on obligation to the entire Jewish people (even Haredim who 
won’t give us respect) and strong attachment to the Land and State of 
Israel. The realities of Israeli society and coalition politics have long denied 
non-Orthodox Jews an equal playing field in the contest for the minds and 
hearts of Israeli Jews, just as they have long denied Israelis the right to be 
converted, married, divorced or buried except by agreement of the (ultra 
Orthodox) Chief Rabbinate. That changed this week, in one crucial aspect, 
at one crucial intersection of your life and mine with history. 
 

“It does not give us what we need,” one thoughtful Israeli said to me. “The 
Kotel, the place where Jews have prayed for centuries, remains in the 
hands of the Haredim.” “Yes,” I replied, “but centuries from now Jews will 
regard the place set aside by this week’s decision for non-Orthodox prayer 
as just as much a part of the Kotel as the other because Jews will have 
sanctified it by praying there…” [Encountering History in Jerusalem; Dr. 
Arnold Eisen, Chancellor of JTSA; Blog post 2/8/2016] 
 

Think About It: 
 

 The Mishkan in the desert was designed for all of Israel. Does the 
Kotel, the remnant of the Temple in Jerusalem, fill this mission for Jews 
today? 

 

 Israel struggles with issues relating to what we call in this country 
“Church State issues.” Should there be a separation between religion 
and politics in Israel? Can it be a “Jewish” State if there is? Does this 
compromise solve all, some or none of these issues? 

 

 The Kotel is NOT a remnant of the Temple of Jerusalem. It is just a 
retaining wall that makes building on the Temple Mount possible. 
Orthodox Judaism says that Jews are not allowed on the Temple 
Mount lest they inadvertently step in the place where the Holy of 
Holies once stood which was forbidden for all Jews except the High 
Priest. Does it then matter if we pray at one part of this retaining wall 
or another? Is one site more sacred than the other? What makes a 
Jewish site holy? Is it the actions of God or human beings? 




